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Rebecca Mead (“Talk Therapy,” p. 46), 
a staff writer since 1997, most recently 
published “Home/Land: A Memoir of 
Departure and Return.”

Robert Moor (“Deadwood,” p. 24) is 
the author of “On Trails: An Explo-
ration.” He is at work on a new book, 
“In Trees.”

Jameson Fitzpatrick (Poem, p. 60) is the 
author of the poetry collection “Pricks 
in the Tapestry.” She teaches at New 
York University.

Benjamin Wallace-Wells (Comment,  
p. 11) began contributing to the mag-
azine in 2006 and has been a staff writer 
since 2015.

Emily Flake (Sketchpad, p. 15), a New 
Yorker cartoonist, is the author of “Mama 
Tried” and, most recently, “That Was 
Awkward: The Art and Etiquette of 
the Awkward Hug.”

Vinson Cunningham (The Theatre,  
p. 72), a theatre critic for the magazine, 
will publish his début novel next year.

Dexter Filkins (“A Dangerous Game,”  
p. 32) is a staff writer and the author 
of “The Forever War,” which won a 
National Book Critics Circle Award.

Alexandra Schwartz (“Memory Serves,” 
p. 16) joined the magazine in 2013 and 
became a staff writer in 2016.

Graham Swift (Fiction, p. 56) won the 
1996 Booker Prize for “Last Orders.” 
His most recent novel is “Here We Are.”

Inkoo Kang (On Television, p. 74),  
a staff writer, became a television critic 
for The New Yorker in October.

Jaswinder Bolina (Poem, p. 43) most 
recently published a book of essays, 
“Of Color.” His fourth poetry collec-
tion, “English as a Second Language 
and Other Poems,” is forthcoming  
in 2023.

Cora Frazier (Shouts & Murmurs,  
p. 23) has contributed humor pieces 
to the magazine since 2012. She teaches 
writing for the City University of 
New York.



Farewell,” October 31st). I’d like to ex-
pand upon his mention of an important 
literary influence on Dylan’s music: an-
cient Greek and Roman poets. There are 
echoes of many classical poets—especially 
Homer, Catullus, Vergil, Horace, and 
Ovid—in Dylan’s songs. He devoted a 
section of his Nobel lecture to his appre-
ciation of Homer’s Odyssey, drawing a 
comparison between Odysseus’ experi-
ences and his own. (“In a lot of ways, 
some of these same things have happened 
to you,” he said.) This influence is ex-
plored in more detail in the book “Why 
Bob Dylan Matters,” by the Harvard clas-
sicist and Dylanologist Richard Thomas, 
which considers classical poems along-
side important moments in Dylan’s life 
in an illuminating way. 
Robert J. Ball
Professor Emeritus of Classics
University of Hawaii
New York City

I enjoyed Remnick’s penetrating retro-
spective of Bob Dylan’s life and work. 
Having seen Dylan live a half-dozen 
times in the past twenty-five years, I can 
say that his late-career performances are 
indeed mesmerizing. Dylan’s shows of 
this era, featuring a core group of mu-
sicians—including the bassist Tony Gar-
nier (who has accompanied him for three 
decades) and the guitarist Charlie Sex-
ton—are marked by both the mood of 
jazz and the precision of chamber music. 
His craggy, expressive voice is often pro-
jected with a crystal clarity, owing to the 
state-of-the-art sound systems of the el-
egant venues where he now performs. 
Audiences at these shows find a thrill-
ing combination of older songs newly 
envisioned and more recent classics. I’m 
grateful that Dylan is still presenting his 
music live, in singular ways.
Chris Wellin
Normal, Ill.

HEAR ME OUT

Reading Alex Ross’s piece about the ren-
ovated David Geffen Hall reminded me 
of the space’s sad lack of a pipe organ 
(“Vision Quest,” October 31st). Many 
noted concert halls around the country 
(Boston, Philadelphia, Chicago, Nash-
ville, Dallas, Seattle, San Francisco, Los 
Angeles) have distinguished pipe organs, 
which are used in orchestral works and 
also solo recitals. I’m old enough to re-
member hearing the Aeolian-Skinner 
in Philharmonic Hall’s earliest con-
certs—in Mahler’s Eighth Symphony, 
in Janáček’s Glagolitic Mass, and in the 
performances of a number of notewor-
thy recitalists, among them E. Power 
Biggs, Catharine Crozier, and Virgil Fox. 
Perhaps Deborah Borda and the Phil-
harmonic’s revolving door of music di-
rectors, in their attempts to attract a 
younger audience, have decided that a 
pipe organ is too old-fashioned. But 
they’re wrong. 
James Hejduk
Lincoln, Neb.

Ross is one of the few critical voices 
who haven’t gushed about the New York 
Philharmonic’s renovation. He admits 
to finding the acoustics of the new hall 
imperfect, and mentions other short-
comings, like its soon-to-be-outdated 
furnishings. But I wish he had noted 
the renovation’s well-publicized cost, 
five hundred and fifty million dollars. I 
am not a donor or a musician. I am a 
writer with a small income. There is 
value in investing in performance spaces, 
but I wonder whether such an exorbi-
tant sum might have been spent in more 
beneficial ways, by funding grants or 
youth programs or by providing artists 
with housing or other direct support. 
Renee M. Ducker
Whiting, N.J.
1

NEW AGAIN

David Remnick’s article about Bob Dylan 
provides an incisive examination of Dylan’s 
career, his inf luences, and how he has 
managed to remain inventive (“Restless 

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

THE MAIL



PHOTOGRAPH BY THE TYLER TWINS

In 1949, the writer Adrienne Kennedy, now ninety-one, enrolled at Ohio State University, where she became 
enamored with “Tess of the d’Urbervilles” but, as one of only a few Black female students, was stung by racism 
within the institution. She revisited this time in her 1992 one-act “Ohio State Murders.” The play’s Broadway 
première is now in previews, starring the theatrical luminary Audra McDonald (above). Kenny Leon’s pro-
duction marks Kennedy’s Broadway début, and the first show at the newly renamed James Earl Jones Theatre.

GOINGS ON ABOUT TOWN
NOVEMBER 16 – 22, 2022
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The pandemic has become such a tidy line of demarcation that it often 
provides a ready excuse for any type of delay. But stringent lockdowns 
are not the only reason that the sensitive, hooky Toronto-based indie 
band Alvvays took half a decade to make “Blue Rev,” the follow-up to 
their splendid career-changing album, “Antisocialites,” from 2017. The 
songwriters Molly Rankin and Alec O’Hanley got started on many of the 
new album’s lovelorn pieces as the band’s star was rising; then somebody 
stole the hard drive containing their demos. When Alvvays returned to 
work, last year, the musicians decided to look both backward and forward, 
adding new songs and tensile weight to the jangly power pop they’ve built 
to carry Rankin’s dreamy vocal melodies. They arrive in town for a bit 
of borough-hopping, with shows at Brooklyn’s Kings Theatre (Nov. 16) 
and Manhattan’s Bowery Ballroom (Nov. 17).—K. Leander Williams

ROCK

1

MUSIC

Breland
COUNTRY The singer-songwriter Breland’s music 
was born into an “Old Town Road” world. In 
2019, in the wake of Lil Nas X’s breakout hit 
and the controversy surrounding its genre, Bre-
land’s début single, “My Truck,” felt poised to 
make sense of the confusion. A honky-tonk trap 
ode to a long-standing symbol of blue-collar 
life, the song used its unmistakable synthesis 
of country and rap signifiers to display not only 
the alchemy of modern music but the shared 
history between the two genres. His recently 
released début album, “Cross Country,” deep-
ens this relationship, even allowing country 
lifers such as Thomas Rhett and Keith Urban 
to indulge their hip-hop impulses. Breland’s 
music feels natural to both worlds—not an 
anomaly but a distinct perspective.—Sheldon 
Pearce (Mercury Lounge; Nov. 18 and Nov. 28.)

Burial: “Streetlands”
ELECTRONIC The skies are darkening; it must 
be time for a new Burial release. The British 
dubstep pioneer’s January EP, “Antidawn,” 
stripped his music almost entirely of the beats 
that had long helped define it. “Streetlands,” 
a three-song, thirty-four-minute follow-up, 
is similarly rhythmically static, but here the 
producer’s desolate aural landscapes frequently 
rise into nearly orchestral swells, suggesting 
a John Williams score as transmogrified by 
the late microtonal composer Roland Kayn. 
The final track, “Exokind,” is an even bolder 
development, a glacial synth fantasia that pays 
homage to Giorgio Moroder’s soundtrack work, 
even if it’s missing the latter’s propulsion.—Mi-
chaelangelo Matos (Streaming on select platforms.)

“The Hours”
OPERA In the spring of 2017, when Renée Flem-
ing appeared at the Metropolitan Opera as 
the Marschallin in Strauss’s “Der Rosenkava-
lier”—one of her signature roles—onlookers 
believed that she was making her farewell to 
staged opera, or at least to that particular opera 
house. It hasn’t worked out that way: the sump-
tuous-voiced soprano returns to the Met for 
the world-première production of Kevin Puts’s 
“The Hours,” based on Michael Cunningham’s 
novel of the same name, alongside such lumi-
naries as the mezzo-soprano Joyce DiDonato, 
the Tony-winning singer Kelli O’Hara, the con-
ductor Yannick Nézet-Séguin, and the director 
Phelim McDermott. If Puts’s opera sounds 
anything like the song he contributed to Flem-
ing’s recent LP, “Voice of Nature”—a twinkling, 
soaring piece that capitalizes on her creamy 
upper register—it should give her fans exactly 
what they’ve been waiting for.—Oussama Zahr 
(Metropolitan Opera House; Nov. 22-Dec. 15.)

Outline: Fall
ROCK The seasonal Outline festival, at a former 
factory in Maspeth, Queens, is fast becoming a 
live-music fixture for curious listeners search-
ing for thoughtful billings representing the 
moment’s vanguard. The latest iteration of 

the concert focusses on contemporary Amer-
ican folk forms and roots music, featuring 
adventurous artists who are modernizing and 
subverting their respective traditions. Among 
them are the Ecuadorian American electronic 
crooner Helado Negro, the shape-shifting 
avant-jazz collective Standing on the Cor-
ner, and the Cameroon-born indie-rock 
songwriter Laetitia Tamko, who records as 
Vagabon. Rounding out this eclectic and co-
hesive curatorial vision are the fingerpicking 
instrumental guitarist Yasmin Williams, the 
atmospheric folk musician Maria BC, and the 
powwow avant-gardist Joe Rainey, who aug-
ments the Indigenous music of his Minnesota 
youth with ominous industrial noise.—Jenn 
Pelly (Knockdown Center; Nov. 19.)

Tom Harrell Quintet
JAZZ One of the pleasures of tracing the career 
arc of a significant musician is the potential 
increase in sagacious lyricism that announces 
itself with age. Tom Harrell has brandished a 
hurdle-jumping approach on the trumpet and 
the flugelhorn since gaining national attention 
in the early seventies, but as he’s embraced 
his stature as an elder statesman an increased 
penchant for understatement and poignancy 
has come to light. Harrell demonstrates his 

maturity on both horns, as well as his acu-
men as a composer and a bandleader, along-
side Dayna Stephens, on saxophone, and the 
rhythm team from Harrell’s current release, 
“Oak Tree,” which includes Luis Perdomo 
on piano, Adam Cruz on drums, and Ugonna 
Okegwo on bass.—Steve Futterman (Village 
Vanguard; Nov. 16-20.)

1

ART

Greer Lankton
This treasure of an exhibition offers a 
glimpse, mostly through photographs, into 
the enthralling, funny, and gutting world of an 
incandescent trans artist, who died, in 1996, at 
the age of thirty-eight. Lankton, who was part 
of New York City’s East Village scene, cre-
ated tableaux from exquisitely ragtag (often 
life-size) dolls, which she sewed by hand and 
displayed in the window of the downtown 
boutique Einstein’s, among other spots. Some 
of these soft sculptures, such as figures based 
on Jackie O. or Diana Vreeland, comment on 
so-called high society; others, representing 
the drag performer Ethyl Eichelberger or the 
Warhol superstar Candy Darling, pay tribute 
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Meret Oppenheim was eighteen years old in 1932, when she moved 
to Paris from Basel, Switzerland, to become what she already was—an 
artist of constant reinvention. (Two years earlier, she had persuaded 
her parents to let her drop out of school to pursue art, conveying her 
disdain for academics with a proto-Surrealist gem that combined 
drawing and algebra to prove “x=Hare.”) Oppenheim arrived in Paris 
a painter. But it was a sculpture, from 1936, called “Object”—a cup, 
saucer, and teaspoon, all lined in fur—that both guaranteed her place 
in art history and overshadowed the glorious range of her next five 
decades. (Oppenheim died at the age of seventy-two, as she’d foreseen, 
in a dream, at thirty-six.) MOMA acquired “Object” the year it was 
made. Now it’s among some hundred and eighty drawings, assemblages, 
paintings (including “Stone Woman,” from 1938, above), costume de-
signs, ceramics, filmed interviews, and much more, in the fascinating 
retrospective “Meret Oppenheim: My Exhibition,” on view through 
March 4 at the museum.—Andrea K. Scott

IN THE MUSEUMS

to the downtown counterculture. The artist’s 
brightest star was Sissy, an autobiographical 
doll whose physical transformations paral-
leled Lankton’s own. The tone of “Sissy’s 
Bedroom,” from 1985, is both louche and vul-
nerable: the doppelgänger (whose physique 
recalls that of Egon Schiele), splayed out on 
a comforter, wears nothing but scarlet stock-
ings—not even her wig. Another picture, from 
1987, finds Sissy wearing a maid’s uniform and 
smoking on Einstein’s stoop, in the company 
of a little white dog (real, not sewn), in an 
image of jarring, indelible charm.—Johanna 
Fateman (Company; through Dec. 3.)

“New York: 1962-1964”
This spectacular historical show of art and 
documentation addresses an era of season-
to-season—at times almost monthly or 
weekly—advances in painting, sculpture, 
photography, dance, music, design, fashion, 
and such hybrid high jinks as “happenings.” 
With Pop art and nascent Minimalism, New 

York artists were turning no end of tables on 
solemnly histrionic Abstract Expressionism, 
which had established the city as the new 
wheelhouse of creative origination worldwide. 
Instrumental to the moment was a brilliant 
critic and curator, Alan Solomon, who, as 
the director of the Jewish Museum during 
the years bracketed here, consolidated what 
he called “The New Art,” mounting the first 
museum retrospectives of the trailblazers 
Robert Rauschenberg and Jasper Johns and 
elevating such newbie Pop phenoms as Andy 
Warhol, Roy Lichtenstein, and James Rosen-
quist in tandem with radically formalist ab-
stract painters like Frank Stella and Kenneth 
Noland. The eruptive early sixties launched 
many folks on all sorts of trajectories. Some 
artists, at the margins of fame, hung fire for 
unjustly belated recognition, as demonstrated 
here by the achievements of the Spiral Group, 
a cadre of stylistically diverse Black artists 
who banded together in 1963. Few women at 
the time were given their due, which should 
accrue to them in retrospect. A garish re-

lief painting, from 1963, by the underknown 
Marjorie Strider, of a glamour girl chomping 
on a huge red radish, could serve as an icon 
of Pop glee and sexual impertinence crossed 
with proto-feminist vexation.—Peter Schjeldahl 
(Jewish Museum; through Jan. 8.)

Lily Stockman
Curvilinear symmetries and an Easter-egg 
palette (albeit one with a twist) lend this 
Los Angeles painter’s new canvases a del-
phic allure. Stockman’s compositions are both 
diagrammatic and vaporous, a combination 
that calls to mind the spiritualist abstractions 
of the American modernist Agnes Pelton. 
Although they’re more lyrical, Stockman’s 
nested shapes also have some of the metic-
ulous magic of Josef Albers’s squares. In the 
five-foot-tall painting “Trumpet Vine,” a 
central geometric motif—a cross between 
a keyhole and an envelope—is delineated in 
sunrise hues, perhaps marking the entrance 
to a cloud. “Murano Mirror” has a strange, 
almost confectionary beauty, its largely pale-
pink forms unsettled at the bottom edge by a 
strip of dark coral. At times, Stockman leaves 
the impression of her brush’s bristles visible 
in the oil—a hairy, slightly agitated effect 
that keeps the radiant work from getting too 
pretty.—J.F. (Charles Moffett; through Dec. 10.)

1

THE THEATRE

Kimberly Akimbo
“Getting older is my affliction. / Getting older 
is your cure,” the teen-age Kimberly Levaco 
sings to her high-school classmates. That she 
is played by the extraordinary sixty-three-
year-old Victoria Clark is a tell of what ails 
her: Kimberly is sixteen going on seventy-two, 
thanks to a condition that ages her at four times 
the regular pace—death beckons, and she has 
barely lived. This sounds like a heartbreak of 
a show, and it is. But “Kimberly Akimbo,” with 
a book and lyrics by David Lindsay-Abaire 
and music by Jeanine Tesori, is also howlingly 
funny, hopscotching among emotions with 
virtuosic fluidity. The cast—which includes 
Steven Boyer and Alli Mauzey as Kimberly’s 
overwhelmed parents, Bonnie Milligan as her 
con-artist aunt, and Justin Cooley as her ana-
gram-loving best friend—is even more finely 
tuned on Broadway than it was when Jessica 
Stone’s production premièred at the Atlantic 
Theatre Company, last year.—Elisabeth Vin­
centelli (Booth Theatre; open run.)

Straight Line Crazy
David Hare’s new play, about the tsarist urban 
planner Robert Moses (Ralph Fiennes), plays 
out in two longish acts, three decades apart. 
The first is set in the nineteen-twenties, when 
Moses is preparing to open Jones Beach to the 
public; the second is set in the fifties, when 
he finally meets his match: a group of activ-
ists who stymie his efforts to build a highway 
through Washington Square Park. Fiennes 
ably displays Moses’s faults—his stubborn-
ness, his dishonesty, his bullying, his barely 
veiled prejudices against people of color and 
the poor—but he also makes him seem a bit 
like a great, perhaps slightly tortured artist 
surrounded by dopes. The show, directed by 
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The arrival of the Broadway musical “Almost Famous,” based on Cam-
eron Crowe’s movie from 2000, which itself was based on his experiences 
during a nearly hallowed era of pop culture—the sex, drugs, and rock and 
roll of the nineteen-seventies—presents an opportunity to observe how 
myth becomes entertainment in America. “Almost Famous”—directed 
by Jeremy Herrin, with a book and lyrics by Crowe and original music 
and lyrics by Tom Kitt, at the Bernard B. Jacobs—tells the story of a 
fifteen-year-old superfan and outcast, William Miller (Casey Likes), who, 
under the unlikely tutelage of the journalist Lester Bangs, wants to be 
a rock critic. Like the movie it’s adapted from, the musical foregrounds 
the dangers and the delusions—of the musicians themselves, and of 
their unthinkably young groupies—that undergirded that ballyhooed 
moment, but the show feels somewhat defanged. Its commitment to 
nostalgia makes it more a confection than a cautionary tale. But perhaps 
that’s how memory works: as its objects get farther away, things get misty. 
Likes is a good singer and an engaging performer, and Solea Pfeiffer, as 
the romantic groupie Penny Lane, is, too. But the songs they sing tend 
toward schmaltz. The best moments come when the story falls away and 
the cast belts out a cover.—Vinson Cunningham 

ON BROADWAY

brate its fiftieth anniversary at its usual New 
York City home, the Joyce. But now the com-
pany has returned, with a week of programs 
that reach back to the essential Fagan primer 
“Prelude: Discipline Is Freedom,” from 1983, 
and forward to Norwood Pennewell’s “Con-
tact Fours,” created this year. Pennewell, 
who danced with the troupe for decades, has 
grown into an accomplished choreographer. 
The amazing Natalie Rogers, pushing sixty, 
is dancing with it still.—Brian Seibert (Joyce 
Theatre; Nov. 15-20.)

Michela Marino Lerman
The tap dancer Michela Marino Lerman, 
also an exceptional jazz musician, leads a 
freewheeling band called Love Movement, 
which, in the right settings—whether at a 
jazz club or at the Whitney Museum, where 
it appeared in 2019—can blast off with feel-
good, in-the-moment brilliance. The group’s 

latest show explores the many levels of love, 
with a concentration on self-acceptance.—B.S. 
(National Sawdust; Nov. 18.)

New Chamber Ballet
The ingeniousness of Miro Magloire’s chore-
ography lies in his understanding of music—he 
studied composition as a young man—and 
in the way that he weaves musical structures 
into dance phrases. The music he chooses is 
not necessarily easy or familiar; that’s part 
of the challenge. For his new hour-long bal-
let, “Secret Place,” he uses three works by the 
contemporary composer Reiko Fueting. Each 
has some connection to classical music, partic-
ularly that of the Baroque period. The dance, 
for five women on point, is performed in the 
round, to live music; although it has no bind-
ing narrative, it suggests a gathering, an ex-
change of ideas, and perhaps a ritual.—Marina 
Harss (Mark Morris Dance Center; Nov. 18-19.)

Nicholas Hytner, is given its structure by 
monologues from women: Finnuala Connell 
(Judith Roddy), a longtime aide to Moses 
who is at first captivated by his brilliance but 
later becomes disillusioned, and Jane Jacobs 
(Helen Schlesinger), whose speeches provide a 
lyrical contrast to Moses’s coldhearted tough-
ness. This is Moses smoothly repaved: he still 
wants the same things—total dominance over 
the built environment of New York; absolute 
control over how its citizens move, preferably 
by car—but, in this lukewarm show, he has 
the plausible deniability of the do-gooder re-
former.—Vinson Cunningham (Reviewed in our 
issue of 11/7/22.) (The Shed; through Dec. 18.)

Where We Belong
This one-woman show, written by Madeline 
Sayet and directed by Mei Ann Teo, is, in 
some ways, the story of its own springing into 
being. Sayet, a theatre-maker and a scholar 
from the Mohegan Nation, in Connecticut, 
tells the audience of her cultural and artistic 
beginnings, in a plaintively delivered direct 
address. Her mother is a medicine woman, 
fiercely protective of the history and the 
language of the Mohegans, and wary of let-
ting her daughter imagine herself, even for 
a moment, to be white. But, along the way, 
Sayet finds an affinity for the work of William 
Shakespeare, especially “The Tempest,” which 
she reimagines—and, ultimately, directs—as 
a parable of post-colonial unrest. She travels 
to London to study Shakespeare and feels 
a tension between the Bard and the dispos-
sessed, often overlooked tribe from which 
she comes. The show is occasionally heart-
ening, but a maudlin stasis sets in. It’s more 
an artist’s lecture—one I’d happily watch on 
YouTube—than a fully realized play.—V.C. 
(Public Theatre; through Nov. 27.)

You Will Get Sick
This world première, developed and pro-
duced by the Roundabout Theatre Company, 
mind-bendingly blends surrealism, humor, 
and “The Wizard of Oz” to evoke terminal 
illness. What illness? Cancer, AIDS, Parkin-
son’s, COVID—take your pick, because Noah 
Diaz’s delicately balanced script implicates 
them all without identifying any. The main 
sufferer is an unnamed man, played by Dan-
iel K. Isaac, whose symptoms include diffi-
culty breathing, forgetting where he lives, 
and coughing up straw. Such is his shame 
over the disease that, rather than turn to 
family, he first pays a stranger (Linda Lavin) 
to listen to him disclose it. By degrees—and 
additional payments—she becomes his care-
giver, eventually spiriting him from a big-city 
hospital to the farm where he grew up. Or 
is it the afterlife? The vagueness of Isaac’s 
performance offers little clarity, but Lavin’s 
no-bullshit succor provides sufficient anchor-
age as one scene glides into another under 
Sam Pinkleton’s dreamlike direction.—Dan 
Stahl (Laura Pels; through Dec. 11.)

1

DANCE

Garth Fagan Dance
The pandemic denied this Rochester-based 
troupe, founded in 1970, the chance to cele-
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It takes chutzpah to remake a masterwork and ingenuity to rival one, and 
that’s just what the octogenarian director Jerzy Skolimowski accomplishes 
in his new film, “EO” (opening Nov. 18), an updating of Robert Bresson’s 
classic 1966 drama, “Au Hasard Balthazar.” The protagonist of “EO” is, 
like Balthazar, a donkey; the onomatopoeic title (think hee-haw) is also 
the donkey’s name. Where Bresson’s saintly animal lays bare the latent 
evil of a rural French village, Skolimowski’s donkey is a creature of many 
moods, whose wide-ranging adventures through Poland and Italy, in 
modest circumstances and high society alike, give rise to a panorama of 
human malice, misery, empathy, and indifference. EO (of unspecified 
gender, and played by six different donkeys) is endowed with a soulful 
gaze, a keen sense of humor, an independent spirit, and an elephant’s 
memory. Whether on display at a circus where EO performs, at a lavish 
villa where EO is neglected, in a small town where EO is caught in local 
rivalries, or at various way stations of industrialized cruelty, EO’s per-
sonality shines thanks to Skolimowski’s daringly imaginative depictions, 
both visual and emotional, of the donkey’s point of view.—Richard Brody

ON THE BIG SCREEN

1

MOVIES

Black Panther: Wakanda Forever
Ryan Coogler’s sequel to his 2018 Marvel hit 
enfolds a new array of characters, but its emo-
tional range has narrowed. The earlier film’s 
star, Chadwick Boseman, died in 2020; the 
new movie starts with the death of his charac-
ter, T’Challa, the king of Wakanda. T’Challa 
is replaced on the throne by his mother, Ra-
monda (Angela Bassett), who has new threats 
to ward off—first, efforts by France and the 
United States to seize Wakanda’s super-
powered mineral, vibranium. Then Namor 
(Tenoch Huerta Mejía), a winged aquatic 
humanoid who rules the marine nation of 
Talokan, demands that Wakanda ally with him 
in a world war or face destruction. The story 
lurches toward the foreordained showdown—
but who will fight Namor? Returning from 
the earlier film, Wakanda’s defenders include 
the general Okoye (Danai Gurira), the scien-
tist Shuri (Letitia Wright), the Jabari leader 

M’Baku (Winston Duke), and T’Challa’s ex, 
Nakia (Lupita Nyong’o); among the new re-
cruits are the warrior Aneka (Michaela Coel) 
and a brilliant American teen-ager named Riri 
(Dominique Thorne). Yet the world-building 
now feels rote; the political passion, the dra-
matic energies, and the visual flair—which 
were so enlivening in the first film—are stifled 
by rushed overplotting.—Richard Brody (In 
theatrical release.)

The Inspection
Every frame of Elegance Bratton’s first fic-
tion feature, set in 2005 and based loosely 
on his own experience, thrums with passion 
and purpose. It’s the story of a Black man 
of twenty-five named Ellis (Jeremy Pope), 
from Trenton, New Jersey, whose devoutly 
Christian mother (Gabrielle Union) cut ties 
with him when, at sixteen, he came out as gay. 
Living in a shelter and facing the dangers of 
street life, Ellis joins the Marines; in basic 
training, he is persecuted by his squad leader 
(McCaul Lombardi) and his staff sergeant 

(Bokeem Woodbine). The film shows how 
the American military functioned under the 
rule of “don’t ask, don’t tell,” with enforced 
silence about private life neither sparing gay 
marines from harassment nor impeding their 
recognition of one another, albeit at great 
risk. Bratton’s documentary-like depiction of 
the physical and emotional rigors of military 
life spotlights the blurry borders between 
discipline and abuse, the fault lines—racial, 
religious, sexual, regional—on which conflict 
threatens to explode, and the devolution of 
absolute hierarchical obedience into favor-
itism and corruption. This personal drama 
offers wide perspectives on the role and the 
power of the armed forces in American civil 
society.—R.B. (In theatrical release.)

The Magdalene Sisters
This scalding 2002 drama from Peter Mullan 
is set in Ireland in the nineteen-sixties. Three 
girls are sent to a Magdalene Asylum—one of 
a network of institutions to which wayward 
young women were consigned by their dis-
approving families. The asylums were run 
by Roman Catholic nuns; in this case, the 
presiding spirit is Sister Bridget (Geraldine 
McEwan), who counts her money in secret and 
speaks to her charges with a forked tongue. 
Ultimately, the trio of friends—played by 
Anne-Marie Duff, Dorothy Duffy, and Nora-
Jane Noone—make their escape, as if from a 
prisoner-of-war camp. The system was cer-
tainly crushing, but it has inspired Mullan—a 
fine actor, whose previous film as director, 
“Orphans,” was a scabrous Glaswegian com-
edy—to deliver his most intemperate work, 
which lashes out at the Catholic Church with 
the same hardness of heart that Sister Bridget 
and her colleagues display in their running of 
the asylum. You come away from the movie 
not just convinced but cowed.—Anthony Lane 
(Reviewed in our issue of 8/4/03.) (Streaming on 
Vudu, Apple TV, and other services.)

What’s Up, Doc?
Peter Bogdanovich’s 1972 screwball comedy 
stars Ryan O’Neal as Howard Bannister, an 
absent-minded musicologist who travels to 
San Francisco with his hyper-organized fian-
cée, Eunice Burns (Madeline Kahn). At their 
hotel, Howard meets Judy Maxwell (Barbra 
Streisand), a flyaway force of nature, albeit a 
very well-educated one, who falls in love with 
him at first sight and plugs herself instantly 
into his life, endangering his engagement as 
well as his career. Bogdanovich pays tribute 
to Howard Hawks’s “Bringing Up Baby” and 
to the freewheeling catastrophe comedy of 
silent films, with their elaborate and terrifying 
stunts—most of which here are set in motion 
by Judy. She’s accident-prone—for others—but 
comes off unscathed, leaving destruction in her 
wake; she’s the calm eye of her own storm, and 
her typhonic character gives rise to a series of 
grand-scale calamities that destabilize How-
ard’s formerly tranquil existence and rearrange 
matters of work and love. In Bogdanovich’s 
analytical twist on the genre, even joyous 
liberation leaves a huge mess.—R.B. (Playing 
Nov. 20 at Film Forum, and streaming on Prime 
Video, Vudu, and other services.)
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TABLES FOR TWO

S&P Lunch
174 Fifth Ave. 

“I’m looking for that old New York flavor 
that you don’t see anymore,” an anony-
mous narrator says in a YouTube clip enti-
tled “Eisenberg’s Sandwich Shop - Open 
1929 and still going strong.” In shaky 
footage, filmed in 1991 at the Jewish-style 
lunch counter near the Flatiron Building, 
a couple of good-natured soda jerks in-
dulge questions about their work between 
answering calls on a rotary phone and 
shovelling ice into plastic cups, dutifully 
maintaining a disappearing way of life. 

Thirty years later, the rotary phone 
needs a new ringer and the place is under 
new management, and yet: the progno-
sis for that old New York flavor is good. 
If Eisenberg’s never achieved the inter-
national acclaim of, say, Katz’s or the 
Carnegie Deli, it earned a cult following 
with its tuna melts and matzo-ball soup, 
and, more important, by never seeming 
to change a smidge. When, in 2021, the 
building’s landlord sought a new tenant 
to carry the torch (the previous one re-
portedly defaulted on the rent), dozens 
applied. From among them, the finest 
possible victors emerged: Eric Finkelstein 

and Matt Ross, the sandwich experts and 
playful nostalgists behind Court Street 
Grocers and the HiHi Room.

With their latest venture, Finkelstein 
and Ross are proving to be gifted preser-
vationists as well as savvy restaurateurs. 
For legal reasons, they had to drop Eisen-
berg’s as a name, but historical research 
solved the problem: before it was Eisen-
berg’s, it was briefly called S&P Sandwich 
Shop, after the founders. This reinstate-
ment is just one example of the pair’s deft 
efforts to distill the shop to its essence. 
They rehired long-term staff members, 
such as Jodi Freedman-Viera, who had 
worked the register for around fifteen 
years. They spruced up the interior, but 
not so much that it doesn’t look and feel 
just as it ever did: comfortable and clean 
yet decidedly worn around the edges, 
the original forty-foot counter intact 
and lined with vinyl swivel stools. The 
menu has been pared down, but it still 
feels encyclopedic in the tradition of a 
short-order diner, featuring roughly three 
dozen sandwiches, including hamburg-
ers. The classics have not been updated 
so much as painstakingly honed. “It’s 
like, in your brain, when you eat some-
thing, what you want it to taste like,” 
Ross told me recently. “That’s our goal.”

I’d like, genuinely, to eat at S&P every 
day. Some of my happiest moments of 
late have been spent marvelling at the 
glory of dishes I’d taken for granted: a 
ripe half cantaloupe, deseeded and filled 
with cottage cheese, a bowl of lightly 
dressed iceberg lettuce topped with a 
scoop of egg salad, cream cheese and 

chopped green olives (a surprisingly 
thrilling combination) on squishy white 
bread. I dug into chicken liver with sal-
tines; I sipped a cherry-lime rickey so 
sweet that my teeth ached. I ordered my 
first, but certainly not my last, Dusty 
Miller, a remarkably unphotogenic sun-
dae, featuring vanilla ice cream, a dollop 
of marshmallow fluff, chocolate syrup, 
and malt powder. One afternoon, I was 
moved nearly to tears by the sight of a 
bespectacled middle-aged gentleman 
enjoying, solo, a towering slice of carrot 
cake and a cup of tea while crocheting.

Look up to the left while sitting at the 
counter and you’ll see, where the ceiling 
drops, a tiny, ancient-looking door with a 
sign that reads “no admittance.” I’d been 
to Eisenberg’s many times; how had I 
never noticed that before? The answer 
was that it was only recently installed, 
a cheeky design flourish, to cover an 
air-conditioning hatch. “A number of 
people have said, ‘I’m so glad you guys 
left that door there,’” Finkelstein told 
me, laughing. “On Instagram, people have 
posted things like, ‘So glad they kept the 
cottage fries,’ or ‘The pastrami is exactly 
how I remember it.’ ” The cottage fries are 
new to the menu; the pastrami is sourced 
from a different producer. “It’s really in-
teresting talking to people who have spent 
a lot of time in that space, much more 
than we ever did, and how much informa-
tion is just completely misremembered,” 
Ross said. “Everyone has this memory, 
and we’re fulfilling that memory in a 
weird sort of way.” (Sandwiches $6-$19.)

—Hannah GoldfieldP
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JOHN GOLDEN THEATRE  ♣ TopdogUnderdog.com

DIRECTED BY KENNY LEON

Proud Partner of
Suzan-Lori Parks’

TOPDOG/UNDERDOG

Helen Shaw, 

“IT’S FUNNY, TRUE TO THE MOMENT AND UP TO THE MINUTE.
DIRECTOR KENNY LEON PUTS A REALISTIC SPIN ON
SUZAN-LORI PARKS’ ALLEGORICAL TOUR DE FORCE.”

Miles Marshall Lewis,

“TOPDOG/UNDERDOG ARRIVES RIGHT ON TIME.
WITH ITS BRILLIANT CAST, IT SHINES FOR A NEW GENERATION.”

Peter Marks,

“SHATTERING. FEROCIOUSLY OF THE MOMENT.
With the well-paired, comically gifted HAWKINS and ABDUL-MATEEN II, director KENNY LEON

rightly treats the play as if he is handling dynamite.”

“HILARIOUS, HARROWING and SUPERBLY ACTED
by COREY HAWKINS and YAHYA ABDUL-MATEEN II.

        IT IS AS FEARLESS AND BRILLIANT AS EVER.
        WE NEED TOPDOG/UNDERDOG – RIGHT NOW.”

Jesse Green, 

SEE IT LIVE ON BROADWAY ♦ THROUGH JANUARY 15 ONLY

THE BEST-REVIEWED PLAY 
OF THE SEASON

Lester Fabian Brathwaite,

“IT’S TOUGH, IT’S GRITTY, IT’S BEAUTIFUL, 
IT’S POETRY AND IT’S PRETTY DAMN FUNNY.”A

“IT WILL STEAL YOUR BREATH AWAY.”
Greg Evans, 

COREY HAWKINSYAHYA ABDUL-MATEEN II
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procedure (Herschel Walker, in Geor-
gia); and a young venture capitalist who 
proved susceptible to dorm-room mus-
ings about the wisdom of the Una-
bomber (Blake Masters, in Arizona). 
On the morning after the election, 
Trump reportedly lashed out at people 
in his circle who he says advised him 
to back the likes of Oz—including his 
wife, Melania. What a guy.

Democrats have been through 
enough of these cycles to be a little 
jaded. Republicans are forever stomp-
ing around, insisting that they’ve had 
enough of Trump’s excesses, only to 
get over it and once again line up be-
hind him. Why should this time be 
any diferent? The best reason to think 
that it will—really, the only reason—
is that now there is an alternative. “De-
Future” was the enormous headline 
on the front page of Rupert Murdoch’s 

COMMENT

FALL GUY

Savvy sportswriters know that the 
dramas are often richer in the los-

ing team’s locker room, but, no matter 
how crushing the defeat, the shortstop 
does not usually try to assault the sec-
ond baseman. One cannot say the same 
about the post-midterm atmosphere 
among Republicans. Within hours of 
the G.O.P.’s dismal failure to produce 
a “red wave,” the knives were out for 
the Party’s presumed leader. “Repub-
licans have followed Donald Trump 
of the side of a clif,” David Urban, 
one of the ex-President’s former ad-
visers, told the Times. On Twitter, Jac-
qui Heinrich, a White House corre-
spondent for Fox News, quoted a 
Republican source as saying, “If it wasn’t 
clear before it should be now. We have 
a Trump problem.”

The specific gripe that these Repub-
licans have with Trump is not of a moral 
or a legal nature. The problem, in their 
eyes, is that Trump efectively hand-
picked the candidates who underper-
formed in some of the country’s most 
crucial races. Many of these duds had 
won Trump’s favor for only one reason: 
fealty to a lie. As Chris Christie put it, 
“The only animating factor [for Trump] 
in determining an endorsement is ‘Do 
you believe the 2020 election was sto-
len or don’t you?’” This loyalty test led 
Trump to back a huckster doctor (Meh-
met Oz, in Pennsylvania); a foggy 
ex-football star who supported a na-
tionwide ban on abortion yet allegedly 
pushed former paramours to have the IL
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THE TALK OF THE TOWN

New York Post on Wednesday. It ran, 
of course, with a photograph of a smil-
ing Ron DeSantis, the resoundingly 
reëlected governor of Florida. If that 
headline was too subtle, the Post fol-
lowed it the next day with a front-page 
cartoon of Trump teetering on the top 
of a wall: “Trumpty Dumpty.” From 
Fox News to Trumpworld itself, the 
loyalists were fleeing. As the results 
came in on CBS, Mick Mulvaney, 
Trump’s former chief of staf, said, “De-
Santis wins tonight and Trump is not 
doing very well.”

The postmortems are still accumu-
lating, but they already suggest a pat-
tern. The Republicans had no trouble 
turning out their base. Their struggle 
was in winning over the independent 
voters who customarily reject the party 
in power. And this time around the 
G.O.P. had enormous advantages, from 
the high rate of inf lation to the low 
popularity ratings of the sitting Presi-
dent. According to Nate Cohn, of the 
Times, Republican candidates fared 
poorly in places where abortion rights 
were on the ballot, and in places where 
the Party’s candidates had backed 
Trump’s challenges to the election. 
(Democrats also made much of Repub-
lican plans to weaken Medicare and 
Social Security.) The electoral problem 
was simple: the Republicans were too 
extreme, and not just on one issue. 

DeSantis’s ascent on the national 
scene is a reflection of his political suc-
cess in Florida: having won the 2018 
governor’s race by some thirty-three 
thousand votes, he was reëlected on 
Tuesday by a margin of more than a 
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WIND ON CAPITOL HILL

CONSERVATIVE COUTURE

The day before the midterms, in 
Washington, Jayme Chandler 

Franklin and Isabelle Redfield, the found-
ers of the Conservateur, an online style 
magazine that pitches itself as a Gen-Z 
right-wing alternative to Vogue—think 
Lara Trump in a flowing magenta gown 
as a cover girl—met at a café a few blocks 
from the White House to discuss the 
election. Hopes were high, especially for 
Republican women. Marjorie Taylor 
Greene was a lock for reëlection in Geor-
gia. Sarah Huckabee Sanders was on the 
verge of becoming the first female gov-
ernor of Arkansas. Sanders was also a 
possible headliner for the Conservateur’s 
new #I’mWithHer campaign. “We’re 
taking back that I’m-with-her thing from 
Hillary,” Redfield said. They discussed 
other options: Karoline Leavitt, a Trump-
backed House candidate in New Hamp-
shire; Kari Lake, the Arizona guberna-
torial contender; Jennifer-Ruth Green, 
a House challenger in Indiana. “ ‘Inter-
sectionality’ is a very Berkeley word, but 

Green happens to be a woman of color 
and also an Iraq veteran,” Franklin said. 

Redfield had on light-blue flare trou-
sers; Franklin wore a knit dress and a 
cross necklace and ordered tea—she’s 
nine months pregnant, and was off cof-
fee and blue cheese. The pair has known 
each other since Catholic boarding school. 
They came up with the idea for the mag-
azine in 2019, while sharing an apartment 
in D.C. Redfield was a student at South-
ern Methodist University on an intern-
ship at the White House. Franklin, who 
was attending Cal Berkeley, was an in-
tern for the Wyoming senator John Bar-
rasso. “I was looking around at Melania 
and Ivanka and Hope Hicks and all of 
these beautiful, empowered women, with 
amazing style. It was the best-dressed 
White House,” Franklin said. “I would 
look at Web sites like Goop, and I thought, 
I could do this for conservatives.” 

They founded the magazine the next 
year, working remotely; they said they 
funded the launch themselves. Their 
columnists came from all over. “We have 
a girl who’s a construction worker who 
writes for us, and then we have a girl 
who’s a Houston Texans cheerleader,” 
Franklin said. They saw a void to fill. 
“A lot of conservative media is very 
male-oriented—you know, camo and 
stuff like that.”

The magazine mostly offers glossy 
profiles, life-style advice, and attitude-in-
flected dispatches from political events. 
Earlier this year, Redfield and Franklin 
had a meeting with Mike Pence to discuss 
pro-life branding. Recent articles include 
a sit-down with Rand Paul’s wife, Kelley 
(“On Life and Love with Rand”). “The 
Lara Trump article came out the same 
time as an article about Jennifer Law-
rence in Vogue, and the contrast was so 
stark,” Franklin said. “Jennifer Lawrence 
talking about how she doesn’t talk to her 
family anymore, because someone was 
conservative, and Tucker Carlson gives 
her P.T.S.D. And then Lara’s article was 
about how she’s raising her kids and why 
she didn’t run for Senate or whatever.” 

It’s not just political. “We definitely 
do own the libs and engage in meme 
culture,” Redfield said. The fashion ver-
tical has tips for shopping on the “#Biden-
Budget” (“With rampant inflation . . .now 
is not the time to spend $35 on mascara”) 
and outfit ideas inspired by the many 
ink-black redactions in the Mar-a-Lago-
raid affidavit (“Black and white stripes 
for this season’s hottest style: corruption 
chic”). They’re also selling a bright-pink 
cap that says “Make America Hot Again.” 
(Lara Trump wears one.)

“It has a touch of Cosmopolitan, be-
cause we do a lot of dating stuff, but 

million, turning a state nearly as pop-
ulous as Australia from purple to con-
vincingly red. He made significant gains 
among Hispanic voters and, perhaps 
most alarmingly for Democrats, won 
Miami-Dade County, traditionally a 
Democratic stronghold. But it’s hard 
to see what solution he would offer to 
the extremism problem. DeSantis, like 
the ex-President, is a steadfast culture 
warrior—and he shares Trump’s will-
ingness to use cruelty as a political 
weapon. It was DeSantis, after all, who 
tricked migrants in Texas into board-
ing a plane and being sent off to Mar-
tha’s Vineyard. The seeming shift in 
enthusiasm from the former President 
to DeSantis suggests that many Re-
publicans intend to replace one cult of 
personality with another, to move away 
from Trump, and his particular fixa-
tions, without altering the nature of 
Trumpism.

That is a cynical kind of choice. But 

in one important way it might also sig-
nal some small progress. The glimmer 
of hope in this election lies in the scat-
tered indications that the era of Stop 
the Steal, and the Republican Party’s 
overt challenges to democracy, may be 
receding. Quietly, even the most osten-
tatious election deniers who lost on 
Tuesday promptly conceded defeat. De-
Santis doesn’t much differ from Trump 
politically, but he has declined to say 
that the 2020 election was stolen. 

You can trace the effects of the mid-
terms on Presidential politics by ob-
serving who is acting relaxed and who 
is anxious. At a press conference on 
Wednesday, Joe Biden, who turns eighty 
this month, was positively ebullient. 
DeSantis merely basked in what he 
called “a win for the ages.” Trump, on 
the other hand, exhibited a frenzied ur-
gency. Republican officials, including 
Kevin McCarthy, who seems likely to 
become the next Speaker of the House, 

had reportedly talked Trump out of de-
claring a 2024 Presidential bid on the 
night before the midterms. Instead, 
Trump announced an announcement: 
a major speech that he says he’ll make 
at Mar-a-Lago on November 15th. 
Later in the week, as Hurricane Nicole 
threatened Palm Beach County, Trump 
wrote a post on Truth Social, the plat-
form he founded after he was banned 
from Twitter, sniping at the Mur-
doch-owned outlets that seemed to be 
“all in for Governor Ron DeSanctimo-
nious, an average REPUBLICAN Gov-
ernor with great Public Relations.”

That DeSantis has become a Trump 
fixation makes sense. One political tru-
ism holds that, at any given time, only 
two people in politics really matter: the 
President, and whomever the President 
is arguing with. For more than half a 
decade, Trump has been one of those 
two people. Now he has a challenger.

—Benjamin Wallace-Wells
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GROWNUP STUFF

GET SERIOUS

Paul Banks and Daniel Kessler met 
in Paris twenty-six years ago, on 

an N.Y.U. summer-abroad program. 
Back in New York that fall, Kessler in-
vited Banks to join a rock band he was 
starting, which they eventually named 

said, ‘I don’t know if I’d want to be pro-
posed to in a crowded restaurant.’ We’re 
going up to Storm King on Thursday, 
so maybe that’s better.”

“Did you check the weather fore-
cast?” Kessler said.

“It’s supposed to be perfect.”
“I feel like there, in that place—plus 

you get a degree of feeling the moment 
out while you’re there.”

“Also, we’re expecting,” Banks said. 
“Five months pregnant.” He and his 
girlfriend, Juliet Seger, had recently vis-
ited the Youth Welfare Office in Ber-
lin, where they live, to get official doc-
umentation of his paternity. “It’s just a 
declaration that ‘this dude is the dude.’ 
Grownup stuff!” 

Banks and Kessler, who lives mostly 
in Barcelona, were in town briefly be-
fore heading to South America to play 
arenas and festivals. They each still have 
an apartment in Manhattan, downtown. 
They were both sharply dressed in black 
and knew their way around a by-the-
piece. “I will do the sardine as sushi,” 
Kessler said. “I will do the fluke as sa-
shimi. I will do the nodoguro as sushi. I 
will do the o-toro as sushi.”

Kessler has two older brothers: a 
literary agent in Paris, and a music 
journalist in London, who has written 
about his embarrassment, in Interpol’s 

from a conservative Christian angle,” 
Franklin said. “Not like what we see in 
other places—cheat on your husband, 
have a threesome.” 

She flipped through upcoming style 
content on her iPhone: “We have Mar-
sha Blackburn next month, then I think 
we’re doing Kristi Noem.”

Redfield predicted that their vision 
was the future of conservatism. “It’s not 
your grandfather’s Grand Old Party any-
more,” she said.

“This new America First movement 
is really inspiring for celebrity culture,” 
Franklin added. “What made the Squad 
so popular is that it was a bunch of young 
women that were saying their point of 
view. The new G.O.P. movement is fi-
nally catching up, this election.”

Two days later, after the election turned 
out to be surprisingly lacklustre (Lake’s 
race was still too close to call; Leavitt and 
Green both lost), the women neverthe-
less felt strangely validated. “It’s clear con-
servatives can’t solely rely on campaign-
ing on common-sense values of faith, 
family, and freedom,” Franklin said. “We 
need to take back the culture first.”  

Tuesday wasn’t entirely a wash. The 
women were encouraged by Anna Pau-
lina Luna, who won a House seat in 
Florida. “Then she was on ‘Tucker’ wear-
ing a really cute tweed blazer,” Franklin 
said. “Sometimes in her campaigning 
she would do camo. She can be versa-
tile.” And after Ron DeSantis’s land-
slide win in Florida his wife, Casey, ac-
companied him onstage in a shiny gold 
dress. The Conservateur had already run 
an editorial about her, titled “Behind 
Every Great Man Is a Great Woman.” 
Franklin reported, “We’re in talks with 
her team about a shoot.”

—Antonia Hitchens

“Remember what we said about letting her find out for herself that  
she’s making a huge mistake she’ll regret for the rest of her life.”

Interpol, and which became one of the 
biggest groups to emerge from the 
New York City scene in the early 
two-thousands. They’re still at it—a 
recording career longer than Elvis Pres-
ley’s. Banks is the lead singer. Kessler 
plays guitar. They write most of the 
material together. 

In “Meet Me in the Bathroom,” Lizzy 
Goodman’s oral history of the era, Kes-
sler says of Banks, who was just eigh-
teen that summer in Paris, busking out 
by the Pompidou, “He took himself se-
riously, and other people took him seri-
ously.” Kessler also remembers that Banks 
was always late to French class. Inevita-
bly, he had “a crazy tale about why.”

Banks was late again last month when 
they met for sushi on Sullivan Street. 
“What’s up, dude?” he said, sliding into 
the booth. He apologized and said he’d 
been on the phone with his girlfriend’s 
father, and then her mother, to ask for 
their blessing to marry their daughter. 

“Whoa!” Kessler said.
“She comes from a family of strong, 

strong women, so I couldn’t just call her 
dad. The patriarchy is present in ways 
that have become clearer to me because 
of my girlfriend. Anyway, I was going 
to pop the question tonight. We’re going 
to dinner at Per Se. But now I’m unde-
cided. The person I got the ring from 
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Nan Goldin and Laura Poitras

earliest days, at having a kid brother 
in an aspiring rock band. 

Banks said, “He’d come to a show 
and not really give you any positive feed-
back or anything. It was heartbreaking.”

“That was before ‘Bright Lights,’ ” 
Kessler said, referring to the band’s first 
album, which converted the brother 
into a fan. “He’d had a very strong sense 
of self at an entirely too young age. As 
kids, the three of us shared a bedroom, 
and had bunk beds. His wall was cov-
ered with magazine cutouts of the Jam, 
in the way that people might have re-
ligious artifacts. I got the idea that music 
is that important—it’s a savior.”

“My older brother is the world’s largest 
Phish fan,” Banks said. “I get three mes-
sages a week from him about Phish. But 
I like rock music that takes itself seriously. 
I have a problem if the person themself 
is self-consciously not taking it seriously.” 
(Banks listens mostly to hip-hop.)

The ring Banks had bought was of 
recycled gold, with a hundred-year-old 
diamond. He was pretty sure he’d sized 
it right. “She’d worn a ring on her wed-
ding finger for a couple of days. Non-

descript. She left it in the bathroom. So 
I pressed it into a bar of soap.”

A couple of days later, Banks, at the 
Storm King sculpture park, upstate, got 
down on one knee and proposed. She 
said yes. 

“The wedding is the issue for me,” 
he said. “I don’t want to have to do any 
of that shit. It’s against my personality, 
the idea that everyone should take time 
out of their day to celebrate something 
that has no bearing on their life. Get a 
tuxedo, get a nice dress, come to this lo-
cation—for me?”

He went on, “I can get onstage and 
perform. But I can’t give a toast at a din-
ner, or give a speech, or even tell a joke 
to, like, four people. I have my theories 
as to why. I don’t have to be relatable 
when I’m onstage. I don’t have to crack 
anybody up, I don’t have to have timing 
that works on some universal plane. It’s 
just me being me. That’s how authen-
tic it is. I want to say, it’s as real as a 
child having a tantrum.”

—Nick Paumgarten
1

DEPT. OF RABBLE-ROUSING

TAKING DOWN NAMES

The artist Nan Goldin strode into 
the Met one recent Wednesday, 

when the museum was closed to the 
public. She beelined for the Temple of 
Dendur, in the sunlit expanse that, until 
last winter, was known as the Sackler 
Wing. “What’s the new name?” Gol-
din (red curls, black suit) asked, sound-
ing battle-worn but amused. “Oh, there 
is no new name. The Ex-Sackler Room!” 
She eyed the sandstone temple, com-
pleted around 10 B.C.E. and awarded 
to the Met in 1967. “Talk about spoils 
of other societies, right?” she said. “I’m 
starting to realize that’s what all mu-
seums are—collections of the spoils of 
civilization. But I still love them.”

The reason that the wing is tem-
porarily nameless is Goldin, who is 
known for her louche countercultural 
photography. In 2014, she had wrist 
surgery and was prescribed OxyCon-
tin; she developed a three-year addic-
tion, during which she had a near-fatal 
overdose of fentanyl. In recovery, she 
read up on the drug that had unrav-
eled her and on the family that had 
amassed a fortune from it—the Sack-
lers, who own Purdue Pharma, and 
whose name Goldin recognized from 
museum walls. She started a group 
called PAIN (Prescription Addiction 
Intervention Now) to hold the Sack-
lers accountable. “My first motivation 
was to shame them, to ruin their rep-
utation among their peers,” she said.

Goldin’s rebirth as an opioid activ-
ist is the subject of the new documen-

tary “All the Beauty and the Blood-
shed,” directed by Laura Poitras, who 
joined Goldin at the Met. The film, 
which won the Golden Lion at the 
Venice Film Festival, opens with foot-
age from March 10, 2018, the day that 
Goldin led some thirty activists into 
the Sackler Wing, where they chanted 
(“Sacklers lie, thousands die!”), threw 
fake prescription bottles into the re-
flecting pool, and staged a die-in. “The 
Met is my favorite museum in New 
York, and this is the jewel of the Sack-
lers, so it was obvious that we should 
start here,” Goldin said. At the die-in, 
she recalled with a throaty laugh, “a 
little boy came up to his father and 
said, ‘Can I die, too?’ ”

Goldin sat on a stone wall outside 
the temple with her feet up, as though 
the place were her rec room. Poitras, 
in a red blouse and knee-high boots, 
sat upright, as if at a job interview. 
“Something that was on my deep, deep 
wish list for the film was, you know, 
presumably they held on to the sur-
veillance footage of that day,” Poitras 
said. “We never got it.” Surveillance 
is a running theme for Poitras, whose 
previous subjects include Edward 
Snowden (“Citizenfour”) and Julian 
Assange (“Risk”). The two women 
met in 2014, when Poitras screened 
“Citizenfour” at a film festival in Por-
tugal and Goldin was on the jury. They 
reconnected years later, when Goldin 
was well into her anti-Sackler cam-
paign and turning it into a documen-
tary. “I volunteered,” Poitras said.

Daniel Kessler and Paul Banks
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“I thought, Laura Poitras! I’m not 
important enough. I don’t have any, 
like, state secrets,” Goldin said. Soon 
afterward, Goldin and another PAIN 
member were followed by a mysteri-
ous man in a car. “So then she really 
wanted to do it—surveillance!” Gol-
din recalled. (Purdue has denied hir-
ing an investigator to monitor Gol-
din.) Before a die-in at the Guggenheim, 
which has since removed the Sackler 
name from its education center, Gol-
din had lunch at the Frick. “The guards 
got really nervous,” she recalled. “I 
think museums were on the lookout 
for us.” In 2019, she refused to partic-
ipate in an exhibition at the National 
Portrait Gallery in London unless it 
stopped taking Sackler money; the 
museum dropped a million-pound do-
nation. “Then things started to roll,” 
she said. “More and more museums 
stopped taking the money. But we still 
wanted them to take down the name, 
and that took a lot longer.”

One day last December, Goldin got 
a tipoff that the Met was finally scrub-
bing the Sackler name. “We screamed,” 
she recalled. She and Poitras rushed 
to the museum: the lettering on the 
glass doorway to the temple was al-
ready gone, with just a smudge left. 
(Not getting to shoot the removal, 
Poitras admitted, was “a heartbreak.”) 
All in all, the Met erased the name 
from seven spaces.

Goldin and Poitras took an eleva-
tor up to the Asian Art collection, 
where a gallery named for Arthur M. 
Sackler, who died in 1987, still remains. 
“The family claims he’s innocent, be-
cause he died before OxyContin,” Gol-
din said. But Arthur pioneered a sys-
tem of marketing Valium to doctors 
which encouraged them to prescribe 
it even to those without psychiatric 
symptoms, all while burnishing his 
reputation through philanthropy and 
art collection. “It’s a mistake,” Goldin 
lamented, peering up at the gold in-
scription. Otherwise, her trip through 
the Met was a victory lap. “I don’t 
know who I’m going to go after now, 
but I feel like I’ve got the power,” she 
said. In the meantime, “I’ve been en-
grossed by my own work. Huge ret-
rospective of my life, called ‘This Will 
Not End Well.’ ”

—Michael Schulman

SKETCHPAD BY EMILY FLAKE
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LIFE AND LETTERS

MEMORY SERVES
How Annie Ernaux turns the past into art. 

BY ALEXANDRA SCHWARTZ

PHOTOGRAPH BY BETTINA PITTALUGA

“I don’t feel particularly like another 
woman,” Annie Ernaux said, on a 

recent afternoon, when she was asked 
what it was like to win the Nobel Prize 
in Literature. Does winning a prize—
the prize—turn you into someone else? 
In the minds of others it does. Although 
Ernaux has never been preoccupied with 
her Nobel odds, she has long been con-
sidered a contender by those who de-
light in speculating about which of the 
world’s writers the Swedes will crown 
next. Last year, at Nobel time, Ernaux 
left her home in the Paris suburb of Cergy 
for a physical-therapy appointment and 
found herself barraged by journalists who 
had camped out in front of her gate, “just 

in case.” The day before this year’s an-
nouncement, people at Gallimard, her 
French publisher, warned her not to go 
out or answer the phone the next morn-
ing. She obliged, even when she saw a 
Swedish number popping up repeatedly 
on her caller I.D. (“A bad joke,” she as-
sumed. She has been hoaxed in the past.) 
A few minutes after one in the after-
noon, she turned on the transistor radio 
in her kitchen and heard her own name. 
“It was perfectly unreal,” Ernaux said. 
She was alone with her cats.

Six days later, I met Ernaux in the 
handsome Tribeca loft of Daniel Simon, 
the head of her American publisher, Seven 
Stories Press. At eighty-two, she is still 

tall (thanks to genetics) and blond (by 
choice). She had paired her sober black 
trousers and shoes with splashes of color: 
a scarf the green of Giverny in summer-
time, a fuchsia blouse. On the coffee table 
in front of her was an open Tupperware 
filled with brownies and macaroons, the 
remnants of a celebratory lunch that had 
just been held in her honor at the Press’s 
office, around the corner. Officially, Er-
naux was in town to attend the New York 
Film Festival screening of “The Super 8 
Years,” a movie that she made with her 
son David Ernaux-Briot, but the prize 
had turned the trip into an impromptu 
victory tour. At the Walter Reade The-
atre, and at previously scheduled events 
at Barnard and the French bookstore Al-
bertine, she was greeted by packed, jubi-
lant houses. There were dinners to be at-
tended, stacks of books to be signed.

Ernaux’s books tend to be short, often 
around a hundred pages, and ferociously 
sharp, written in a direct, declarative style 
that she has called “l ’écriture plate”: “flat 
writing.” (“I shall never experience the 
pleasure of juggling with metaphors or 
indulging in stylistic play,” she once wrote, 
sounding as resolved as a Franciscan 
friar—and a little regretful, too.) A reader 
might expect a certain austerity in Er-
naux’s manner, but she likes being around 
people, and it shows. Maybe because she 
spent years as a middle-school teacher, 
she is of the “There are no stupid ques-
tions” camp when it comes to audience 
Q.&A.s. Before we met, I had thought 
that Ernaux, who had not been to New 
York in more than two decades, might 
like to see something of the city, but I 
worried that all the ruckus might have 
tired her out. No, no, she said. “It’s when 
I’m alone that the fatigue hits.”

So much activity had left little time 
to process the Nobel. “It’s true that it’s 
very destabilizing,” Ernaux told me, in 
French. She has kept a diary since she 
was sixteen—the practice forms the bed-
rock of her writing life—but she still 
hadn’t recorded the news in it. Her most 
recent entry dated to the night before the 
announcement, when, in “a profound state 
of discontent,” she noted that if she won 
“they’ll steal my old age from me.” She 
would be too busy to write for at least a 
year. At forty, that might not have mat-
tered—but at eighty-two? “I’m already 
old,” she told me. “That’s a problem. Well, 
not a problem. It’s a state, the one I hap-For decades, the Nobel laureate has reworked the meaning of her own experiences.
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pen to be in, and I don’t feel at all bad to 
be in it. I’m just observing what’s changed.”

I knew about stolen youth, I said, but 
the idea of stolen old age hadn’t occurred 
to me.

“Exactly,” Ernaux said. “What really 
interests me about youth is that it’s al-
ways the time that you remember later. 
But I won’t be able to remember my old 
age. So! I have to live it to the fullest.”

In the course of her nearly fifty-year 
career, Ernaux has published more than 
twenty books. The first few were what 
you and I would call autobiographical 
novels: the protagonists, young women 
to whom Ernaux lent her own thoughts 
and experiences, are clearly self-portraits. 
Pretty soon, though, Ernaux pulled down 
the scrim of fiction and adopted the first 
person. Her “I” is not a put-on, some coy 
invitation to the reader to try to untan-
gle what is real from what is false. Er-
naux works exclusively from the factual 
material of life—her life. But how to 
shape and present the facts? How to ac-
count for their particular power and the 
way that the truth changes, or doesn’t, 
when exposed to the forces of memory 
and time? These are profound artistic 
questions, fundamental to both Ernaux’s 
creative practice and her moral princi-
ples. “I believe that any experience, what-
ever its nature, has the inalienable right 
to be chronicled,” she has written. “There 
is no such thing as a lesser truth.” 

That credo may explain why Ernaux 
has proved inexhaustible to herself as a 
subject. She doesn’t write her way through 
life in the manner of a Karl Ove Knaus-
gaard, detailing every inch of experience, 
volume by volume, into the present. She 
is more like a diver, glimpsing something 
glimmering far beneath the surface of 
consciousness and plunging after it. To 
this impulse she likes to pair forensic 
methods. Photographs and newspaper 
records can be as important as her own 
journal entries as tools for reconstruct-
ing the past: 

Naturally I shall not opt for narrative, which 
would mean inventing reality instead of search-
ing for it. Neither shall I content myself with 
merely picking out and transcribing the im-
ages I remember; I shall process them like doc-
uments, examining them from different angles 
to give them meaning. In other words, I shall 
carry out an ethnological study of myself. 

The book in which these lines appear, 
“Shame,” was published in 1997. (The 

English translation is by Tanya Les-
lie.) Its opening is unforgettable: “My 
father tried to kill my mother one Sun-
day in June, in the early afternoon.” 
That was in the summer of 1952, when 
Ernaux was eleven. It took her nearly 
forty-five years to try to make sense of 
what this terrifying event meant to her, 
and, by the book’s end, she is still not 
sure that she has. “I have always wanted 
to write the sort of book that I find it 
impossible to talk about afterward, the 
sort of book that makes it impossible 
for me to withstand the gaze of oth-
ers,” she writes. This paradoxical wish, 
to reveal the darkest parts of herself 
with such pitiless accuracy that she will 
be forced to fall silent once and for all, 
is an extraordinary expression of writ-
erly ambition. In any case, it has still 
not come true.

The purpose of Ernaux’s writing, she 
believes, is not merely to record 

things that have happened but to “make 
things exist.” This is strong, but it is 
hardly the strongest thing she has to say 
about her work. “I am a medium,” she 
told me. “I feel that I’m someone who 
can transmit things.”

Much of what Ernaux transmits—
what it is to grow up working class in a 
society that is contemptuous of workers; 
what it is to be a woman dispossessed of 
her body by the laws of the state, or by 
the overpowering prerogatives of de-
sire—has made her a literary model, even 
a hero, to those who have shared simi-
lar experiences or points of view. Ernaux’s 
book “Happening,” in which she de-
scribes seeking an illegal abortion as a 
twenty-three-year-old student, is a fem-
inist touchstone; it was adapted, last year, 
into a movie by the director Audrey 
Diwan. Writers like Didier Eribon, 
Édouard Louis, and Marie NDiaye are 
openly indebted to Ernaux in both sub-
stance and style. Ernaux has been asked 
if she is proud to have been adopted as 
a kind of literary godmother, or even as 
a spokesperson, but she feels that “pride” 
is the wrong word. “I never wanted to 
write for,” Ernaux told me. “I write from.” 
Still, she was moved by the joy with which 
readers greeted the Nobel announce-
ment. She considered the prize “a col-
lective” achievement. 

The same things that make many 
people love Ernaux make many others 

despise her. Relentlessly personal in her 
art, she has, in public life, taken on the 
role of the écrivaine engagée, outspokenly 
committed to a host of left-wing polit-
ical causes, and, while she was being  
appreciated in New York, accusations 
lobbed by her conservative detractors 
were flying fast in France. Ernaux was 
an anti-Semite (she supports the Boy-
cott, Divestment, Sanctions movement 
as a way of advancing the Palestinian 
cause), an Islamofascist (she considers 
French antipathy to the hijab to be a 
means of silencing women), a pedophile 
(her latest book, “Le Jeune Homme,” 
recounts an affair that Ernaux had in 
her fifties with a man some thirty years 
her junior), wokiste (she is a proponent 
of #MeToo and of the gilets jaunes). 
“Decidedly, this ‘academy’ of old shriv-
eled bigwigs has gone a step further into 
the absurd and the indecent,” railed one 
editorial beneath the headline “The 
Nobel in Literature Definitively 
Discredited.” In the conservative 
newspaper Le Figaro, a writer dispar-
aged the decision to award the “high 
priestess of autofiction” for a “lifetime 
spent writing about herself.” 

“They think I’m not legitimate,” Er-
naux said to me. “What disgusts them is 
that there are people who have found, in 
literature, something that speaks to them, 
and that those people aren’t C.E.O.s or 
company bosses.” Ernaux is also the first 
French woman to win the Nobel, “and 
that doesn’t work for them, at all.” For 
years, she has dealt with sexist criticism 
of her work, and not just from the right. 
After she published “Simple Passion,” a 
soul-baring account of a love affair with 
a married man, a literary critic at the lib-
eral weekly Le Nouvel Observateur took 
to calling her Madame Ovary.

I suggested to Ernaux that there 
might be something validating in the 
present outpouring of loathing. Hadn’t 
she been writing for years about the con-
tempt of the rich for the poor, of men 
for women, of the dominant for the 
downtrodden? “It’s proof,” she agreed. 
Still, it depressed her. In the uproar, Er-
naux saw a renewal of the frightening 
wave of outrage that had engulfed her 
ten years ago, when she published a col-
umn in Le Monde decrying “A Literary 
Elegy for Anders Breivik,” a barely con-
cealed apologia for the Norwegian mass 
murderer by Richard Millet, an author 
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and editor at Gallimard. While condemn-
ing Breivik’s crimes, Millet blamed them 
on multiculturalism and the erosion of 
European Christian identity; Ernaux 
called his text “a fascist pamphlet that 
dishonors literature.” Three days later, 
Millet stepped down from Gallimard’s 
prestigious reading committee. Many 
others shared Ernaux’s disgust—for in-
stance, J. M. G. Le Clézio, 
Nobelled in 2008. But Er-
naux’s column, counter-
signed by a hundred and 
eighteen fellow-writers, was 
seized upon as a flash point. 
L’affaire Richard Millet be-
came a kind of referendum 
on what wasn’t yet termed 
cancel culture, with Ernaux 
denounced as a harridan in-
tent on enforcing politically 
correct censorship at the expense of a 
man’s career. “I was called a killer,” Er-
naux said. She herself felt that “it was re-
ally a hallali ”—a hunting call, with Er-
naux as the chased stag.

One of the phrases most associated 
with Ernaux, “transfuge de classe,” 

can seem derogatory. A “transfuge” is a 
defector. But Ernaux herself uses the 
term, partly as an objective description 
of her situation as a woman who, by dint 
of education, rose to the middle class 
and then, by force of talent, to the cul-
tural élite—and partly, it can seem, as a 
kind of deserved epithet that expresses 
her own ambivalent feelings at having 
moved so far from the world of her par-
ents. In 1983, when she published “A Man’s 
Place,” an account of her father’s life, she 
took as an epigraph a quotation by Jean 
Genet: “May I venture an explanation: 
writing is the ultimate recourse for those 
who have betrayed.”

Annie Duchesne was born in Sep-
tember, 1940, in Lillebonne, a town in 
Normandy where her parents ran a café-
grocery. Since the nineteenth century, 
the area, which sits in a valley north of 
the Seine, had been dominated by cot-
ton mills. “Even now, to mention the 
Valley in prewar times is to evoke im-
ages of horror: the highest concentra-
tion of alcoholics and unmarried moth-
ers, the damp running down the walls, 
and the babies dying from diarrhea within 
two hours,” Ernaux writes in “A Wom-
an’s Story” (1987), a companion to “A 

Man’s Place” about her mother. For her 
parents, though, life there was a step up. 
Both Alphonse Duchesne and Blanche 
Duménil left school at the age of twelve, 
Alphonse to labor as a farmhand, Blanche 
for a job in a margarine factory. They 
met while working at a rope factory in 
Yvetot, Blanche’s home town. Alphonse 
was tall, owned a bicycle, and went to 

the cinema. “He didn’t look 
common,” Blanche liked to 
say. Seven years younger, she 
was vivacious, proud, and 
temperamental, quick to 
laugh and quick to shout, a 
red-headed Catholic who 
loved to read novels and re-
fused to miss Mass. They 
married in 1928, to the dis-
dain of Alphonse’s sisters, 
who had worked as house-

maids and looked down on factory girls. 
Blanche scorned them back, along with 
anyone else who made a living “licking 
the arses of the rich.”

Blanche proved to be the engine of 
the marriage, the dreamer and the doer. 
It was her idea to take over the café-
grocery—she was a natural behind the 
counter—though this was not the end 
of hard times. The clientele was poor, 
and often asked for credit; Alphonse 
worked other jobs to keep the family 
afloat. Then there was the German Oc-
cupation to deal with, and the chaotic 
scramble of rationing and rebuilding that 
followed the war. When Annie was five, 
the family moved to Yvetot and took 
over another, more profitable café-grocery, 
living in the rooms upstairs. That is where 
Ernaux grew up: sleeping with her par-
ents in a single bedroom, using an out-
door toilet, greeting customers with a 
loud, clear “Bonjour” while watching, at 
Blanche’s instruction, to see that they 
didn’t pinch anything from the shelves.

These are the foundational facts of 
Ernaux’s early life, and she gives them to 
us straight. It is in “A Man’s Place” that 
she introduces the idea of l ’écriture plate, 
which is rendered in the book’s English 
edition as a “neutral way of writing,” 
though that’s not really right. Language 
is never neutral, Ernaux says. The pur-
pose of her “flat” style is political, not just 
artistic. She doesn’t want to sentimental-
ize or aggrandize the lives of the work-
ing poor, to tilt toward the twin traps of 
pity and populism. She uses the kinds of 

richly “novelistic” detail that a modern-day 
Dickens might make much of, but the 
effect is clinical, not colorful, as if we were 
seeing slides placed under a microscope: 
the sachets of garlic that were sewn in-
side children’s shirts when her father was 
small to protect against worms; the way 
that her paternal grandmother, a woman 
of style, refused to piss standing up as 
other country people did; the way that 
her maternal grandmother, a woman of 
thrift, did the laundry with ash and used 
the stove’s fading heat to dry plums. “This 
knowledge—handed down from mother 
to daughter for many centuries—stops 
at my generation,” Ernaux writes. “I am 
only the archivist.” So she has taken the 
laundry ash and the dried plums and used 
them to produce a sociology of a lost 
world. (Bourdieu was a big influence.)

But there is also a psychological side 
to what Ernaux is doing. Both “A Man’s 
Place” and “A Woman’s Story” begin with 
a parent’s death, and not just the death; 
before we have even met these people, Er-
naux shows us their corpses. Here is her 
father, who died unexpectedly at home 
at the age of sixty-seven—his open eyes, 
his bared gums, the spidery veins on his 
chest, even his penis, briefly exposed as 
his clothes are changed for burial—and 
here is her mother, wrapped in a sheet 
at the nursing home where she spent 
her last years, stricken with Alzheimer’s. 
There is something icy and estranging 
in this way of looking; the first words of 
“A Woman’s Story”—“My mother died 
on Monday 7 April”—echo Camus’s fa-
mous “Today, Maman died,” and a better 
model of detachment would be hard to 
find. But detachment doesn’t always equal 
indifference. Ernaux’s resolve here seems 
very like the performance of a child who 
has vowed to act adult, to be brave in the 
face of terror. “Flat” writing can seem easy, 
even artless. Actually, Ernaux says, it is 
excruciatingly hard, but introducing ten-
derness would corrupt her entire project:

When I think of my mother’s violent tem-
per, outbursts of affection, and reproachful atti-
tude, I try not to see them as facets of her per-
sonality but to relate them to her own story and 
social background. This way of writing, which 
seems to bring me closer to the truth, relieves 
me of the dark, heavy burden of personal re-
membrance by establishing a more objective ap-
proach. And yet something deep down inside 
refuses to yield and wants me to remember my 
mother purely in emotional terms—affection 
or tears—without searching for an explanation.



“The truth” is hardly a fixed concept, 
in life or in literature, and, for a moment, 
Ernaux lets us glimpse two versions of 
it at once: the cool crust of material re-
ality, and, bubbling hot underneath, her 
own emotions, effortfully suppressed. “A 
Man’s Place,” Ernaux’s fourth book, was 
her first big success. It won the Prix Re-
naudot; Ernaux heard from legions of 
readers, and not just French ones, who 
felt that she was writing to and about 
them. This is not how people tend to 
react to sociology. Ernaux has said that 
she gave them “a mirror.” In other words, 
she gave them art.

At the same time, Ernaux says, l ’écri-
ture plate came to her naturally. Language 
was the original dividing line between 
the place her family came from and 
the one where she was going. Blanche, 
whose “overriding concern” was to give 
her daughter “everything she hadn’t had,” 
insisted on sending Annie to a private 
Catholic school. Her teachers corrected 
her if she slipped into Norman dialect, 
and when she went home she corrected 
her parents. “How do you expect me to 
speak properly if you keep on making 
mistakes?” Ernaux remembers asking 
her father, in tears. When, at nineteen, 
she left France to work as an au pair in 
London, her mother wrote her stiff let-
ters reporting what was going on in the 
neighborhood, who had died, what the 
weather was like. Ernaux replied in kind: 
“Any attempt at style would have been 
taken as a snub.”

Ernaux went to university in Rouen, 
where she studied literature. She de-
voured nineteenth-century novels and 
loved the boldness of existentialism. But 
what she needed, for her own writing, 
was “another language,” one unknown 
to the educated class. Writing as sim-
ply as she could allowed Ernaux to be 
understood by her parents, and, later, by 
people like them. It also allowed her to 
hide. In “A Woman’s Story,” Ernaux calls 
the fact that her mother “spent all day 
selling milk and potatoes so that I could 
sit in a lecture hall and learn about Plato” 
a “blatant injustice.” This is undoubt-
edly true, but impersonal, pamphlet-like. 
Only while writing “Shame,” ten years 
after Blanche’s death, could she express 
her own feelings about their divide. Un-
leashed by the shock of her father’s at-
tack on her mother—a good-natured 
man, he one day snapped under the 

pressure of Blanche’s hectoring, and 
grabbed a scythe—shame descended on 
eleven-year-old Annie like a kind of 
freak puberty, an irrevocable condition 
that marked childhood’s end. She saw 
the humiliating markers of her family’s 
status everywhere: at school, faced with 
the “indifference and scorn” of the other 
girls; at the dentist, where she was asked 
if a rotting tooth hurt when she drank 
cider, the drink of the working class. 
And yet shame has acted as a preserva-
tive of the past. Proust had his made-
leine. Ernaux’s way of summoning lost 
time may be less sweet, but it works just 
as well.

A t twenty-two, Ernaux made a vow: 
“If by twenty-five I haven’t fulfilled 

my promise of writing a novel, I’ll com-
mit suicide.” She did write one then, but 
she couldn’t get it published. Even so, 
she chose life—or two of them. She mar-
ried, had two children, and became a 
teacher. She had met Philippe Ernaux 
in Bordeaux, where he studied political 
science and she earned her teaching 
certification. “We discussed Jean-Paul 
Sartre and freedom, we went to see An-
tonioni’s ‘L’Avventura,’ we shared the 
same left-wing views,” Ernaux writes. 
But after they married, in 1964, the cou-
ple moved to Annecy for Philippe’s work 
and settled into a constricted domestic 
routine. Ernaux kept house, cooked the 
meals, and looked after the children while 
commuting to classes and grading pa-
pers—“a woman with no time to spare.” 
Her other life, that of a “literary being,” 
she hid, writing in secret to shield her 
work from her husband’s eyes. 

In this, she had an unwitting collab-
orator. After Alphonse died, Blanche 
sold the café-grocery and went to  
live with Ernaux and her family. “She 
brought me all my course notebooks, 
my math workbooks, everything I had, 
but not my diaries,” Ernaux told me. “I 
didn’t dare say to her, ‘Maman, why 
didn’t you bring my diaries?’ I knew 
what she’d say: ‘Because of what was 
inside them.’” It turned out that Blanche 
had destroyed the diaries: everything 
Ernaux had written from the ages of 
sixteen to twenty-three. “She did it so 
that my husband would never read 
them,” Ernaux said. “To save my image, 
basically.” Later you’ll spit in our faces, 
Blanche used to complain when Annie 



showed signs of adolescent rebellion. If 
Blanche was sometimes inclined to see 
her daughter as a “class rival,” as Ernaux 
has written, she nonetheless lived in fear 
that Ernaux would compromise herself 
and be shunted back to the starting line.

This domestic period, when Ernaux’s 
sons were young and her marriage still 
intact, forms the basis of “The Super 8 
Years.” In 1972, the Ernauxs bought a 
camera to make home videos. It was 
David Ernaux-Briot’s idea to turn the 
decade of resulting footage into a film. 
He sent a cut to his mother, and asked 
her to write and record a text to accom-
pany the images, which she did while 
in isolation at the start of the pandemic. 
Her voice—deliberately paced  and dis-
armingly, even girlishly light—serves as 
the film’s main soundtrack. What had 
it been like, I wanted to know, to col-
laborate with her son?

“Oh, but I didn’t collaborate!” she said, 
and laughed. 

Still, this way of tandem working 
was new for Ernaux. She has used pic-
tures as prompts before, most notably 
in “The Years” (2008), her most expan-
sive book, a sweeping generational por-
trait in which she marks the passage of 
time by describing photographs of her-
self, subjecting her own image to the 

same frank gaze that she applied to  
her parents’ bodies. Here, though, she 
was guided by someone else’s gaze—
that of Philippe, the movie’s de-facto 
cinematographer, who, as Ernaux dryly 
remarked at the New York screening, 
died, in 2009, “of a smoker’s cancer.” It 
never occurred to either of them that 
she would use the camera herself. Shoot-
ing was a man’s job.

Naturally, Ernaux’s narration dwells 
on the intersection of the personal and 
the political. There are trips to unusual 
destinations like Communist Albania 
and Allende’s Chile, which the couple 
wistfully saw as a vision of what France 
could have become if the uprising of 
1968 had succeeded. Mostly, though, 
there is home life, as ripe for decoding 
as any foreign culture. Ernaux is wry on 
the subject of the couple’s interior dec-
oration, the patterned wallpaper and 
objects carefully selected from antique 
stores, “all the things that marked us as 
newcomers to the bourgeoisie.” And 
then there is Ernaux herself. “In the 
film, I often speak of myself in the third 
person, because, really, I am another per-
son,” Ernaux said to me. In one sequence, 
filmed at the Bayreuth Festival in the 
summer of 1973, Ernaux stands facing 
the camera, looking just like the mod-

ern young wife she is. Already, though, 
she is on her way to becoming some-
one else. Soon she will learn that the 
book she has been writing has been ac-
cepted for publication. “Les Armoires 
Vides” (“Cleaned Out”), which appeared 
the next year, is an autobiographical 
novel about a literature student who 
thinks back on her youth while she un-
dergoes an illegal abortion. Ernaux had 
simply mailed the manuscript to Gal-
limard, telling no one.

People don’t tend to film their argu-
ments and fights. Ernaux has hinted at 
her husband’s philandering, but, true to 
form, she is inclined to consider their 
separation to be as much a public phe-
nomenon as a private one. “All around 
them, divorce proliferated,” Ernaux writes, 
in “The Years,” referring to her cohort 
of women who had grown up being told 
that premarital sex was a sin, and preg-
nancy out of wedlock a disaster, only to 
see the next generation met with “unan-
imous approval” when they dodged the 
altar. In 1981, Ernaux published her third 
novel, “A Frozen Woman,” an account 
of a young wife and mother who comes 
to feel suffocated by the constraints of 
domestic life. That is when the family 
videos end. Ernaux had left the marriage 
for good.

Now Ernaux came into her own. She 
published the books about her fa-

ther and mother. She had an audience, 
a name. Then, in 1991, came “Simple 
Passion,” and everything readers thought 
they knew about this restrained, cere-
bral woman went out the window. “From 
September last year, I did nothing else 
but wait for a man: for him to call me 
and come round to my place,” Ernaux 
writes at the start. The sixty or so short 
pages that follow amount to a narrative 
of willing captivity. During the months 
of her affair with A., as she calls her 
lover, Ernaux bends toward him as a 
flower toward the sun. She stays at home 
when she should go out; she doesn’t use 
the vacuum cleaner for fear of covering 
the phone’s ring. A. is a foreigner, an 
Eastern European; his weakness for 
Western luxuries reminds Ernaux of her-
self as a teen-age “parvenue,” craving the 
dresses and vacations that her richer 
friends had. A. shares none of her intel-
lectual interests, but so what? She her-
self can only listen to love songs.

“We take classic dishes and reimagine them  
to be smaller than you’re used to.”



After A. returns home, Ernaux grows 
morbid. If he has given her AIDS, she 
thinks, “at least he would have left me 
that.” And yet, in this sex-saturated book, 
there is not a lot of sex. Ernaux is at her 
most graphic in the preface, where she 
describes watching an X-rated movie on 
TV, stunned by its matter-of-fact de-
piction of what for centuries had been 
taboo. Writing, she thinks, should try to 
achieve the same effect: “a feeling of anx-
iety and stupefaction, a suspension of 
moral judgment.”

“Simple Passion” was a major best-
seller, and no surprise; if you have expe-
rienced the sort of agony that Ernaux 
describes, you won’t come across a more 
distilled depiction of it. Some readers, 
though, felt betrayed. When Ernaux was 
invited to give a talk at Wellesley, the 
students attacked her for being submis-
sive. Didn’t she claim to be a feminist? 
Yes, and that is what made “Simple Pas-
sion” so powerful, and so terrifying. Er-
naux had managed to convey the force 
with which desire can render the rest of 
life—the rest of the self—instantly void. 
She wasn’t advocating for women to lose 
their heads over a man. She was describ-
ing what it feels like when it happens, 
as you might describe a tornado that has 
flattened your house.

A decade later, Ernaux did some-
thing surprising and published excerpts 
of the diary she had kept during the af-
fair. That book, “Getting Lost,” was re-
leased in the U.S. in September, in a 
translation by Alison L. Strayer. Here, 
finally, is the sex that Ernaux had mostly 
elided in “Simple Passion”—the posi-
tions, the fluids—and the torture of the 
waiting, unspooled in all its real-time 
wretchedness. “My whole life has been 
an effort to tear myself away from male 
desire, in other words, from my own  
desire,” Ernaux confesses. (Maybe the 
Wellesley students had a point.) Ernaux 
is not, as a rule, a funny writer, but the 
friction between her finely developed 
mind and the tyrannical demands of 
her body produces moments of true 
comedy. When she loses a contact lens 
and finds it on her lover’s penis, her first 
thought is of Zola, “who lost his mon-
ocle between the breasts of women.” 
Then there is the gulf between her de-
votion to her lover—“addiction” might 
be the better word—and her awareness 
of his obvious mediocrity. Now called 

by his true initial, S., he turns out to be 
a thirty-five-year-old Soviet apparat-
chik whom the forty-eight-year-old Er-
naux met on a writer’s junket to the 
U.S.S.R. “Again I long to see him,” she 
records. “And yet what it all comes down 
to is this: he fucks, he drinks vodka, he 
talks about Stalin.”

Here Ernaux risks indulgence. “The 
Years,” which covers the period from 
1941 to 2006 and is practically cosmic 
in its tone and scope, runs well over two 
hundred pages, but “Getting Lost” is 
somehow longer. What pushed her to 
publish? In the period following the af-
fair, she told me, “I was forbidden from 
reading the diary by a very jealous lover.” 
She agreed to seal it in an envelope, 
where it stayed until their breakup, six 
years later. “Then I read it, and I dis-
covered that it had a fabulous unity. But 
it wasn’t at all the same as ‘Simple Pas-
sion.’ It was another text. And I was 
another woman, too. I felt like I was 
reading a novel. It was the writing it-
self that was working on me, as if I 
didn’t know what came next!” This was 
the ecstatic surrender not of the lover 
but of the reader. Ernaux was transfixed 
by a fictional character, who happened 
to be herself.

This notion of becoming another 
woman—of the self transfigured 

by time—animates all of Ernaux’s work. 
As she says in “Shame,” writing about 
her vanished, younger self is one of only 
two ways she knows “to bring the two 
of us together.” (The other, orgasm, “the 
moment when my sense of identity and 
coherence is at its highest,” is, needless 
to say, more ephemeral.) But, she ex-
plains in “Simple Passion,” the passage 
of time can also be a comfort, even a 
creative necessity:

Naturally I feel no shame in writing these 
things because of the time which separates the 
moment when they are written—when only I can 
see them—from the moment when they will be 
read by other people, a moment which I feel will 
never come. By then I could have had an acci-
dent or died; a war or a revolution could have 
broken out. This delay makes it possible for me 
to write today, in the same way I used to lie in 
the scorching sun for a whole day at sixteen, or 
make love without contraceptives at twenty: with-
out thinking about the consequences.

Ernaux sometimes ends her books 
with the dates of their composition, as 
if to tie them to that precious period 

FEED HOPE.

FEED LOVE .
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when she lived with them alone. “Hap-
pening,” published in 2000, was written 
between February and October of 1999, 
thirty-six years after the events it re-
counts. “I had a sense of writing out of 
time,” Ernaux told me. Abortion had 
been permitted in France since 1975. Peo-
ple took it for granted; no one seemed 
to be interested in commemorating the 
struggle, led by Simone Veil, to legalize 
it, or in remembering the horrors that 
women faced before. “There’s a parade 
every Fourteenth of July,” Ernaux said. 
“We celebrate that; we aren’t supposed 
to forget. But if it concerns women? It’s 
all over, no one needs to talk about it. I 
had the feeling that I would die one day 
and there would be no trace of it. I 
wouldn’t have been able to transmit what-
ever it was that I needed to.”

What Ernaux needed to transmit, in 
that blunt, indelible book, was what it 
had been like to seek an abortion in the 
fall of 1963 and the winter of 1964, when 
anyone who performed an abortion, or 
sought one, or encouraged one, or even 
advocated for the use of contraception, 
could be fined and sent to prison. Er-
naux was studying in Rouen when she 
discovered that she was pregnant. “Some-
how I felt there existed a connection be-
tween my social background and my 
present condition,” she writes. So much 
for her fancy education: “My ass had 
caught up with me, and the thing grow-
ing inside me I saw as the stigma of so-
cial failure.” Even so, she thought that 
getting the abortion would be easy. She 
had read about abortions in novels; she 
had heard women in Yvetot discussing 
them under their breath. She knew that 
it would be painful. She had no idea that 
she could die.

She learned. Although “Happening” 
is written with Ernaux’s usual piercing 
clarity, the book seems to unfold in a 
kind of suffocating twilight as the ave-
nues pursued by the twenty-three-year-
old Annie are shut off, one by one. A 
male friend whom she confides in in-
vites her to dinner with his wife and 
child and then tries to seduce her. Doc-
tors refuse to help. Annie desperately 
tries to find a friend of a friend rumored 
to know an abortionist. She is supposed 
to be working on her thesis, on female 
Surrealists, but she can focus only on 
her own female reality. “In a strange way, 
my inability to write my thesis was far 

more alarming than my need to abort,” 
Ernaux writes. “I had stopped being ‘an 
intellectual.’ I don’t know whether this 
feeling is widespread. It causes inde-
scribable pain.” A different kind of pain 
follows a failed attempt to solve her prob-
lem with a pair of knitting needles. All 
the while, she feels “time flowing inside 
and outside of me”—the common cal-
endar moving forward, her private one 
moving back.

It has been speculated, fairly, that  
Ernaux’s writing on abortion may be 
why the Nobel jury saw fit to award the 
prize to her this year, less than four 
months after Roe v. Wade was over-
turned. During her October visit to Bar-
nard, Ernaux was asked, almost as if she 
were a politician, if she wished to say 
something to American women. She 
found it extraordinary, she replied, that 
the U.S., which had legalized abortion 
before France, should “return to savagery.” 
This remark inspired applause. But 
“Happening,” when it was published, 
got a tepid response. “It was a book  
that bothered people,” Ernaux told me. 
Aside from the events themselves, ren-
dered with almost unbearably claustro-
phobic exactitude—the abortion, and 
what happens afterward, is so brutal 
that even the film adaptation seems gen-
tle by comparison—there is Ernaux’s 
total lack of guilt about what she did. 
There may be no parade, but for years 
she celebrated the night of the proce-
dure “as an anniversary.” 

For the past few years, Ernaux told 
me, she has had the sense that she 

has fulfilled a certain trajectory. “No, not 
a trajectory. A destiny.” She laughed, but 
she meant it. “Not a destiny that was 
written from the beginning. One that 
was constructed, bit by bit, of course.”

One big reason for that is “A Girl’s 
Story,” which Ernaux published in 2016. 
The book deals with the summer of 1958, 
when Ernaux, nearly eighteen, left home 
on her own for the first time, to work 
as a counsellor at a summer camp. On 
her third night there, she is selected by 
the twenty-two-year-old head counsellor 
for a tryst, though to put that word to 
their encounter would be to imply ro-
mance, or at least enjoyment. Annie is 
a protected only child of extreme social 
naïveté, a girl who “does not know how 
to make a telephone call, has never taken 

a shower or bath,” who feels herself free 
and on the verge of life, ready to escape 
home, have adventures, fall in love. Now 
she is laid down on a strange man’s bed 
and watches as her body is used for his 
pleasure. But the experience is neither 
one of “horror nor shame, only an obe-
dience to what was happening.” Far from 
seeing herself as a victim, she becomes 
slavishly devoted to the fact of her sub-
mission before this indifferent “master.”

That searing episode forms the ker-
nel of the book. Around it, Ernaux builds 
a kind of detective story. The Annie from 
1958 is a missing person. No photographs 
of her from that summer exist. The di-
aries she kept were burned by her mother. 
But Ernaux knows that the girl is still 
alive; she has been living inside her for 
decades. She is at the root of everything 
Ernaux has become as a woman and as 
a writer, and now she must be faced on 
her own terms.

There seemed something liberating 
in this, but Ernaux disagreed.

“I never considered writing to be a 
form of liberation,” she said. “The image 
that I have is always of descending, of 
deepening something. And there isn’t 
much freedom down there, not really. 
Often, when I speak with other writ-
ers—with female writers, really—the 
image we have of writing really varies. 
Some of them say that, for them, it’s a 
way of going up toward something. But, 
for me, it’s the absolute opposite. Not 
going underground, exactly. But into a 
well.” What draws her down? An idea 
of some kind? No: “An obsession.” 

The image of the well brings to mind 
a rescue mission. Ernaux, so devoted to 
chronicling what she calls “the stupe-
faction of the real,” has a mystical side, 
too. “It seems to me that I have finally 
freed the girl of ’58, broken the spell that 
kept her prisoner for over fifty years,” 
Ernaux writes of her younger self. This 
is triumphant, magical; it would make 
a wonderful ending. But it is not the 
end of the book, only its halfway point. 
All endings, in Ernaux’s world, are tem-
porary. The meaning of what she de-
scribes keeps shifting as time does. Crit-
ics will be tempted to refer to Ernaux’s 
output, this fifty-year spelunking of the 
self, as an œuvre, but she hates that word. 
“An ‘œuvre’ is something that’s closed,” 
she told me. “And mine will be closed 
when I’m dead.” 
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SHOUTS & MURMURS

Night Wander

I stood in the hall / maternity-pants 
elastic worn thin /The night-light in 
the bathroom glowed/I whispered into 
the dark, “I am here.”/You kicked me 
in the bladder / and then ghosted

“C”-Work

I gave my abs for you/ lying marooned 
on the bed with swollen breasts, re-
fused/You only want the bottle / in the 
hand of your dad/ I only ever expected 
a thank-you 

First Memory

My love, will you remember/ the first 
time you saw me wear shoes?/My love, 
will you remember/the elevator doors 
opening, too?/My love, will you remem-
ber/my face above the stroller/adjust-
ing the pumpkin hat on your head?/My 
love, will you remember / when you 
looked up at me and grinned/because 
you had just pooped? /My love, I will

February 3, 2025

When you met my ex in Whole 

Foods/you called him Dada and tugged 
at my shirt/revealing my old bra/You’ve 
known since February that I loved you 
like a son/because you are my son/my 
son/my son 

. . . Dinosaur

A love that makes the impossible pos-
sible / a train to a ferry to Ikea/ to re-
place your Jättelik doll / the last one 
in the tri-state area /The babysitter  
put the dirty dishes back into the 
drawer /You screamed when I turned 
off “Paw Patrol”/and told me that bron-
tosauruses suck

Stab Me in the Drop-Off Line 

Still groggy from Ambien / I put on 
leggings and walk you to school /You 
tell your friend Zeus/“That’s my mom, 
but she usually wears dresses.”/And it 
isn’t even true 

Believe You

Just us / the humidifier glugs / I tell you 
again the Pumpkin Goblin won’t bite 
your feet/but you still cry beneath your 
poster of Vin Diesel /Baby, what did I 
do / to lose your trust? 

It’s Your Future 

No curfew, but you take advan-
tage /vomiting in the sink of our ren-
ovated master bathroom/“I don’t know 
what you’re talking about!” you 
scream/You were supposed to take the 
SAT this morning / I feed you Coke 
and Advil /On Instagram, you say I ru-
ined your life / Just like all my haters

Expulsion 

You were nineteen/I was fifty-five/You 
and your roommate/in the junior com-
mon room gyrate / rapping under the 
name BreastWrk / setting off indoor 
fireworks/And you didn’t even/ask for 
my help / So don’t come home to me, 
baby/when you are expelled

Mom, a Pop Mogul

A memoir, and I’m so proud / I pre-
ordered enough copies to f ill the 
Nashville library /Page five and you’re 
already calling me “touchy”/ even 
though I still have all your old one-
sies / I can’t read another word / How 
could you make art / about people you 
love?/How could you make art/about 
people you love? 

LYRICS FROM TAYLOR 
SWIFT’S FUTURE MIDNIGHTS

BY CORA FRAZIER
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ONWARD AND UPWARD WITH THE ARTS

DEADWOOD
An American’s brutal apprenticeship in the delicate art of bonsai.

BY ROBERT MOOR

PHOTOGRAPH BY SUZANNE SAROFF

In the winter of 2002, a young Amer-
ican named Ryan Neil joined an un-

usual pilgrimage: he and several oth-
ers flew to Tokyo, to begin a tour of 
Japan’s finest collections of bonsai trees. 
He was nineteen, with an athlete’s body 
and a sunny, symmetrical face. The 
next-youngest adult in the group was 
fifty-seven. Then, as now, rearing tiny 
trees in ornamental pots was not com-
monly considered a young man’s hobby. 

Neil had grown up in a small Col-
orado mountain town. For much of 
his youth, he was focussed on playing 
sports, especially basketball, which he 
approached with an almost clinical 
rigor: during high-school summer 
breaks, he’d wake up every day at five-
thirty and attempt twelve hundred 
jump shots before going to the gym 
to lift weights. By his junior year, he 
was the best player on the team. By 

his senior year, he had torn one of his 
quadriceps—“It was hanging on by 
just a thread,” he recalls—and was look-
ing for a new obsession. 

Like many Americans of his gen-
eration, Neil had discovered bonsai 
through the “Karate Kid” films. He 
was especially fond of the third movie 
in the series, which features dreamy 
shots of characters rappelling down a 
cliff face to collect a miniature juniper. 
In the films, the wise karate instructor, 
Mr. Miyagi, practices the art of bon-
sai, and in Neil’s young mind it came 
to represent a romantic ideal: the pur-
suit of perfection through calm disci-
pline. One day, after seeing bonsai for 
sale at a local fair, he rode his bike to 
the library, checked out every book on 
bonsai, and lugged them all home. 

About a month later, he got his 
hands on a trade magazine, Bonsai 

Today, which featured an article about 
Masahiko Kimura, the so-called ma-
gician of bonsai, who is regarded by 
many enthusiasts as the field’s most  
innovative living figure. (Kunio Ko-
bayashi, one of Kimura’s chief rivals  
at the time, called him “the kind of  
genius who comes along once every 
hundred years, or maybe more.”) The 
article described how Kimura had trans-
formed and refined a small juniper tree 
that had been collected in the wild. A 
scruffy, shapeless plant had become a 
cantilevered sculpture. As Neil saw it, 
Kimura had given the tree not just a 
new shape but a soul.

Near the end of high school, Neil 
laid out a meticulous long-term plan 
that would culminate in his travelling 
across the Pacific to apprentice under 
Kimura, who was considered the 
toughest bonsai master in Japan. Neil 
knew that the work would not be easy. 
Bonsai apprenticeships could last any-
where between five and ten years. At 
the time, some fifty people had begun 
working under Kimura, but only five 
had completed the apprenticeship, all 
of them Japanese. 

Neil went to college at California 
Polytechnic State University, in San 
Luis Obispo, where he majored in 

Ryan Neil, with a bonsai that he styled at his garden, outside Portland, Oregon. Neil studied the art in Japan for six years.
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horticulture and studied Japanese.  
He helped take care of the universi-
ty’s bonsai collection and travelled 
around the West Coast to attend mas-
ter classes with renowned practi-
tioners. While other students were 
partying, he stayed home looking at 
bonsai blogs, or drove his pickup truck 
to remote mountain locations in search 
of wild miniature trees. “He was pos-
sessed,” his father recalls. 

Neil signed up for the tour of Japan 
during his sophomore year, and took 
a short leave from school. On the sec-
ond day of the trip, the group visited 
Kimura’s garden, in a rural area some 
thirty miles northwest of Tokyo. It 
was a cool, gray morning; Neil wore 
a hoodie. The group was met by one 
of Kimura’s apprentices and ushered 
past rows of ancient and pristinely 
shaped bonsai into the back garden—
the workshop—where few visitors 
were allowed.

Neil later likened the moment to 
peering into the mind of a mad genius. 
Hundreds of knee-high trees, in vari-
ous states of arboreal surgery, were lined 
up on benches and beer crates. Custom-
made power tools were scattered around 
the workshop, including a machine, 
used to sculpt trunks, that shot out tiny 
glass beads. Kimura was famed for his 
deft use of these devices to carve rip-
pling torrents of shari—bone-white 
deadwood that is laced with thin veins 
of living wood. 

That day, Kimura, who was then in 
his sixties, was working on an Ezo 
spruce with a spiky, half-dead trunk 
which was estimated to be a thousand 
years old. A photographer from the 
Japanese magazine Kindai Bonsai was 
present to document the process. Neil 
and the other visitors observed as Ki-
mura, with the help of his lead ap-
prentice, Taiga Urushibata, used guy 
wires and a piece of rebar to bend the 
trunk downward, compressing the 
tree—an act requiring a phenomenal 
balance of strength and finesse. Kimura 
misted the branches with water and 
wrapped them with thick copper wire. 
He then bent the branches—some 
slightly upward, some downward—ar-
ranging the foliage into an imperfect 
dome, with small windows of light 
spaced throughout the greenery. He 
worked with relentless focus, but what 

amazed Neil most was the synchro-
nicity of Kimura and Urushibata: when-
ever Kimura needed a tool, he would 
wordlessly extend his hand, and Uru-
shibata would have the implement wait-
ing for him.

After Kimura had made his design 
decisions, he left Urushibata to finish 
wiring the branches. The tour group 
moved to the front garden, but Neil 
lingered, watching the apprentice work. 
Urushibata, a stern young man with 
the pretty face and f loppy hair of a 
J-pop idol, turned to Neil and spoke 
to him, in English.

“So you want to apprentice here?” 
Urushibata said. 

“I do,” Neil said. 
“You should reconsider,” Urushibata 

said, then turned his attention back to 
the spruce.

I t’s not difficult to create a tiny tree: 
you just need to restrict the roots 

and prune the branches. This has been 
known since at least the Tang dynasty 
in China, circa 700 A.D. One method 
was to plant a seedling in a dried or-
ange peel and trim any roots that poked 
through. With a smaller root base, the 
tree cannot find the necessary nutri-
ents to shoot upward, and thus remains 
small. In certain environments, like 
rocky cliffsides, this can occur natu-
rally. The artistry, then, lies in shap-
ing the tree. For most bonsai practi-
tioners, “styling” a tree is a question of 
which branches to cut off and how to 
bend those which remain, using metal 
wire, so that the plant’s over-all form 
elicits a feeling of something ancient 
and wild. The usual aim is not to im-
itate the profile of big trees—which 
are considered too messy to be beau-
tiful—but to intensely evoke them. In 
culinary terms, bonsai is bouillon.

In  the 1990 book “The World 
in Miniature,” the Sinologist Rolf Stein 
notes that a range of early Taoist prac-
tices focussed on the magical power of 
tiny things. Taoist hermits, and also 
Buddhist monks, created miniature 
gardens as objects of contemplation, 
full of dwarfed plants, rock-size “moun-
tains,” and “lakes” the depth of teacups. 
These spaces provided a form of vir-
tual travel, not unlike how books func-
tion for us today. 

Taoism had a special reverence for 

fantastically gnarled trees, which, be-
cause their lumber is useless to wood-
cutters and carpenters, are often spared 
the axe, enduring for centuries. This 
aged look was incorporated into the 
aesthetic of miniaturized trees; after 
all, there is nothing magical about a 
tiny young tree. 

The vogue for miniature gardens 
spread throughout China, and then, 
around the thirteenth century, to Japan. 
As Japan urbanized—by 1700, Tokyo, 
then known as Edo, was home to a 
million people, nearly twice the pop-
ulation of London—the miniaturiza-
tion of nature gradually came to serve 
a more practical purpose: it allowed 
people to go outdoors without leaving 
their homes. 

As the bonsai historian Hideo Ma-
rushima has noted, “The keeping of 
potted plants is not often a matter of 
public record,” making it difficult to 
trace the development of the bonsai 
form. But we do know, from histori-
cal woodblock prints of bonsai, that 
early artists favored twisty trunks and 
tufty foliage. Changes in fashion 
tended to hinge on particular species 
rather than on pruning styles: a fad 
for azaleas was followed by one for 
smooth-barked maples, then one for 
mandarin-orange trees. A craze for 
wild Ishizuchi shimpaku junipers 
caused their near-extinction.

In the early twentieth century, the 
widespread adoption of copper wire, 
which allowed artists to perform in-
creasingly precise manipulations, led 
to more extreme stylization: some bon-
sai leaned far to one side, as if buf-
feted by harsh winds; some stood ram-
rod straight; some spilled over the side 
of the pot, as if cascading down a cliff; 
some resembled the sinuous ink stroke 
of a calligrapher. It could take decades, 
or longer, to create a trunk with the 
desired silhouette. Patience, care, and 
an invisibly light touch were the hall-
marks of a bonsai master. 

Kimura is sometimes said to have 
done for bonsai what Picasso did for 
painting—he shattered the art form 
and then reëngineered it. Using power 
tools, he performed transformations so 
drastic that the resulting shapes seemed 
almost impossible. Moreover, his new 
methods allowed him to execute dra-
matic alterations in hours as opposed 
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to over decades. Not surprisingly, his 
accelerated technique was admired and 
imitated throughout the West. 

When Neil spoke of his desire to 
apprentice with Kimura, many Amer-
ican bonsai enthusiasts warned him that 
Kimura was harsh, uncouth, even cruel. 
But Neil wasn’t easily intimidated, and 
he was dazzled by what he had seen.

He flew back home and resumed 
college. After enlisting a tutor in Jap-
anese, he wrote a rudimentary letter 
to Kimura asking to become his ap-
prentice. Kimura did not respond. So 
Neil wrote another letter, and, when 
that was also met with silence, another, 
and another. Writing each month, he 
sent some twenty letters without hear-
ing back.

Shortly after Neil graduated, though, 
he received an elegantly handwritten 
note from Kimura. He was elated to 
learn that his request had been granted. 
Kimura wrote, “Training is of course 
about acquiring skills, but total appre-
hension of the spiritual aspect is of the 
utmost importance. It may be strict, 
but, if you dedicate yourself fully, it 
will most certainly be rewarding.” 

Masahiko Kimura was eleven years 
old when his father, a success-

ful engineer, died suddenly. The fam-
ily fell into poverty, and Kimura was 
forced to get a job as an errand boy. 
Life became “hell,” he has said. It was 
1951, and Japan was still recovering 
from the Second World War. College 
was out of reach. When he was fifteen, 
his mother announced that she was 
sending him to apprentice at Tōju-En, 
a famous bonsai garden in the Tokyo 
suburb of Ōmiya. It was the epicenter 
of the art form. She had noticed that 
he was good with his hands, and she 
wanted to give him a profession with 
a stable income.

For the next three years, Kimura 
worked seven days a week, from 8 a.m. 
to 11 p.m., without a single day off. His 
master at Tōju-En, Motosuke Hamano, 
harshly corrected his every error; Ki-
mura says that his master even in-
structed him in how to walk. Kimura 
was given five minutes to finish meals. 
He was allowed no girlfriends, no al-
cohol, and no cigarettes. At night, he 
practiced the guitar and dreamed of 
being a rock star.

Kimura completed his apprentice-
ship when he was twenty-six. Lack-
ing the money to open a bonsai garden 
of his own, he instead started a plant 
shop. It was successful, and, after a de-
cade or so, he had saved enough money 
to become a professional bonsai art-
ist. Now married with two daughters, 
he was determined to catch up to his 
more privileged contemporaries. One 
day, after he’d spent seven hours shap-
ing a shimpaku juniper, a thought oc-
curred to him: Why doesn’t anyone 
use power tools to accomplish this 
more quickly?

Around this time, a thirty-year-old 
engineer working at Toyota named 
Takeo Kawabe visited Kimura’s bon-
sai garden, fell in love with the trees, 
and asked to become his apprentice. 
Together, they developed an arsenal 
of custom devices—sandblasters, small 
chainsaws, grinders—that made it easy 
to quickly shape deadwood into whorls 
and wisps. Using power tools, Kimura 
could hollow out thick roots, allow-
ing him to coil them up in smaller 
pots; he could also bend stout trees, 
to make them appear smaller, or split 
them apart, to create forest-style plant-
ings. Michael Hagedorn, an Ameri-
can bonsai artist who apprenticed in 
Japan, said of these advances, “It’s sim-
ilar to electrifying a guitar—the pos-
sibilities just go 3-D.”

Because Kimura’s shop could work 
faster, cheaper, and better than those 
of his competitors, his business flour-
ished. He eventually made enough 

money to begin buying wild-collected 
miniature trees, called yamadori. Such 
trees, scarce in Japan, can be many hun-
dreds of years old, and, once beauti-
fied by an artist, they can fetch astro-
nomical ly  high pr ices . (In the 
nineteen-eighties, at the peak of Ja-
pan’s economic boom, a brilliantly 
styled yamadori might sell for more 
than a million dollars.) As Kimura’s 

status rose, he recalls, he was also re-
ceiving “lots of criticism from bonsai 
V.I.P.s.” Some detractors derided his 
use of power tools as “noisy bonsai”; 
others accused him of making “sculp-
tures, not bonsai.” 

In 1988, Kimura submitted a wild-
collected shimpaku juniper, estimated 
to be seven hundred years old, to the 
Sakufu-ten, an annual bonsai compe-
tition whose top award is bestowed  
by Japan’s Prime Minister. The tree, 
named “The Dance of a Rising Dragon,” 
was Z-shaped, its bleached trunk ris-
ing in hard, nearly horizontal slants. 
Dead branches curled out in all direc-
tions, like dense smoke. Atop this lus-
cious chaos sat a neat but asymmetri-
cal dome of foliage—a green cloud into 
which the dragon’s head vanished. It is 
widely regarded as one of the finest 
bonsai ever created. Kimura won the 
top prize. 

An air of genius now attended 
him. He had published a lushly il-
lustrated book, “The Magical Techni-
cian of Contemporary Bonsai,” which 
introduced his work to a global audi-
ence. The book included a manifesto 
in which Kimura declared, “We young 
bonsai artists must not be afraid to 
break with tradition. . . . If not, bonsai 
will evolve as a mere curiosity, but not 
an art.”  

Kimura began giving demonstra-
tions in Western countries. He often 
theatrically revved his chainsaw on-
stage, and during question-and-answer 
sessions he could be shockingly blunt. 
An American bonsai aficionado recalls 
attending a demonstration in Anaheim, 
California, in which someone asked 
Kimura, through an interpreter, what 
he thought of American bonsai. Kimura 
responded in Japanese, and the Japa-
nese-speaking members of the audi-
ence gasped. “Very nice,” the inter-
preter translated, awkwardly. When 
audience members pushed him to re-
veal what Kimura had really said, they 
were stunned by the answer: “Ameri-
can bonsai is like maggots at the bot-
tom of a toilet.” (Kimura claims that 
this was a mistranslation.)

As Kimura’s wealth grew, he adopted 
a Hemingwayesque life style. He drove 
American muscle cars and learned to 
pilot speedboats. He collected videos 
of Mike Tyson boxing matches. He 



THE NEW YORKER, NOVEMBER 21, 2022	 27

hunted wild boar in Spain with the 
Spanish Prime Minister.  

Kimura is now eighty-two. His wife 
died in 2009, and he continues to live 
with his daughters, who cook for him. 
He never drinks alcohol, but he is fond 
of going to nice restaurants and of sing-
ing karaoke with beautiful female com-
panions. He smokes two packs of Win-
ston cigarettes a day. A few years ago, 
he was given a diagnosis of lung can-
cer and had sixty per cent of one lung 
removed. He stopped smoking for a 
month, then resumed. He now appears 
to be in fine health.  

A few years ago, I spoke with Kimura 
over a bento-box lunch in his sunny 
office. The walls were lined with framed 
photographs of his many award-win-
ning trees. He wore a lavender dress 
shirt with “M. Kimura” embroidered 
on the breast pocket, in light-blue 
thread. His palms were thick, and he 
had a pianist’s long fingers, his nails 
perfectly trimmed and clean. His face, 
up close, was slightly forlorn, with deep-
set eyes and jutting cheekbones. In rare 
moments of levity, his eyes crinkled 
and his smile revealed a gold molar.

During the interview, he went 
through ten cigarettes, seeming to enjoy 
the ritual of lighting up as much as the 
experience of smoking: he often gently 
stubbed one out half finished. He laid 
the butts in a neat row, like timber, on 
a large crystal ashtray. (As with many 
Japanese bonsai professionals, he is un-
commonly fastidious: when I had din-
ner with him later that week, he sent 
back a plate of negitoro rolls for being 
improperly sliced.) 

At one point, when Kimura was dis-
cussing his revolutionary techniques, 
he pulled out a book and showed me 
an image of what appeared to be two 
dramatically different trees. My inter-
preter, a bonsai writer named Makiko 
Kobayashi, explained that they were 
before-and-after shots of the same tree. 
“Can you guess how he used his magic 
on this original tree?” Kobayashi said.

I shook my head. 
“Guess,” she said.
Pointing to some foliage, I said, “Did 

he graft this on here?”
Kimura shook his head.
Pointing to a branch, I said, “Did 

he bring this over here?”
Kimura chuckled, took the book, 

and slowly turned it upside down. He 
had somehow managed to grow roots 
out of a live vein of wood on one of the 
living branches, potted it upside down, 
and then carved the exposed roots so 
that they resembled dead branches.

We left the office, and Kimura gave 
me a tour of his garden, which is filled 
with finished bonsai. (He refused to 
show me his workshop.) The garden 
was next to a dark pond haunted by 
huge albino grass carp. He smoked as 
he moved from tree to tree, stroking 
the foliage and plucking out dead nee-
dles. Of late, the fashion in bonsai has 
shifted to larger specimens, to accom-
modate the tastes of wealthy Chinese 
buyers, who display their prized trees 
in outdoor gardens rather than inside 
their homes, as Japanese people do. 
Kimura’s work, which is monumental 
by bonsai standards—some trees 
reached as high as my sternum, with 
trunks nearly as wide as my waist—
was well suited to this trend, and he 
had profited greatly from it. He told 
me that he had recently sold a tree to 
the C.E.O. of a major Chinese tech 
company. “To them, a million dollars 
is like a pack of cigarettes,” he said. 

Kimura kept wandering through 
the garden, but I fell behind, pausing 

to examine each of his creations. When 
you look at a traditional bonsai tree, 
you can climb into it with your eyes 
and feel the peace of a late-summer 
afternoon, or the bright chill of a 
morning sea breeze. When you look 
at a Kimura tree, you enter a whirl-
wind. The tree moves in ways your 
eye cannot follow, leaving you dazed 
and a bit uneasy. Neil likens the feel-
ing to that of pondering the vastness 
of outer space.

Neil, having finally received the go-
ahead from Kimura, flew back to 

Japan in August, 2004, two months 
after graduating from college. He went 
to Kimura’s garden straight from the 
airport. When Kimura discovered that 
Neil’s grasp of Japanese was consider-
ably worse than was implied by his la-
boriously written letters, his manner 
became brusque. “Apprentices are like 
dogs,” Kimura warned him. “I don’t 
care where they sleep or what they eat, 
so long as they show up every day.” 
(Kimura denies saying this.) 

Neil soon found a furnished apart-
ment, which was so small that he felt 
like an ogre in it—his feet hung over 
the edge of the bed. (He is five feet 
eleven.) For a month, he did little more 

“There’s no need to howl at every moon we pass by.”

• •
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than practice speaking Japanese and 
sitting in seiza fashion—his shins 
pressed f lat against the f loor, his sit 
bones on his heels. He found the po­
sition excruciating. 

Neil showed up to his first day of 
work three and a half hours early, waited 
outside until 8 a.m., then entered the 
garden. There were no other appren­
tices around. Adrenaline fizzed in his 
veins. When Kimura f i­
nally emerged from his 
house, at ten o’clock, he did 
not acknowledge Neil. He 
simply grabbed a hose and 
started watering trees. 

Neil, jittery and sweaty, 
walked behind him, doing 
his best to keep the hose 
from kinking, while Ki­
mura watered the entire 
collection. Kimura then 
picked up a white pine, carried it in­
side, and began picking off dead nee­
dles. He turned to Neil and said, “Can 
you do this?” Neil said yes. Kimura 
went back outside and returned with 
a juniper. He started using a gouge to 
find a vein of live wood that ran up 
the trunk. He said to Neil, “Can you 
do this?” Neil had never done it before. 
He did his best. 

In the afternoon, Kimura’s other ap­
prentices appeared, including Taia Uru­
shibata—the young man Neil had ob­
served on his tour two years earlier. The 
apprentices, five in all, had been given 
the morning off, a rare treat. When 
Kimura stood up to leave, Urushibata 
grabbed Neil. Gesturing toward Kimura, 
he commanded, “Say thank you.” Neil 
said, “Sensei, arigatō gozaimasu”—“Thank 
you, teacher.” Urushibata smacked Neil 
on the back of the head. “He’s not your 
teacher,” he said. “He’s your oyakata”—
your master.

Kimura said of Neil, in Japanese, 
“He’s been working on that juniper all 
day, and he doesn’t understand any­
thing. This kid is no good.” 

Neil was crushed. But he returned 
the next day, and the next. His main 
duties for the first few months were to 
water the garden and to keep the work­
shop meticulously clean. Kimura fre­
quently used white rags to wipe black 
sap off his hands, and Neil was told 
that whenever Kimura picked up one 
it must be spotless. Neil estimates that 

he washed two to three hundred rags 
each day. He had heard that this te­
dious phase of his apprenticeship might 
last two years. 

A servile style of apprenticeship is 
increasingly rare in modern Japan. But, 
before the industrial age, it was the 
norm throughout many parts of Asia 
and Europe. Boys were apprenticed to 
tradesmen and craftsmen who taught 

them, reared them, and ex­
ploited them. The f irst 
years of an apprenticeship 
were typically devoted to 
menial labor. Francisco 
Goya spent four years 
grinding pigments and 
making copies before he 
was allowed to begin his 
own compositions. Even 
today, apprentice sushi 
chefs might spend two 

years mopping floors before they are 
allowed to cook the rice. 

A month into Neil’s apprentice­
ship, he was called over to the turn­
table where Kimura worked. Kimura, 
who was wiring the branches of a 
white pine, asked Neil, “Can you do 
this?” Neil said yes—even though he 
couldn’t. Properly wiring a branch 
with copper wire, especially on an old 
tree, is surprisingly difficult, and if it’s 
done improperly it can scar the bark 
or kill the branch.

Neil took the tree back to his turn­
table and stared at it for a while. Fi­
nally, he admitted to Urushibata that 
he couldn’t wire the tree.

“Then why did you tell him you 
could?” Urushibata asked. 

Neil shrugged and apologized. 
“Americans are so arrogant!” Uru­

shibata shouted. “In Japan, if you can’t 
do something, you say, ‘I can’t.’ You 
don’t say, ‘I can’!”

Neil went to Kimura, and, apolo­
gizing, admitted that he didn’t know 
how to wire the tree.

“I know you don’t,” Kimura said. “If 
you could wire this tree, you wouldn’t 
be here.” He went on, “But you said 
you could, and now it’s in front of you. 
So wire it.” Neil spent the rest of the 
afternoon wiring the tree while Kimura 
looked on, pointing out all the things 
he was doing wrong. But, when Neil 
had finished wiring the apex of the 
tree, Kimura lingered over it. “That’s 

not bad,” he finally said, nodding. From 
that day forward, Neil was allowed to 
wire trees.

Neil worked seven days a week in 
Kimura’s garden, from 8 a.m. to 

11 p.m. He was given a meagre sal­
ary—just enough to cover rent and 
food. He almost always felt out of place. 
Kimura complained that Neil took up 
too much space and sweated too much. 
(That summer was one of the hottest 
on record in Japan; in the first three 
months of his apprenticeship, Neil lost 
thirty­five pounds.) He sometimes 
grunted when lifting a heavy object, 
prompting Kimura to shout, “You’re 
too loud!” Once, a visitor remarked ap­
provingly that Kimura had a strong 
apprentice in Neil. “Yeah, he’s strong, 
but he’s a little too Rambo,” Kimura 
said, sighing.  

Neil was often asked to hold heavy 
trees while Kimura thinned out roots 
and live veins. Neil watched Kimura’s 
every move. If Urushibata caught him 
doing so, he would flick Neil in the 
forehead, saying, “Your job isn’t to 
look—your job is to hold.” Neil learned 
that an apprentice is rarely given overt 
lessons; he is expected to watch out 
of the corner of his eye and “steal” his 
master’s secrets. Whenever Kimura 
criticized him, which was often, Neil 
thanked him. After work, when the 
other apprentices were sleeping, Neil 
would stay up until two or three in 
the morning, practicing wiring skills 
in his apartment. He later learned that, 
at night, Kimura often drove down 
Neil’s street on his way to sing kara­
oke, and would see him working by 
the window. 

In the morning, Neil would bring 
a sample of his wiring to the work­
shop and ask Kimura to critique it. 
Neil recalls Kimura once saying, “I’ve 
never even seen anyone do something 
this terrible. I would have to try to do 
something this terrible. Why are you 
so stupid?” 

Neil was even more disheartened by 
the abuse that the senior apprentices 
inflicted on those below them: slap­
ping them, striking them with sticks, 
even punching them in the face. On 
one occasion, he saw Urushibata re­
peatedly kick another apprentice, who 
was balled up in the fetal position. (Uru­



shibata says that he “is sorry for using 
unreasonable corporal punishment.”) 
During these beatings, Neil recalls, 
Kimura often watched and laughed, 
exclaiming, “I bet you won’t forget that 
lesson!” (Kimura says this form of “strict 
discipline” is no longer practiced at his 
garden. Until recently, such physical 
punishment, or taibatsu, was common 
for apprentices in Japan. It was also 
once common in the West: until the 
twentieth century, apprentices in Eu-
rope and North America were regu-
larly whipped and caned.)

Kimura shaped his apprentices the 
way he shaped trees: mercilessly, radi-
cally. He pitted the apprentices against 
one another and poked at their inse-
curities. Neil has never been able to 
watch “Whiplash,” the 2014 film about 
a sadistic jazz conductor who pushes 
a young drummer to practice until his 
hands bleed, because the story line is 
“hauntingly” reminiscent of his expe-
rience as a bonsai apprentice. “That 
kind of mental warfare—that was my 
apprenticeship,” Neil said. He was often 
criticized for mistakes that he hadn’t 
actually made, and he was never com-
plimented on his achievements. He 
learned that the only way to survive 
was to switch off his emotions, store 
away his ego, and give himself over to 
predicting and fulfilling Kimura’s needs. 
Neil’s parents, who saw him only three 
times during the apprenticeship, began 
to notice that his personality was chang-
ing in alarming ways. “He got very 
hard,” his father recalls. 

During Neil’s third year as an ap-
prentice, Kimura returned from an auc-
tion with an expensive white pine, and 
asked Neil to style it. “Don’t make it 
worth less than what I bought it for,” 
Kimura warned.  Neil recalls being fro-
zen with fear. “I’m looking at it, and 
I’m, like, ‘If this were my tree, I would 
want to do X, Y, and Z—but I don’t 
think he would like that.’ So I styled 
the tree as I thought he would approve 
of.” Kimura, however, told him that the 
styling was unsatisfactory. “For literally 
three hours, he just told me what a pile 
of shit I was,” Neil recalled. “But the 
interesting thing was that he changed 
the tree in all the ways that I’d initially 
thought I should handle it. I recog-
nized that if I was going to survive this 
apprenticeship, mentally and emotion-

ally, I’d have to do what I thought was 
right.” One paradox of being an ap-
prentice is that you are expected to 
learn how to re-create your master’s 
style. But a true master does not copy 
anyone’s style—he creates freely and 
fearlessly. In order to truly copy a mas-
ter, an apprentice must break free.

One by one, the other apprentices 
in Kimura’s workshop graduated 

or quit. In total, sixteen people quit 
while Neil was working in the garden. 
He eventually found himself the only 
apprentice left. For nine months, he did 
the work of five apprentices—includ-
ing watering twelve hundred bonsai up 
to three times a day. As Neil put it to 
me, it was “execute, execute, execute, all 
day long—it was so overwhelming that, 
if you stopped to think about it, you’d 
lose your mind.” Neil said of Kimura, 
“You would think that he’d be, like, ‘Oh, 
shit, I can’t let this guy quit, too.’ But 
he was harder on me than at any time 
in my apprenticeship.”

One winter day, Neil was standing 
at the old stone sink outside the work-
shop washing rags; he had accidentally 
broken off the branch of an important 
tree, and Kimura was upset with him. 

Neil looked up from his task and saw 
an electrical conduit, over the sink, bear-
ing a small logo: “mirai.” (Mirai In-
dustry is a major producer of metal 
plating in Japan.) He realized that, even 
after staring at the word every day for 
years, he didn’t know what it meant. 
That night, he went home and looked 
up mirai. He learned that it means “the 
future,” but, as opposed to its near-syn-
onym, shōrai, mirai connotes a far-off 
future. Neil marks this as a turning 
point in his life as an apprentice: “The 
whole time I’ve been washing these 
rags, I’ve been telling myself this isn’t 
fair, and I’m doing the best that I can—
but I really wasn’t. There was another 
level—there was another gear that I 
was resisting. I confronted that that 
night.” He took mirai as his personal 
motto, a reminder to always reach for 
perfection, even as the possibility per-
petually recedes from one’s grasp. To 
an outsider, it might seem that the ap-
prentice was merely absorbing the 
self-punishing pathology of his mas-
ter, but Neil sees the moment as one 
in which he went from being servile 
to being self-directed.

In 2007, Neil became Kimura’s se-
nior apprentice, responsible not just for 

“Finally, I have a walk-in kitchen.”
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the garden but also for training newer 
apprentices—whom, he admits, he 
treated as harshly as Urushibata had 
treated him. “I definitely hit people,” 
he recalls. “I was instructed to inflict 
what Mr. Kimura would call ‘memo-
rable pain.’ ”

Kimura eventually entrusted Neil 
to fashion trees for top competitions. 
They were all billed as Kimura’s de-
signs, but Neil was given his own spread 
in Kindai Bonsai magazine—a rare 
honor for a Westerner. During all their 
time together, Kimura never said 
whether he was proud of Neil, as a per-
son or as an artist. However, Kimura’s 
friend Massimo Bandera, an Italian 
bonsai artist, told me that Kimura had 
confided to him that Neil was his “best 
pupil of all time.”

Neil ultimately apprenticed with 
Kimura for six years. He would have 
stayed for a seventh, but his visa ap-
plication was rejected. Kimura took 
the news calmly. “You’re beyond the 
time to go home,” he told him. “It’s 
time to leave.”

Neil returned to America in April, 
2010. As part of his duties as a former 
apprentice, he periodically went back 
to Japan to help Kimura prepare trees 
for major competitions. On these vis-
its, Kimura showed him none of the 
warmth that one might expect from a 

mentor. Neil’s final visit to the garden 
was to help Kimura get ready for the 
World Bonsai Convention of 2017, 
which was held outside Tokyo. He 
hadn’t seen his master in three years.

“Good morning,” Neil said, in  
Japanese.

“It ’s been a long time,” Kimura 
replied. Looking Neil up and down, 
he added, “You’ve gotten fat.” Then 
Kimura glanced around and said, 
“The garden is dirty.” 

Neil picked up a broom and began 
to sweep. 

The advantage of having been 
trained by a genius, even a cruel 

one, is that you glean some aspects of 
the master’s skills. The downside is that 
you are forever after haunted by the 
fear that you will remain a mere shadow 
of the master. According to Neil, 
Kimura often complained that none of 
his former apprentices had developed 
an original style. 

Urushibata, who is now one of the 
top bonsai artists in Japan, told me, “Of 
course, the basis is Kimura’s style, but 
we have to grow beyond Kimura.” Uru-
shibata has experimented with such 
novelties as potted trees designed to 
float on water, but when we spoke he 
expressed little satisfaction with his 
progress. The question of how to forge 

a fresh path within the rigid confines 
of Japanese bonsai seemed to physi-
cally pain him. 

Neil returned home with a distinct 
advantage: he felt free to break as many 
rules as he wanted, creating forms of 
bonsai suited to American species, 
American culture, and American land-
scapes. Moreover, unlike in Japan, where 
most of the great yamadori were col-
lected long ago, America has a vast 
wealth of wild miniature trees. Neil re-
alized that he could get all the raw ma-
terials he needed to push the art form 
in fresh directions.

In college, Neil had heard stories 
about an Oregon man, Randy Knight, 
who regularly foraged in the Colorado 
Rockies for wild masterpieces. Neil 
befriended him, and Knight began 
selling him ancient trees that, by bon-
sai standards, were too hulking and 
ungainly for most artists to even con-
template working with. In 2010, Neil 
moved into Knight’s home, where he 
slept on a couch and shaped trees in 
the garage, warming the space with a 
wood-burning stove. He sometimes 
stayed up for thirty-six hours straight, 
drinking coffee, dipping tobacco, and 
working in a state of hyper-focus while 
snow fell outside. Neil relished his new 
freedom, but, after being told “how to 
be for six years” in Japan, he also found 
it daunting. 

Eventually, Neil bought a plot of 
land outside Portland which had good 
sun exposure, pristine groundwater, and 
a run-down cabin. The area’s ample 
rainfall and mild winters were ideal for 
growing conifers, and it lies at the cross-
roads of the plant-obsessed hipsters of 
Oregon and the design-obsessed te-
chies of Seattle and Silicon Valley. 

Neil named his business Bonsai 
Mirai. His signature species were Rocky 
Mountain junipers and ponderosa pines. 
From the start, he pushed the limits of 
design, making trees so asymmetrical 
that they toppled over, or putting rel-
atively big trees in tiny pots, which re-
quired him to water them five times a 
day. In his determination to defy cli-
chés, he killed some valuable trees, in-
cluding a thousand-year-old, many-
armed Rocky Mountain juniper that 
he called the Kraken. He felt such losses 
deeply. “The interesting thing about 
bonsai is that it has to function,” Neil 

“She loves opera.”

• •
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said. A tree that doesn’t function either 
dies or ages hideously. As Troy Car-
doza, who worked at Bonsai Mirai, once 
said, “It’s an evolving art form. It grows. 
It’s not as though the Mona Lisa will 
start getting wrinkles under her eyes.”

Like Kimura, Neil enjoys working 
with unusually large, fantastically 
tangled material. But Neil has a less 
groomed style than that of his men-
tor. He proudly does things that Kimura 
would never do, and refrains from doing 
things that Kimura would always do. 
One of Neil’s most celebrated trees, a 
subalpine fir, has a sharp spire of dead-
wood rising high above the foliage 
mass, like a skyscraper poking through 
clouds. “I feel like that’s the kind of 
thing where Mr. Kimura would cut it 
off, so that it would fit into conven-
tion,” Neil told me. “And it’s, like, No—
you basically just defamed this piece 
of natural sculpture.” 

Neil pointedly avoids power tools; 
he never grinds or sandblasts. This 
leaves the grain with a nuanced tex-
ture laden with spidery fissures. When 
you lean in close to a classic Kimura 
tree, in each carefully sculpted curve of 
the deadwood you perceive the hand-
iwork of the artist. When you lean in 
to one of Neil’s trees, you marvel at the 
handiwork of nature.

Some of Neil’s boldest choices were 
invisible to me until he explained them. 
At the U.S. National Bonsai Exhibi-
tion, in Rochester, New York, he sub-
mitted a limber pine that had the 
slouchy insouciance of a young Joni 
Mitchell. Its crown leaned toward the 
viewer, and its main branch reached 
down across the trunk—typically con-
sidered a design f law. “That branch 
crossing over the trunk is like a mid-
dle finger to traditional bonsai,” Neil 
said. “Even though the tree is very sim-
ple and very beautiful, it’s a little bit, 
like, ‘Shove it up your ass.’ ”

Neil initially tried to transplant the 
unforgiving model of Kimura’s 

garden to American soil. It didn’t take. 
Neil told me that, when he treated his 
first apprentices as harshly as Kimura 
had treated him, “they would just 
leave—they were, like, ‘You’re kind of 
a dick.’ ” Neil realized that they were 
right, and he subsequently softened. 
J. P. Hoareau, Neil’s former apprentice 

at Mirai, told me, “It was difficult for 
him to find the balance between being 
a friend and being a master.” 

In the past decade, Neil has adopted 
a more genial approach to teaching bon-
sai: in addition to in-person classes, he 
has launched an online tutorial service, 
which has thousands of subscribers. He 
is also developing an app that dispenses 
personalized advice, depending on the 
species you own and the climate where 
you live. It sends little reminders when 
it’s time to repot or trim a tree.  

Every Tuesday, he live-streams a 
bonsai-shaping demonstration. On a 
hot summer day, I watched him record-
ing one at the back of his workshop, 
with the help of several employees. He’d 
decided to shape a large Scotch pine 
into a traditional style known as “in-
formal upright.” (Neil likes to show off 
the fact that, despite his avant-garde 
leanings, he can perfectly execute clas-
sical designs.) With a white towel 
draped around his neck, he sat on a 
stool beside the tree, assessing its 
strengths and weaknesses. Then, with 
little hesitation, he used pruning shears 
to make what he called “beautiful clean 
cuts.” As he lopped off branch after 
branch, he said, “Boom! Boom! Boom!,” 
like a TV chef tossing ingredients into 
a hot skillet. He explained his decisions 
in terms of energy and healing: the 
needles were “solar panels”; each cut 
created a “wound.” Soon, the branches 
on the floor outnumbered those on the 
tree. His triceps flaring, Neil used con-
cave cutters to remove a chunk of wood 
from the trunk, thus creating a tapered 
appearance—a coveted sign of old age. 
He observed that the tree, once un-
ruly-looking, now had a soothing ef-
fect on the viewer. “Traditional design 
is literally like going to the Hilton and 
having somebody feed you room ser-
vice and having a super fluffy bed,” he 
said. “It makes us feel very centered 
and calm when we look at it. That’s 
why I struggle with it so much. I don’t 
feel centered and calm ever.”

An essential peculiarity of bonsai is 
that, though many hobbyists take it up 
for its serene and meditative qualities, 
being a bonsai professional—caring for 
hundreds or thousands of trees at a 
time, teaching classes, training appren-
tices, managing a business—involves 
never-ending stress. Nearly all bonsai 

professionals work seven days a week; 
one day of vacation could result in a 
garden full of dead trees. Urushibata, 
the former Kimura apprentice, once 
told me, “My dream is to just lie down 
on the grass.” 

Neil, now in his early forties, had 
chronic back pain and was developing 
arthritis in his fingers. His financial sit-
uation, he told me, was “hand to mouth,” 
and the chaotic nature of climate change 
was making it harder to keep his prized 
trees alive. The real benefit of his ap-
prenticeship with Kimura, Neil said, 
was that it had given him an honest 
glimpse of what it means to be a bon-
sai professional—and it had hardened 
him enough to handle that life. Neil 
believes that this hardness, more than 
anything else, is the “spiritual aspect” 
of bonsai that Kimura once spoke of. 

Still, Kimura’s training has left Neil 
with emotional scars. “He fucked me 
up bad,” Neil told me. He has been in 
therapy for years, attempting to root 
out the odd mixture of insecurity and 
callousness that Kimura ingrained in 
him. During his six years in Japan, Neil 
was prohibited from dating. When he 
returned home, he began a relation-
ship with a former schoolmate, and 
they had a son, but before long they 
broke up, leaving him a single father 
with a seven-day-a-week job and per-
ilous finances. 

I asked Neil if, given this fallout, he 
regretted his time in Japan. He said 
that he would certainly not be eager to 
repeat the experience. But, he added, 
“if somebody was, like, ‘We’re going to 
rewind time, and you get to choose 
whether you become the person that 
you are today, or potentially be a less 
informed, less durable person over the 
course of the journey that you’ve taken, 
do you want the easier path?,’ I’d say, 
‘No—give me the harder path.’”

A bonsai’s beauty, Neil noted, can 
often be traced to its struggle to stay 
alive. A young tree tends to be sym-
metrical, with an upright posture and 
no scars. “All of a sudden, boulders fall 
on it, snow crushes it, wind rips its 
branches off,” Neil said. “The older it 
gets, the more asymmetrical it gets, be-
cause of the random acts and events 
that the natural environment is impos-
ing on the tree. Humans are virtually 
no different.” 
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LETTER FROM TAIWAN

A DANGEROUS GAME
China has coveted its island neighbor for decades. Is Xi Jinping ready to seize it?

BY DEXTER FILKINS

O
n Kinmen, an outlying island 
of Taiwan, the Chinese main-
land looms so close that you 

can hear the construction cranes boom-
ing across the water. The island, about 
twelve miles from end to end, sits across 
the bay from the bustling mainland city 
of Xiamen. Whereas Xiamen is a place 
of gleaming high-rises, Kinmen is dot-
ted with low-slung villages and patches 
of forest; it is famous for kaoliang, a 

sweet but fearsomely potent liquor dis-
tilled from sorghum.

In the nineteen-forties and fifties, 
Kinmen was the scene of ferocious as-
saults by Communist China as it tried 
to seize control. The invading forces, 
expecting an easy victory, were met with 
surprising resistance, from fighters dug 
in behind rows of steel spikes and in 
cement bunkers along the beach. Frus-
trated, the Chinese began bombarding 

Kinmen, flinging thousands of artillery 
shells across the water in the hope of 
forcing its people to surrender. When 
I visited not long ago, an eighty-year-
old resident named Lin Ma-teng re-
called hearing the shells as a young boy: 
“I used to hide under my bed.” 

The shelling continued for decades. 
One day in 1975, when Lin was serving 
in a Taiwanese artillery unit, a shell ex-
ploded nearby, tearing off a chunk of 

“A war would fundamentally change the character and complexion of global power,” one expert on U.S.-China relations said.
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his right thigh. He spent a year in the 
hospital and still walks with a limp. 
During my visit, he showed me rusting 
artillery shells that he has piled in his 
hallway—mementos of the long con-
flict between the fragile island democ-
racy of Taiwan and the behemoth next 
door, which has never stopped trying 
to assert dominion. On the beach near 
Lin’s house, visitors can still see the bun-
kers and barriers, where people he knew 
in his youth fought the Chinese. They’re 
crumbling now. “Maybe the war is com-
ing back,” he told me. “What would the 
people of Taiwan do? Jump into the 
ocean and swim?”

This past summer, the fight for Tai-
wan flared again. On June 13th, Wang 
Wenbin, a spokesman for the Chinese 
Foreign Ministry, declared that the Peo-
ple’s Republic had “sovereignty, sover-
eign rights, and jurisdiction” over the 

Taiwan Strait. Under international law, 
the strait has long been considered an 
open waterway; Wang was sweeping 
that away. “Taiwan is an inalienable part 
of China,” he said. Two weeks later, the 
People’s Liberation Army announced 
that it would hold a live-fire exercise 
seventy miles off the island’s coast. Then, 
on August 2nd, the House Speaker, 
Nancy Pelosi, arrived in Taiwan, mak-
ing her the highest-ranking American 
official to visit in twenty-five years. As 
she greeted officials, an American air-
craft carrier, the U.S.S. Ronald Reagan, 
loomed offshore. 

Soon after Pelosi departed, the P.L.A. 
test-fired eleven Dongfeng ballistic mis-
siles, which landed in waters around 
Taiwan; at least four flew over the is-
land itself. Then the P.L.A. initiated a 
large-scale naval exercise, arraying war-
ships outside Taiwan’s major ports. “The 

U.S. has made wanton provocations,” 
Wang said. That same week, Chinese 
fighter jets undertook flights down the 
Taiwan Strait, crossing the “median 
line,” the customary boundary between 
the two countries; each time, Taiwan-
ese jets scrambled to confront them. 

The crisis passed, but it gave some 
American officials a sense that a con-
frontation between the two nuclear-
armed superpowers was dangerously 
possible. “It was scary,” a senior Biden 
Administration official told me. “Not 
because we thought the Chinese would 
invade, but we worried there might be 
an accident, with unpredictable actors 
all around.” 

China’s leaders seized the moment 
to say that they were “normalizing” these 
kinds of encroachments. In the next two 
months, Chinese fighter jets crossed the 
median line more than six hundred 



times. The flights were “very close and 
very threatening,” Taiwan’s foreign min-
ister, Joseph Wu, told me. Although 
China claimed that the maneuvers were 
a response to Pelosi’s visit, Taiwanese 
officials said that they had almost cer-
tainly been in the works for months. 

These moves seemed designed to 
convince the Taiwanese people that their 
national existence—which grew out of 
the chaos of the Chinese Civil War, more 
than seventy years ago—was coming to 
an end. Physically, too, the provocations 
took a toll, wearing down the Taiwan-
ese armed forces. “Whenever the Chi-
nese send their planes up there, we have 
to go out to meet them,” Wu said. “They 
fly very close, and we have to be careful 
that we don’t fire the first shot in a war.”

Yet Taiwan’s leaders remained curi-
ously low-key. Tsai Ing-wen, the Pres-
ident, welcomed Pelosi and denounced 
the Chinese military exercises but oth-
erwise carried on as if little were amiss. 
When the Chinese test-fired the bal-
listic missiles, she didn’t tell the public 
that they flew over the island; that be-
came known only after it was announced 
by Japanese leaders. When a Chinese 
drone flew into Taiwan’s airspace, Tsai’s 
government reacted with similar re-
serve, announcing the intrusion only 
after videos appeared online showing 
soldiers throwing rocks at the drone.

Wu, the foreign minister, told me 
that Tsai was trying to strike a balance 
between deterring the People’s Repub-
lic and exhausting the Taiwanese peo-
ple by warning them too often. To some 
Taiwanese, though, her handling of the 
missile tests amounted to wishful think-
ing. “When something like this hap-
pens and there’s no response, the gov-
ernment looks like it doesn’t know what 
it’s doing,” Alexander Chieh-cheng 
Huang, a former Taiwanese foreign-
service officer in the U.S., told me. “The 
attitude is ‘Don’t look up.’”

American observers worried that the 
Taiwanese weren’t addressing their se-
curity with sufficient intensity. “Their 
military is so conventional and conser-
vative,” the senior Administration offi-
cial told me. If the U.S. intervened in a 
confrontation, the realities of econom-
ics and distance would weigh in Chi-
na’s favor: China is closer to Taiwan, its 
industrial capacity far exceeds the United 
States’, and its willingness to suffer losses 
would undoubtedly be greater. 

Taiwan’s defeat would dramatically 
weaken America’s position in the Pa-
cific, where U.S. naval ships guard some 
of the world’s busiest sea lanes. Taiwan 
is an anchor in a three-thousand-mile 
string of archipelagos, known in mili-
tary parlance as the “first island chain,” 
that wraps around the Chinese coast and 

helps constrain naval vessels heading to 
open sea. Another senior Biden official 
told me the Administration is worried 
that China feels increasingly able to seize 
the territory it has been coveting for 
much of the past century. “The Chinese 
hope that within the next five years or 
so they will be in a position where we 
cannot stop them from taking Taiwan,” 
the official said. “The way they see it, 
they are building up a sufficient capa-
bility to be able to execute an operation, 
and the tyranny of distance is so great 
that we wouldn’t be able to stop them.” 

When I arrived in Taiwan, I found 
a place consumed not by the 

threat of societal extinction but by con-
cerns about Covid. Boarding China 
Airlines, Taiwan’s national carrier, in 
Los Angeles, I was met by flight atten-
dants in full-body medical suits and 
plastic visors, who politely chided me 
every time my mask fell beneath my 
nose. In Taipei, the capital, I was driven 
in a “quarantine taxi” to a “quarantine 
hotel,” where I was escorted to a room 
and instructed to stay inside. Meals 
packaged in plastic and Styrofoam were 
left at my door, and my windows were 
sealed tight. I emerged four days later 
into a flourishing city, with high-speed 
trains, exquisite restaurants, and masked 
people rushing between appointments, 
glancing at their phones. Taiwan sits in 
a climatological region called Typhoon 
Alley, and soon after my quarantine 
ended Typhoon Hinnamnor swept  
the island with wind and rain. No one 
was fazed. 

I’d expected an embattled nation 
girding for a fight, but Taiwan seemed 
too caught up in the stresses and enter-
tainments of prosperous modern life to 
think much about the enemy next door. 
In everyday conversation, the China 
question rarely came up. There were 
few signs of national preparation: mil-
itary conscription is mandatory for adult 
men but lasts only four months. The 
government is considering adopting a 
policy that would allow it to mobilize 
its civilian population, but so far has 
done nothing. According to American 
and former Taiwanese officials, Taiwan’s 
defense posture is guided by a strategy 
that was devised in the nineteen-eight-
ies, when the Chinese military was weak. 

One day, I sat with Liao Chung Lun, “Time of death: 7:31 p.m. Which means we missed ‘Jeopardy!’ for nothing.”
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a twenty-four-year-old graduate of Na-
tional Chung Hsing University, where 
he studied environmental engineering. 
Liao had just completed his mandatory 
military training, which he described as 
something similar to summer camp. 
During the first month, he said, he and 
other recruits did pushups, a bit of run-
ning, and rudimentary combat drills, 
like thrusting a bayonet. A handful of 
times, he fired a gun. Liao told me that 
the course wasn’t especially rigorous. 
“Nobody fails out,” he said. His main 
jobs included collecting the day’s dirty 
laundry and pulling weeds. “They have 
really high standards for cleanliness.”

Like most of the young people I 
talked to, Liao said that he felt thor-
oughly Taiwanese and had almost no 
connection to China. But, when I asked 
him if he was worried about Taiwan’s 
future, he shrugged. “We’ve been hear-
ing this for years—that the Chinese are 
going to invade,” he said. For much of 
Liao’s generation, the fear of invasion 
has simply lasted too long to feel ur-
gent; like the typhoons, it has faded to 
background noise. 

The struggle for Taiwan dates to 
1895, when troops from the Japanese 
Empire wrested control of the island 
from China. After Japan’s defeat in the 
Second World War, sovereignty over 
Taiwan returned to China, but it would 
soon be contested again. The Republic 
of China was then embroiled in a civil 
war, which pitted government troops 
loyal to Generalissimo Chiang Kai-shek 
against Communist insurgents led by 
Mao Zedong. In 1949, Mao won, and 
the People’s Republic of China was  
created. Chiang and his allies fled to 
Taiwan and a handful of other islands,  
declaring themselves the true represen-
tatives of the Chinese republic and vow-
ing to keep up the fight. 

In January, 1950, Dean Acheson, Pres-
ident Harry Truman’s Secretary of State, 
drew a “defensive perimeter,” commit-
ting the U.S. to protect a huge part of 
East Asia against Communist aggres-
sion. He left South Korea and Taiwan 
outside of it; Truman, like others, ex-
pected Taiwan to fall before long. But, 
six months later, North Korean troops 
invaded South Korea, with help from 
the Soviets, sparking fears of a wider 
war. Truman ordered an aircraft-carrier 
battle group into the strait, and in 1954 

the U.S. signed a defense treaty with 
Taiwan, placing troops and even, for a 
time, nuclear weapons there. 

Chiang had brought with him more 
than a million mainland Chinese to an 
island with a population of six million; 
his political movement, the Kuomin-
tang, dominated Taiwan for more than 
forty years. An austere and unforgiving 
autocrat, Chiang declared martial law 
and repressed dissent. During one sav-
age period, known as the White Terror, 
some twenty-five thousand civilians 
were killed and tens of thousands im-
prisoned. There were no free elections, 
no free press, and no political parties 
other than the K.M.T.

For years, Chiang fostered the idea 
that his was the legitimate government 
of China, even though it exercised no 
control over the mainland. The state of 
war with the mainland was constant; 
sometimes the two sides shelled each 
other across the strait. With the world 
divided by the Cold War, Western gov-
ernments propped up the notion that 
Taiwan was the true China. For thirty 
years, the U.S. maintained diplomatic 
relations with the Republic of China 
and not the People’s Republic, and until 
1971 Taiwan occupied China’s perma-
nent seat on the United Nations Secu-
rity Council. In office, Chiang nurtured 
the dream that his forces would return 
to the mainland and overthrow the 
Communists. Taiwanese children born 
on the island were taught to believe 
that they were Chinese, regardless of 
their origins, and that their true home-
land lay across the water.

Among the first generation of chil-
dren who navigated the puzzle of 

Taiwanese identity was Lung Ying-tai, 
who grew up to be, through her books 
and journalism, a crucial advocate for 
democracy on the island. I met her in 
Dulan, a vast stretch of forested moun-
tains along the southeastern coast. The 
area is home to the Amis, one of Tai-
wan’s Indigenous groups; according to 
local tradition, the mountains are in-
habited by a benevolent god named 
Malatao. Lung’s house sits on a hillside 
overlooking Green Island, where polit-
ical prisoners were held during the years 
of Chiang Kai-shek.

Lung was born in southern Taiwan 
in 1952, to parents who had fled Hunan 

Province during the civil war. Her father, 
a member of the K.M.T., became a pro-
vincial police officer. In school, she was 
taught the history and culture of main-
land China but little about the island it-
self; the instruction was in Mandarin, 
rather than in the Taiwanese dialect. 

Lung’s connections to the mainland 
were not abstract: her parents had left 
a one-year-old son behind with rela-
tives, fearing that he wouldn’t survive 
the chaos of the exodus. “My mom 
thought they would be able to go back 
to get him,” she told me. Taiwan’s laws 
prohibited any travel across the strait; 
even exchanging letters could bring a 
death sentence. As a result, Lung heard 
only whispers of a brother she’d never 
met. “I didn’t even know if he was still 
alive,” she said.

Chiang died in 1975. That year, Lung 
travelled to the U.S. to study at Bowling 
Green State University, and she went on 
to Kansas State University for a Ph.D. 
in literature. Freed from restrictions on 
communicating with the mainland, she 
wrote a letter to her brother; because she 
did not know where he lived, she scrawled 
on the envelope his name, Ying-yang, 
the county where her family had resided, 
and “the Lungs’ village.” She figured that 
it would never reach him, but three 
months later a reply arrived. “It was like 
a miracle,” she said. “My brother didn’t 
even know he had brothers and sisters.”

From abroad, Lung became cele-
brated for her writing about the poli-
tics and history of Taiwan and China; 
she focussed on the predations of the 
K.M.T. and on the upheavals that broke 
so many families apart. Her books sold 
best on the mainland, and a column she 
wrote appeared in newspapers through-
out China. In 1985, she published a with-
ering criticism of the K.M.T.’s rule, “The 
Wild Fire,” which was influential in the 
democratization of the island.

After Chiang’s death, Taiwan en-
tered an era of political ambiguity. In 
1979, President Jimmy Carter estab-
lished diplomatic relations with the 
People’s Republic of China and severed 
them with Taiwan; the last U.S. troops 
withdrew from the island. Still, a suc-
cession of Presidents continued to 
pledge support, giving an impression, 
if not a promise, that America would 
help defend against a Chinese attack. 
The U.S. sold weapons to Taiwan and 
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allowed its diplomats to keep an office 
in Washington, D.C., as long as it wasn’t 
called an embassy. Taiwanese leaders 
performed a delicate balancing act, using 
their relationship with the U.S. to re-
tain independence while also cultivat-
ing economic ties with the mainland. 

In 1987, Chiang Kai-shek’s son and 
successor, Chiang Ching-kuo, lifted mar-
tial law and began easing travel restric-
tions. Lung arranged to bring her par-
ents to Hong Kong, where she met her 
brother Ying-yang for the first time. “He’d 
become a thin, dark-skinned, slightly bent 
peasant, denied education because his fa-
ther had served in the Republic Army,” 
she said. He spoke a dialect that his fam-
ily could barely understand.

The next year, the K.M.T. installed 
Lee Teng-hui, a Cornell-educated law-
yer, as President. Lee moved Taiwan 
decisively toward democracy but at the 
same time presided over an improve-
ment in relations with the People’s Re-
public; Taiwan provided markets for 
China’s products and investment in its 
economy, which was largely cut off from 
the West following the massacre of 
pro-democracy demonstrators at Tian-
anmen Square. Four years into Lee’s 
tenure, unofficial representatives of the 
two countries met in Hong Kong and 
reached an understanding—the 1992 
Consensus, as it became known—that 
Taiwan and China were inextricably 
linked. The K.M.T.’s leaders had given 
up fantasies of reconquering the main-
land; they hoped instead that the two 
countries, with their shared history and 
culture, could find a way to coexist until, 
at some undefined moment in the fu-
ture, they became one China again. 

In 2008, another K.M.T. candidate, 
Ma Ying-jeou, was elected President 
on a promise of greater integration. Ma, 
who trained as a lawyer at Harvard and 
New York University, told me in his of-
fice, “This was my vision—that bring-
ing the two sides closer together would 
make war impossible.” 

It would also help Taiwan prosper. 
At the time, Western economies were 
grappling with a steep recession, while 
China, Taiwan’s largest trading partner, 
was growing. In the next six years, Ma 
negotiated dozens of agreements with 
the mainland. Airlines began running 
daily flights across the strait, and thou-
sands of Chinese visited Taiwan for the 

first time. In 2015, Ma met Xi Jinping, 
the head of the Chinese Communist 
Party, in Singapore; it was the first such 
meeting since the end of the civil war. 
To avoid any awkwardness in the use 
of official titles, Ma was referred to as 
“the leader of Taiwan” and Xi as “the 
leader of mainland China.” 

Ma told me that during his time in 
office Taiwan’s birthrate began to rise, 
after years of decline. “That’s how hope-
ful people were,” he said. But the island 
was restive. Lung said, “As China be-
came more repressive, the Taiwanese 
people began to feel more and more 
separate from the mainland.” Lung be-
came Ma’s minister of culture, and ini-
tiated programs for Chinese artists, 
writers, and filmmakers to come to Tai-
wan. “I especially supported documen-
tary filmmakers in China because they 
were so critical of the establishment,” 
she said.

There was also a growing political 
opposition in Taiwan. In 1986, a group 
of activists, some of them former polit-
ical prisoners, had founded the Demo-
cratic Progressive Party (D.P.P.), which 
called for a stronger Taiwanese identity. 
With democracy f lourishing, and a 
greater share of the population born on 
the island, a sense of nationhood had 
taken hold. 

In 2013, Ma announced his most am-
bitious plan, the Cross-Strait Services 
Agreement, a measure that would have 
lowered barriers for Chinese to invest 

in such things as banks, shopping cen-
ters, and construction firms. Lin Fei-
fan, a graduate student at National Tai-
wan University, helped lead a revolt. Lin 
told me he and his allies feared that the 
law would open Taiwan to a flood of 
Chinese money and people. “The feel-
ing was that we were going to be swal-
lowed by the mainland,” he said. “And 
the deals were being made over our 
heads—we didn’t ask for them.” The 
following March, Lin and about two 

hundred other students occupied the 
parliament building, vowing to stay until 
the Agreement was shelved and a mech-
anism was established to allow for pub-
lic input. Tens of thousands more joined 
demonstrations in the streets, and after 
twenty-four days legislators agreed to 
put the plan on hold. 

The Agreement proved to be the 
apex of coöperation between the two 
countries. In 2016, Ma’s party was swept 
from office by the D.P.P., a movement 
formed expressly to make Taiwan  
independent. Tsai Ing-wen, the new  
President, made Lin the Party’s deputy 
secretary-general. For Lin, the results 
confirmed that many other Taiwanese 
felt the same way that he and his fellow-
protesters did: “We don’t want to be 
part of China.”

Reserved and cerebral, Tsai Ing-wen 
seemed an unlikely national leader. 

Born in 1956, she was one of eleven chil-
dren. Her father was a member of the 
Hakka, a historically marginalized In-
digenous Taiwanese group. Her mother 
doted on her, making her lunches into 
her college years. Tsai studied law, earn-
ing degrees from Cornell and the Lon-
don School of Economics, where she 
wrote her doctoral dissertation on in-
ternational trade. As a young official, 
she attracted attention for her role in 
negotiating Taiwan’s tortuous entry into 
the World Trade Organization, where 
it was admitted not as a country but as 
a “separate customs territory.” 

Tsai claimed to dislike the spotlight; 
in her memoir, she described herself as 
“a person who liked to stick close to the 
wall when walking down the street.” 
Elsewhere in the book, she wrote of the 
joys of toiling in obscurity: “This is Tsai 
Ing-wen, always proving herself in the 
quietest way.” People who know her did 
not disagree. “She’s most at home with 
her cats and dogs,” a friend told me. 

As a Presidential candidate, in 2015, 
Tsai said that she supported the status 
quo in Taiwan’s relationship with China. 
She passed notes, through Taiwanese 
academics, to senior leaders in China, 
telling them that she wanted good re-
lations. In public statements, Chinese 
officials suggested that those relations 
rested on her affirming that Taiwan and 
China were part of the same country. 

The prevailing idea in China was 
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that Taiwan would eventually join the 
mainland, much as Hong Kong had 
when it ceased to be a British colony, 
in 1997—an arrangement known as “one 
country, two systems,” in which a de-
mocracy could, at least rhetorically,  
coexist with a dictatorship. Tsai was 
faced with a conundrum. Bonnie Gla-
ser, the director of the Asia Program at 
the German Marshall Fund, who has 
known Tsai for years, told me that Tsai 
was under pressure to placate the Chi-
nese but couldn’t call Taiwan and China 
“one country” without splitting her own 
party. And she knew that Beijing was 
wary of the D.P.P. “The Chinese had 
already made up their minds that this 
woman was pro-independence to the 
core,” Glaser said. 

In Tsai’s inaugural speech, she de-
clared, “The two governing parties across 
the strait must set aside the baggage of 
history.” China’s leaders swiftly broke 
off contact. “The mainland and Taiwan 
belong to the same China,” Ma Xiao-
guang, China’s Taiwan-affairs spokes-
man, said. “There is no room for ambi-
guity.” Tsai was vilified in official news 
outlets. A piece published by the Xin-
hua News Agency blamed her policies 
on the fact that she is unmarried and 
lives alone. “As a single female politi-
cian, she lacks the emotional encum-
brance of love, the constraints of fam-
ily, or the worries of children,” an analyst 
with the People’s Liberation Army wrote. 
“Her style and strategy in pursuing pol-
itics constantly skew toward the emo-
tional, personal, and extreme.” 

In fact, as a public speaker, Tsai was 
often dull. But she posted regularly on 
social media, pressing into crowds and 
posing for selfies with supporters. As 
she resisted Chinese pressure, her pop-
ularity surged. In 2019, when Xi said 
that he might use force to compel re-
unification, Tsai issued a sharp retort, 
insisting that China “must accept the 
existence” of Taiwan and acknowledge 
it as a democratic state. “Taiwan abso-
lutely will not accept ‘one country, two 
systems,’” she said. Admirers began call-
ing her Spicy Taiwanese Girl, borrow-
ing a lyric from a popular song. 

A pivotal moment came later that 
year, when Chinese security forces crushed 
peaceful protests in Hong Kong. Tsai 
became even more emphatically op-
posed to integration. Official contact 

between her government and China’s 
dropped to nothing, cross-strait travel 
and cultural exchanges plummeted, and 
eventually Tsai allowed American Spe-
cial Forces to come train Taiwanese sol-
diers. The details of that program, and 
of many others the Americans are over-
seeing to help the Taiwanese strengthen 
their defenses, are kept quiet. “We prob-
ably do more diplomatically and more 
behind-the-scenes stuff with Taiwan 
than almost any other place—and we 
talk very little about it,” a senior Amer-
ican official told me.

Although Tsai maintained that she 
was willing to talk to the Chinese, there 
seemed to be a growing sense that the 
time had passed. “The moment we sit 
down with the Chinese, it’s over,” Lin 
told me. “There’s only one thing they 
want to talk about.” 

During Tsai’s tenure, Chinese diplo-
mats have worked to deepen Taiwan’s 
isolation. One by one, Chinese diplo-
mats have persuaded Taiwan’s diplomatic 
partners to abandon her; the latest, in 
2021, was the government of Nicaragua, 
which had maintained relations with the 
Republic of China for most of the past 
century. The senior American official 
said that the Nicaraguan government 
could expect to be rewarded with gen-

erous Chinese aid. “It’s very transac-
tional,” Glaser told me. Only fourteen 
countries now have diplomatic relations 
with Taiwan, many of them island na-
tions like Tuvalu. Under Chinese pres-
sure, Taiwan has been excluded from the 
United Nations General Assembly and 
from formal membership in most inter-
national institutions, including the World 
Health Organization. 

The result has been an uncomfort-
able paradox: even as Taiwan has de-
veloped a sense of nationhood, much 
of the rest of the world has pulled away. 
Earlier this year, President Biden dis-
patched a group of prominent former 
officials to reassure Tsai and to assess 
the situation. One of the officials on 
that trip told me that he was unnerved 
by what he saw: “What you notice when 
you’re in Taiwan is the profound sense 
of isolation. They’re alone.” 

In 2015, two Taiwanese university stu-
dents, Truman Chen and Sandra Ho, 

attended a journalism conference in Fu-
jian, China. It was the height of Tai-
wanese and Chinese coöperation, and 
the students were obliged to sit through 
a performance of propaganda tunes like 
“The Embrace of the Motherland Al-
ways Welcomes You.” “It was so silly, 

“Simon here was just telling me about the fascinating  
book he’s reading about bunnies.”

• •
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we couldn’t stop laughing,” Ho told me. 
Back in their dorms, she and Chen 
poked fun at the exercise on WeChat, 
the social-media platform, and their 
riffs were a hit. 

When they returned home, they kept 
up their act, imitating the newscasts on 
CCTV, the state-run Chinese channel. 
Chen played a straight-faced anchor-
man, narrating the preposterous reports 
that appeared onscreen. 
“Our feeling was that so 
much of the news was re-
ally funny and absurd, and 
we could tell people what 
was happening and have 
fun at the same time,” Ho 
told me. 

Their posts grew into a 
comic newscast, “Eye Cen-
tral TV,” which airs several 
times a week on YouTube; 
the most popular episodes get a mil-
lion views apiece. Chen and Ho often 
taunt Taiwanese politicians, especially 
for their historic obsession with return-
ing to liberate the mainland; China  
is referred to as the “occupied area,” 
with maps of Taiwan’s territory altered 
to include everything from Fujian to  
Mongolia. But the absurdities of the 
People’s Republic supply most of the 
material. Xi Jinping is referred to as 
Winnie-the-Pooh and the government 
as the Red Bandit. A recent segment 
took aim at Xi’s draconian “zero Covid” 
policy: video clips showed Chinese 
health workers, wearing rubber gloves 
and dressed in suits and masks, per-
forming PCR tests on roosters, cray-
fish, lake trout, even cabbage. Then a 
clip rolled of a spokesman for the Chi-
nese Ministry of Foreign Affairs ex-
plaining the policy. Chen referred to 
him as a “male publicist”—Mandarin 
slang for a male prostitute. 

The creators of “Eye-C TV,” like 
much of its audience, are under the age 
of thirty-five, and the show is emblem-
atic of Taiwan’s generational divide over 
ties with China. To Chen and Ho, the 
People’s Republic is a slightly crazy 
neighbor, whose main purpose is to pro-
vide fodder for jokes. “We don’t feel 
connected to China, but there is no way 
for us to say that we are not related to 
China, because many people’s ances-
tors are immigrants from there,” Ho 
said. Chen added, “None of my friends 

want to be a part of China. We’re dif-
ferent countries.”

In polls, the prospect of unification 
generally garners single-digit support. 
But many Taiwanese, particularly older 
ones, believe that President Tsai’s re-
fusal to appease China is putting them 
at risk. “The D.P.P. is painting the Chi-
nese into a corner,” Lung, the writer, 
told me. “The danger is that they’ll con-

clude they have no options 
except war.” 

On paper, the Taiwan-
ese military is overmatched. 
It has about two hundred 
thousand active-duty sol-
diers, sailors, and airmen; 
the P.L.A. is thought to 
have more than two mil-
lion troops. Ian Easton, a 
research fellow at the Proj-
ect 2049 Institute, a China-

focussed think tank, told me that Tai-
wan could mobilize as many as four 
hundred thousand reservists within 
seventy-two hours. The trouble is that 
there is little infrastructure to accom-
modate a large-scale mobilization, and 
no weapons. “They are very big, but not 
very good,” he said. 

Taiwanese leaders have so far re-
frained from establishing any kind of 
militia to provide guns and training to 
civilians who could be deployed in a 
crisis. And while there has been some 
discussion of extending the period of 
mandatory conscription to at least a 
year, that, too, has failed to materialize. 
Enacting either of those measures would 
require a substantial political commit-
ment. “No leader wants to be the bad 
guy and ask people to sacrifice,” Chang 
Yen-ting, a former deputy commander 
of the Taiwanese Air Force, said. 

As tensions with China have risen, 
some private citizens have begun act-
ing on their own. One Saturday morn-
ing, in the basement of the Chi-Nan 
Presbyterian Church, in Taipei, I vis-
ited a course in first aid and rudimen-
tary civil defense. An instructor showed 
some sixty concerned civilians how to 
move a person who has been wounded 
and how to stanch bleeding; other 
courses were dedicated to operating 
two-way radios and preparing to live in 
community shelters. Several similar 
groups have formed. One of those who 
signed up was a woman who asked not 

to be named, for fear of retribution. She 
grew up in Taipei, attended college in 
Hong Kong, and went on to work for 
a bank there. “When the Chinese came 
to Hong Kong, they brought in their 
surveillance cameras and their facial-rec-
ognition software,” she told me. “That’s 
what they want to do here.”

Robert Tsao, a billionaire founder of 
one of Taiwan’s leading semiconductor 
manufacturers, U.M.C., pledged more 
than thirty million dollars to lay the 
groundwork for a territorial-defense 
program. Tsao was born in Beijing and 
did business with China as he built his 
fortune, but, since the crackdown in 
Hong Kong, he has begun referring to 
Chinese leaders as a “gangster mafia.” 
He told me that he envisioned a force 
of three million women and men; his 
funding would supply a down payment 
on housing and firearms training. “I 
don’t care if the government isn’t ready,” 
he said. “We have to act.”

President Tsai is constrained in part 
by pockets of pro-unification sympa-
thy—particularly among her rivals in 
the K.M.T. In August, Andrew Hsia, a 
K.M.T. leader, travelled to China and 
met with government officials—one of 
the first such meetings in years. Hsia 
was vilified by Tsai’s supporters for the 
meeting, but he told me that his Chi-
nese interlocutors were frustrated that 
they had no one to talk to in the Tai-
wanese government. “It’s a dangerous 
situation,” he said. “There’s no dialogue. 
That’s when accidents happen.”

The most powerful constituency for 
closer ties with China is the business 
community. Since the nineteen-eighties, 
Taiwan has invested tens of billions of 
dollars in China, and thousands of com-
panies have opened operations there. 
Among them are some of the largest 
and most successful businesses in the 
world, including Foxconn, whose fac-
tories on the mainland assemble mil-
lions of cell phones a year. More than 
two hundred thousand Taiwanese live 
in China, many of them working in tech 
jobs. Taiwan is a net beneficiary of this 
economic relationship, with a trade sur-
plus of a hundred and four billion dol-
lars last year. 

Many businessmen with operations 
in China are close to the K.M.T. and 
hold more positive views of China. 
Sheen Ching-jing was born in China 



in 1947 and fled to Taiwan with his par-
ents two years later. He returned in the 
early nineteen-nineties and built the 
Yangzhou Core Pacific City Develop-
ment Co. With more than six thousand 
employees, Sheen’s company has con-
structed apartment complexes, shop-
ping centers, and homes. Sheen told me 
that good relations with China were es-
sential to Taiwan’s prosperity. “This is 
an era of economics,” he said. “We share 
the same culture. We are of the same 
tribe. There’s no reason for us to be sep-
arate countries.” The widespread oppo-
sition to unification would inevitably 
fade away, and military force would be 
unnecessary, Sheen said: “The question 
will be naturally resolved.” 

Some Taiwanese businessmen told 
me privately that Chinese officials had 
pressured them to avoid political posi-
tions that ran counter to China’s for-
eign policy. One businessman, who 
called himself Winston, said that China 
favored K.M.T. candidates—and made 
it clear that supporting the D.P.P. would 
invite punishment. Winston, who over-
sees an operation with thousands of em-
ployees on the mainland, said a govern-
ment official approached him after 
discovering that one of his employees 
had contributed to a pro-independence 
Presidential candidate in Taiwan. The 
official threatened heavy punishment if 
the donations continued. “It was very 
sensitive,” Winston said. 

During the 2020 election campaign, 
Winston recalled, his company’s lead-
ers declined a request from President 
Tsai to appear with them in Taiwan, for 
fear of angering the Chinese: “It put us 
in a very tricky position.” He told me 
that his operations in China were under 
constant threat of inspections and fines, 
and that it was sometimes necessary to 
bribe officials to keep them from caus-
ing trouble. “We are dealing with peo-
ple who are trying to make as much 
money as possible in the jobs they have, 
before they are moved out,” he said. “It’s 
a very difficult environment.”

The K.M.T. says that it is commit-
ted to preserving Taiwanese sovereignty. 
But some of its leaders have grown re-
markably close to China. In May, Hung 
Hsiu-chu, a former K.M.T. chairwoman, 
toured Xinjiang, where Western gov-
ernments have accused the Chinese gov-
ernment of committing genocide against 

the Uyghur minority and maintaining 
an archipelago of forced-labor camps. 
Speaking to Chinese media afterward, 
Hung dismissed claims of genocide, 
saying that she saw only “bright smiles 
on everyone’s faces, full of hope for the 
future.” She didn’t notice any Uyghurs 
working against their will, either: “If 
they are, why do they all show satisfied 
looks on their faces?” 

Suspicions abound that pro-Chi-
nese leaders have quietly accepted 
money from the mainland. One of them 
is Zhang Xiuye, a native of Shanghai 
who married a Taiwanese man and, in 
2018, ran for a seat on the Taipei City 
Council. That October, she and a col-
league in the Patriotic Alliance Asso-
ciation, which advocates unification, 
were charged with accepting sixty-two 
thousand dollars from a source in 
China, apparently to help their candi-
dacies. Both denied wrongdoing;  
Zhang posted bail and disappeared, 
presumably to the mainland. “We sus-
pect the Chinese are doing a lot of 
this,” Syu Guan-ze, an independent re-
searcher, told me. “But it’s nearly im-
possible to track all the money flow-
ing into Taiwan.”

At a conference in Beijing in 2019, 
a senior member of the Chinese Com-

munist Party exhorted Taiwanese media 
executives to advance China’s plan for 
the island. “We want to realize peace-
ful unification—one country, two sys-
tems—and we need to rely on the joint 
efforts of our friends in the media,” the 
Chinese leader said, according to a video 
of the meeting. “I believe you under-
stand the situation. History will re-
member you.”

Much of the suspicion about Chi-
nese efforts to co-opt the media has 
fallen on Tsai Eng-meng, a Taiwanese 
billionaire who built a sprawling con-
glomerate, called Want Want, of snack-
food factories, hotels, and real estate on 
the mainland. Beginning in the two-thou-
sands, Tsai bought several large Taiwan-
ese media properties, including the China 
Times newspaper and CTi TV, which 
became known for a sharply pro-China 
slant. In 2019, it was reported that Want 
Want had received more than half a bil-
lion dollars in subsidies from the Chi-
nese government since 2004; during the 
most recent Presidential campaign, CTi 
TV devoted nearly three-quarters of its 
coverage to the K.M.T. candidate. “It’s 
an outlet for Chinese propaganda,” 
K. C. Huang, the head of TAWPA, an 
organization dedicated to fighting cor-
ruption, said. In 2020, the Taiwanese 

“It’s called agriculture. Get used to it.”
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government declined to renew the broad-
casting license for the company’s news 
network, after receiving hundreds of 
complaints from citizens.

Misinformation is ubiquitous on Tai-
wanese social media. This summer, an 
audio recording widely suspected of 
coming from China gave instructions 
on how to prepare for an impending 
invasion. “Everyone must stay away from 
military facilities, sit quietly in their 
homes, and wait for liberation,” a Chi-
nese-accented voice said. “If you have 
children in the Army, be sure to tell 
them if the People’s Liberation Army 
attacks Taiwan to hand over their guns 
and they won’t be killed.” 

In 2013, Chinese construction crews 
arrived at a shoal in the South China 

Sea known as Mischief Reef. It was a 
speck in the ocean—so shallow that at 
high tide it disappeared below the 
water—but that didn’t last. The Chi-
nese crews began piling sand atop the 
reef, and eventually poured acres of con-
crete to build it into an island—attempt-
ing to create a new political entity in 
one of the world’s busiest shipping cor-
ridors, on the southern approach to Tai-

wan. Mischief Reef was also claimed 
by the Philippines, which sued China 
in the International Court of Arbitra-
tion. But the Chinese crews carried on, 
even firing water cannons at Filipino 
boats sailing to a nearby reef. Within a 
few years, they had built a runway and 
brought in radar and anti-aircraft mis-
siles, along with troops to man them; 
over time, two more artificial islands 
were fully militarized.

The construction was part of a long-
running effort to claim jurisdiction in 
the South China Sea, which is rich in 
fishing beds and oil deposits. For de-
cades, China’s government has been de-
claring that tiny spits of land in the sea 
are in fact islands, entitled to territorial 
waters that extend out for miles. The 
Chinese have made more than two hun-
dred such claims, giving them jurisdic-
tion over international waters and mak-
ing it increasingly difficult for other 
nations to operate. In 2016, the Inter-
national Court of Arbitration ruled that 
the claims had no validity. The Chinese 
government ignored the ruling, which 
the vice foreign minister dismissed as 
“a scrap of paper.” 

On September 1, 2021, China de-

clared that any foreign vessel sailing in 
the territorial waters of the reclaimed 
reefs and shoals would be required to 
identify itself. The U.S. refused. As a 
former senior naval officer told me, “We 
made it absolutely clear that we weren’t 
going to abide by that.” A week later, 
an American destroyer called the U.S.S. 
Benfold sailed past Mischief Reef with-
out providing identification. Chinese 
forces went on high alert, and the Peo-
ple’s Liberation Army declared the ship’s 
presence “the latest iron-clad proof of 
attempted U.S. hegemony and mili-
tarization of the South China Sea.” The 
U.S. Navy said that the mission was in-
tended to “demonstrate that the United 
States will fly, sail, and operate wher-
ever international law allows.” 

As China stepped up its claims in 
the Pacific, Western leaders responded. 
In September of 2021 alone, the U.S. 
Navy sent aircraft carriers, destroyers, 
and other warships into the waters 
around Taiwan or the South China Sea 
at least six times; the British, at least 
twice. The next month, ships from the 
U.S., the U.K., Canada, New Zealand, 
and Japan gathered in the Philippine 
Sea for a sprawling multinational naval 
exercise, one of the largest since the end 
of the Cold War. 

This year, the U.S. has sent warships 
into the Taiwan Strait or the South 
China Sea seventeen times and has rou-
tinely sent aircraft to patrol there. The 
naval activity has sometimes been so 
intense that each side appeared to be 
reacting to the other. A former senior 
American naval officer insisted that this 
wasn’t the case, as the Navy planned 
each mission weeks in advance. “I think 
they are reacting to us,” he said. When-
ever Americans have appeared, a Chi-
nese vessel or aircraft has invariably 
come to shadow them. 

Occasionally, the encounters have 
been humorous. In 2015, a U.S. Navy  
reconnaissance plane was patrolling  
the South China Sea when it received 
a radio message. “This is the Chinese 
Navy,” a voice said in heavily accented 
English. “Please go away quickly in order 
to wrong judgment.” 

An American officer gave a carefully 
parsed response: “I am a United States 
military aircraft, conducting lawful mil-
itary activities outside national airspace.”

The voice over the radio replied, 

• •
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“Meow.” It was followed by a series of 
mysterious beeps: the sound of Space In-
vaders, the nineteen-seventies video game.

In 2020, the Chinese military issued 
a harsher provocation: a propaganda 

video, in which nuclear-capable H-6K 
jets carried out simulated missile at-
tacks. In the video, which the P.L.A. ti-
tled “The God of War H-6K Goes on 
the Attack!,” the warplanes strike what 
appears to be Guam, the home of An-
dersen Air Force Base, one of a hand-
ful of major U.S. bases in the Pacific. 
The ground erupts; a block of water-
front warehouses bursts into a fireball, 
and then a column of smoke rises to-
ward the planes. American observers 
responded bluffly to the simulation. “We 
could have killed them six times,” a U.S. 
military officer told me. Still, China’s 
belligerence reflected how the balance 
of military power had shifted since the 
late nineties, when the two countries 
got into a dispute over Taiwan, and 
China was forced to give way. 

It began in 1995, when President Lee 
Teng-hui sought a visa to the U.S. to 
deliver a speech at Cornell. The Clin-
ton Administration at first refused, but 
after an uproar in Congress it agreed to 
grant him one. The Chinese leader, Jiang 
Zemin, enraged by what he regarded as 
Lee’s show of independence, ordered 
missile tests near the island and in-
structed the P.L.A. to stage military ex-
ercises, one of which mimicked an am-
phibious assault. President Clinton 
responded by sending a Marine land-
ing ship and two other warships into 
the Taiwan Strait, followed a week later 
by an aircraft carrier. 

Jiang backed down, but the crisis 
wasn’t over. The next March, after Lee 
declared his intention to enter Taiwan’s 
first free Presidential election, Jiang or-
dered new missile tests, along with fur-
ther exercises. This time, Clinton re-
sponded with even greater force, 
sending two aircraft-carrier battle groups 
into the waters near Taiwan. Amid the 
crisis, thousands of Taiwanese requested 
visas to flee the island, and the stock 
market plummeted. But Jiang backed 
down again. “The Chinese were humil-
iated,” a former senior official in the 
Clinton Administration told me. “They 
vowed, ‘Never again.’”

Since then, China has undertaken 

an ambitious military buildup that has 
brought its conventional forces to near-
parity with the United States’. The Chi-
nese Navy is now the largest in the 
world, and, as the U.S. Navy prepares 
to decommission more of its own ships, 
the gap is expected to grow. China’s 
ships and submarines are widely re-
garded as less effective than their Amer-
ican equivalents, but the Chinese are 
rapidly modernizing. 

China’s growing capabilities have co-
incided with an increasingly aggressive 
approach to foreign policy. For years, its 
leaders seldom boasted of their coun-
try’s military prowess, following the dic-
tum of the former leader Deng Xiao-
ping to “hide your strength, bide your 
time” as the economy grew. 

Since becoming the head of the 
C.C.P., in 2013, Xi Jinping has aban-
doned that precept. He set no deadline 
for bringing Taiwan into China but sug-
gested that he intended to be in office 
when it happened. The Taiwan ques-
tion, he said, “cannot be passed from 
generation to generation.” Last year, in 
a speech commemorating the hundredth 
anniversary of the Communist Party, he 
warned, “The Chinese people will never 
allow any foreign forces to bully, coerce, 
and enslave us. Whoever attempts to 
do that will surely break their heads on 
the steel Great Wall built with the blood 
and flesh of 1.4 billion Chinese people.” 

Xi’s reëlection as Party chairman in 
October appeared to herald a new era 
of assertiveness. He emerged from the 
Party Congress, held in the Great Hall 
of the People, in Beijing, stronger than 
ever; he purged his main rivals in the 
Politburo and its Standing Committee, 
many of them market-oriented tech-
nocrats, and elevated loyalists, most of 
them drawn from the military and se-
curity establishment. In one highly vis-
ible moment, Xi looked on as his aging 
predecessor, Hu Jintao, was roughly es-
corted from the stage. Several of Hu’s 
allies, most of them relative moderates, 
were soon expelled from the Party. 

In his speech to the Party Congress, 
Xi warned of “dangerous storms” ahead 
and ordered leaders to prepare for an 
era of “struggle,” a word that was edited 
into the Party’s charter in seven places. 
Phrases that suggested stability, like 
“peace and development will remain the 
themes of the era,” were removed from 

a report accompanying the speech. “Our 
country has entered a period when stra-
tegic opportunity coexists with risks and 
challenges,” Xi told the Party’s leaders. 
“The world has entered a period of tur-
bulence and transformation.” 

Western experts say that Xi’s ultimate 
ambition is for China to supplant the 
United States as the world’s preëminent 
power. His goal is what he calls China’s 
“great rejuvenation,” the recovery of na-
tional power, pride, and territory that 
fell away in the nineteenth century, with 
much of it surrendered to the West. Mak-
ing Taiwan part of China, Xi has said, 
is one of his project’s crucial chapters. 

For many China specialists in the 
West, the speech was a watershed. 
“There are no longer any checks on Xi’s 
power within the system,” Matt Pot-
tinger, who served as deputy national-
security adviser under President Don-
ald Trump and is now a visiting fellow 
at the Hoover Institution, told me. “Any 
checks that now exist are external to 
China. Inside the system, Xi can do 
what he wants, including start a war.”

Several times a year, David Ochmanek, 
a former Pentagon official who is 

now at the Rand Corporation, in Wash-
ington, assembles Navy and Air Force 
officers and officials to conduct war 
games between the U.S. and China over 
Taiwan. The participants gather around 
a large map showing forces arrayed 
across the region. Those playing the 
Chinese leaders are steeped in knowl-
edge of China’s decision-making; all 
have access to the U.S. government’s 
best information. “The war games are 
so real that the participants are exhausted 
and stressed out—they take them very 
seriously,” Ochmanek told me. 

The simulations take many forms, 
but usually start with a crisis, like the 
election of a pro-independence Presi-
dent of Taiwan, or with an outright in-
vasion. Many of them end badly for the 
United States, Ochmanek said: “We usu-
ally lose.” Sometimes the Chinese mil-
itary is able to keep the U.S. Navy at bay 
and capture Taiwan. Sometimes the Chi-
nese sink U.S. aircraft carriers. This puts 
the burden on the participants who are 
mimicking American officials. Do they 
give up, or escalate? Do they strike China 
itself ? “Sometimes, when the U.S. at-
tacks the Chinese mainland, the Chinese 
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attack Alaska and Hawaii,” he said. “The 
losses are very heavy.”

It’s not always so dire, Ochmanek 
said. In some cases, the United States 
prevails. And even the games that the 
U.S. loses are not necessarily reflective 
of how a war would unfold in real life; 
the main purpose is to evaluate Amer-
ican vulnerabilities. “We learn a lot from 
these,” Ochmanek said. 

Like the war games, almost every-
thing about a potential war with China 
over Taiwan is theoretical. For the 
Americans and the Taiwanese, gauging 
whether and how a war might start in-
volves assessments of each country’s ca-
pabilities and objectives, as well as some 
calculation of the costs that each side 
would be willing to bear. For American 
policymakers, that means trying to de-
termine what is required to dissuade 
China from attempting to change the 
status quo by force, or, if it does, how 
to make any war so painful that China 
would stop without achieving its goals. 

American and Taiwanese experts 
agree that an invasion of Taiwan would 
be a colossal gamble for the Chinese 
leadership. A full-scale invasion would 
likely begin with cyber and missile at-
tacks on Taiwanese military infrastruc-
ture, and possibly with an assault by air-
borne troops. But eventually an 
invading force of tens or possibly hun-
dreds of thousands of soldiers would 
have to cross a hundred miles of water, 
capture the island’s difficult terrain, and 
sustain an occupation, presumably while 
under constant attack. 

In testimony before Congress last 
year, Admiral Phil Davidson, then the 
commander of the Indo-Pacific Com-
mand, expressed concern that China 
could try to take Taiwan before 2027—
the year its military modernization is 
scheduled to be complete. “I think our 
conventional deterrent is actually erod-
ing,” he said. “I worry that they are ac-
celerating their ambitions to supplant 
the United States and our leadership 
role in the rules-based international 
order, which they have long said that 
they want to do by 2050. I am worried 
about them moving that target closer. 
Taiwan is clearly one of their ambitions 
before then.” 

Some American officials and experts 
believe that China’s advantages will 
begin to wane later in the decade. A 

new generation of U.S. defense improve-
ments is scheduled to come online, and 
America’s defense industrial base, now 
attenuated, will be revived—or so goes 
the hope. Many of the same experts be-
lieve that China might be entering a 
long-term economic slowdown, brought 
on by a rapidly aging population and a 
maturing economy. “My sense is that 
the window is opening now, and that it 
won’t be open forever,” Elbridge Colby, 
a Deputy Assistant Secretary of De-
fense under Trump, told me. 

Taiwanese officials say that they are 
determined to repel an invasion on their 
own. “We think we would win,” Wu, 
the foreign minister, told me. But al-
most no one outside Taiwan believes 
this. “There is no scenario in which Tai-
wan can defend itself,” Oriana Skylar 
Mastro, a fellow at Stanford University 
and a strategic planner for Pacific Com-
mand in the Air Force reserves, told me. 
A more realistic goal would be to slow 
down a Chinese invasion, in order to 
give the U.S., if it chooses to intervene, 
time to marshal its forces and cover the 
vast distances to get there. A senior 
American military officer told me that 
Taiwan would have to hold off the Chi-
nese for about six weeks. “We think it’s 
in our favor if it takes forty-five days,” 
the officer said. 

China’s goal would likely be to seize 
Taiwan as quickly as possible, to pre-
sent the U.S. with a fait accompli. Ac-
cording to American officials, Beijing 

worries that it would be unlikely to win 
a protracted conflict, as the U.S. gath-
ered its allies and revitalized its indus-
trial base. “The longer it goes, the more 
difficult it gets for the Chinese,” Mas-
tro told me. 

For years, Taiwan’s plan for its de-
fense was to attack the mainland bases 
that would support an invasion. “The 
strategy is to go to the origin,” Chang, 
the former deputy commander of the 
Taiwanese Air Force, told me. The Tai-

wanese military maintains a formida-
ble conventional force, consisting of 
fighter bombers, cruise missiles, and 
anti-ship missiles. But Taiwan’s strat-
egy was designed in the years when its 
military was closer to parity with Chi-
na’s. Lee Hsi-Min, who served as chief 
of the general staff of the Taiwanese 
military until he retired in 2019, told me 
that he had pushed for reform without 
success. “The government didn’t listen 
to me,” he said. 

As China’s capabilities have raced 
ahead, American officials have begun 
prodding Taiwan to rely instead on a 
defensive “porcupine strategy,” which 
would aim to slow down an invading 
force using sea mines, anti-ship mis-
siles, and other inexpensive weapons. 
Taiwanese defense officials have resisted, 
according to officials in both countries. 
Earlier this year, Taiwan asked to buy 
a number of American MH-60R Sea-
hawk helicopters, used for hunting sub-
marines. The State Department rejected 
the request, which officials considered 
emblematic of the old strategy. “They’re 
stuck in the nineteen-eighties,” the se-
nior American official told me. 

This year, as pressure from China 
has increased, the Taiwanese govern-
ment has acted more urgently. The leg-
islature has approved eight billion dol-
lars in emergency defense spending, for 
such things as drones, anti-ballistic-mis-
sile radar, and patrol boats, all made do-
mestically. But these programs will take 
time. Until then, the biggest obstacle to 
preparing Taiwan for a conflict appears 
to be supplies from the United States. 
Taiwanese officials told me that they 
were waiting on the delivery of four-
teen billion dollars’ worth of military 
hardware, including scores of sea mines 
and anti-ship missiles—the very weap-
ons the Americans have been urging 
them to buy. One reason, officials say, 
is that U.S. warehouses have been 
stripped bare by the conflict in Ukraine. 
“The Ukraine war has showed us that 
we don’t have the ammunition stocks 
to sustain a medium-sized war,” the se-
nior Administration official said. “We 
don’t have the industrial base.” But Pot-
tinger noted that the demands of sup-
plying Ukraine didn’t explain all the de-
lays: “Stingers and Javelin anti-tank 
missiles are going to Ukraine, but Har-
poon anti-ship missiles are not. The 
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Pentagon procurement system is so 
screwed up and totally bizarre. Our pro-
curement is asleep. Saudi Arabia is in 
line to receive the Harpoons before Tai-
wan. We are not arming ourselves or 
our friends for the most dangerous fight.”

The biggest question of all is whether 
America would intervene. Since 

the early nineteen-eighties, the U.S. has 
had no legal obligation to defend Tai-
wan, but, because the American Navy 
was overwhelmingly dominant, the 
question wasn’t urgent. As China has 
grown more powerful, and Xi’s rheto-
ric more threatening, the matter has be-
come more acute. In recent months, 
Biden has publicly promised on four 
occasions to defend Taiwan. Biden’s 
statements buoyed Taiwanese off i-
cials—“fourth time!” one texted me after 
the latest pledge—but White House 
officials say publicly that American pol-
icy remains unchanged. 

The Biden White House seems 
sharply aware of the consequences of 
failing to insure Taiwan’s independence. 

Allowing the island to fall would give 
the Chinese Navy unrestricted access to 
the open oceans, as well as effective dom-
inance in the sea lanes of the western 
Pacific, through which more than three 
trillion dollars’ worth of goods passes 
each year. It would also signal to Amer-
ica’s democratic allies in the region—in-
cluding South Korea, Japan, and the Phil-
ippines—that the U.S. could not protect 
them. Many of the pro-Western coun-
tries nearby are under pressure from 
China as it is. “China is influential in the 
region, but it is not trusted,” Bilahari 
Kausikan, a former senior Singaporean 
diplomat, told me. “Once you display an-
imosity in a naked way, people don’t for-
get it.” He added, “The leaders in South-
east Asia want American leadership.” 

But that doesn’t mean these coun-
tries would provide assistance if the U.S. 
went to war with China. Neither Japan 
nor South Korea—which have formi-
dable militaries, and which host large 
American bases—have committed to 
helping. “With the Japanese, even an 
attack on the U.S. base in Okinawa 

would not necessarily trigger self-
defense,” Mastro told me. The concern 
is partly that the U.S. would not win a 
fight against China. The irony, Mastro 
said, is that a Japanese decision to join 
in would likely be decisive. “We would 
win every time,” she said. 

A war to defend Taiwan would put 
the United States in direct conflict with 
the People’s Republic of China for the 
first time since the Korean War, when 
tens of thousands were killed in face-
to-face battles. U.S. officials won’t dis-
cuss their battle plans in detail, but ex-
perts say that an American response 
would almost certainly involve missile 
strikes on the Chinese mainland. “Hun-
dreds of thousands of people would die,” 
Mastro said. 

Likewise, experts say that if the Chi-
nese invaded they would probably at-
tack American bases in Guam and Japan, 
as they try to keep the Navy at bay. The 
U.S. military would likely strike back 
hard and fast, the senior American of-
ficial said: “We would destroy a lot of 
their assets immediately.” 

But some experts believe that Amer-
ica’s strategy, organized around aircraft 
carriers, has grown dangerously obso-
lete—that carriers, while capable of de-
livering enormous firepower, are increas-
ingly vulnerable to attack. In some of 
the scenarios that strategists have ex-
plored, American carriers could be at-
tacked by Chinese hypersonic missiles 
that can damage ships even if they’re 
intercepted. These strategists imagine 
something akin to the episode in 1905, 
during the Russo-Japanese War, when 
the Imperial Japanese Navy sank almost 
the entire Russian Pacific fleet in a sin-
gle battle. “If we don’t change, we will 
lose,” Lieutenant General S. Clinton 
Hinote, a deputy chief of staff at the 
Pentagon, told me. 

There’s another concern for some 
American officials: that the United 
States does not have the industrial ca-
pacity to sustain a longer war with 
China, which maintains the world’s 
largest steel and shipbuilding industries. 
“Who can rebuild their losses faster?” 
a senior military officer said. “Who can 
lay steel for new ships? Who can make 
carbon fibre faster for new aircraft? Air-
craft carriers? Against China, we’re not 
in a position to take one for one.” The 
problem, experts say, stretches across 

ANCESTRAL POEM

And so we settled upon the shore 
of a nasally Midwestern sea 
governed by a moon that hung 
like a medal we’d won above 
the subdivision. Evenings, 
the starlings made an ecstatic 
calligraphy against the gloam,
landed upon the slack, black 
wires, our antique telephony 
rippling between their toes.
From my vantage in a second-story 
window of the split-level ranch 
where we kept our things, 
I could see some moths mistake
the neon heat of a Blockbuster 
Video sign to the west for home,
your babaji watering the impatiens 
in their beds beneath a local cosmos.
Crisscross of the pinkening contrails,
your bibiji nursing her twilight 
chai in a patio chair. She said a thing 
then that made them laugh, the clouds 
like painted bulls tumbling across a cave wall 
in this, the only known record of these events.

—Jaswinder Bolina



the spectrum of manufacturing capa-
bility; a recent report by the Mitchell 
Institute for Aerospace Studies, an 
American research firm, said that, in a 
war with China, the U.S. Air Force 
would run out of advanced long-range 
munitions in less than two weeks. 

China has its own reasons for cau-
tion. Richard Chen, a former dep-

uty defense minister of Taiwan, told me 
that the most basic obstacle to an in-
vasion was geography. Only about a 
dozen of Taiwan’s beaches are suitable 
for landing soldiers and material in large 
quantities; the water is too shallow for 
ships to come in close, and the beaches 
are too narrow to hold more than a bat-
talion—about eight hundred troops—
at a time. The beaches that might ac-
commodate larger numbers lie in 
underdeveloped areas hemmed in by 
mountains and jungle. “Invading Tai-
wan would be a disaster for them, and 
I think they know it,” Chen said. 

Some experts believe that, for Chi-
nese leaders, the risks and uncertain-
ties of starting a war are still too great. 
“My sense is that the Chinese don’t 
know what they don’t know—and that 
is the primary deterrent right now. They 
cannot, with confidence, predict the 
outcome,” an American naval officer 
told me. “If the generals tell Xi Jinping, 
‘If you invade Taiwan, you’re going to  
lose one and a half million members 
of your armed forces,’ then Xi can de-

cide whether that is a price he is will-
ing to pay.” 

But Chen believes that China could 
try to strangle Taiwan without invad-
ing. The island, he said, is vulnerable to 
a blockade, because so much of what it 
needs must be imported. The most glar-
ing concern is energy: Taiwan’s power 
plants run almost entirely on liquefied 
natural gas and coal. Taiwan has no more 
than eleven days’ worth of gas in reserve, 
and about six weeks’ worth of coal. In 
addition, Taiwan imports two-thirds of 
its food. “In two weeks, Taiwan would 
start to go dark,” Chen told me. “No 
electricity, no phones, no Internet. And 
people would start to go hungry.” Chen 
said that the U.S. could protect cargo 
ships travelling to Taiwan, but he ex-
pressed skepticism that such an arrange-
ment would last very long. “The U.S. 
Navy is going to escort ships into Tai-
wanese ports?” he said. “For how long? 
Months? Years?”

If China imposed a full naval block-
ade, it would constitute an act of war 
under international law. But a more tar-
geted measure—stopping gas and oil 
tankers, or blocking arms deliveries—
would be enough to cripple Taiwan. 
Dan Patt, a former deputy director at 
DARPA and a fellow at the Hudson In-
stitute, in Washington, believes that this 
would pose the most difficult challenge 
for American leaders hoping to rally a 
response. “If it’s not happening on You-
Tube or social media, there won’t be 

anything for people to see,” Patt said. 
“Do you think American voters are 
going to want to go to war over a com-
mercial cargo vessel being stopped on 
its way to Taiwan?”

China is also vulnerable to a block-
ade: it imports more than seventy per 
cent of its oil from the Persian Gulf via 
the Strait of Malacca, a narrow water-
way that could be blocked with relative 
ease. Other routes, through Indonesia, 
would be slower and more expensive. 
But China has a hundred-day supply of 
oil, and much of the shortfall could be 
made up by Russia. “China could last a 
long time,” Mastro told me. 

A larger concern is feeding the pop-
ulace. China is the world’s largest im-
porter of food, especially from the United 
States. Peter Zeihan, a demographer 
who has written extensively about China, 
told me that a cessation of imports would 
likely result in famine. “A war with the 
U.S. would be the end of China as a 
modern state,” he said. 

One of the most important deter-
rents to war is Taiwan’s role in produc-
ing semiconductors. Seventy per cent 
of the world’s most advanced chips are 
manufactured there, many of them at 
the Taiwanese Semiconductor Manu-
facturing Company. “Banks, iPhones, 
laptops, cars—almost every piece of 
modern equipment has a chip from 
Taiwan,” an executive in the industry 
told me. “A world without Taiwan is a 
world back to the Stone Age.” Amer-
ica has purchased some three hundred 
billion dollars’ worth of chips from Tai-
wanese factories in the past twenty years. 
“Apple, Dell, Google—they wouldn’t 
know how to function without them,” 
the executive said. 

China is similarly reliant on the 
highest-end chips produced in Taiwan; 
it doesn’t have the equipment or the ex-
pertise to manufacture them. If China 
seized control of Taiwan’s semiconduc-
tor factories, it could conceivably force 
local workers to run them. But the fac-
tories depend on a constant flow of West-
ern material, software, expertise, and en-
gineers, without which production would 
cease in a matter of weeks. Pottinger told 
me, “If the Chinese took the factories, 
there’s no way the West would help run 
them.” The industry executive wasn’t so 
sure, given the harm that their loss would 
do to the global economy. “It’s mutually “I wouldn’t mind being rescued now that I’ve finally grown my bangs out.”
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assured destruction,” he said. Colby, the 
former official in the Trump Defense 
Department, went so far as to suggest 
that perhaps it was best for the U.S. to 
destroy the plants itself: “If we’re going 
to lose them, we should blow them up.”

Some Western experts fear that a Cold 
War dynamic has developed, in which 

the United States, trying to deter what 
it sees as aggressive behavior, is taking 
steps that seem aggressive to Chinese 
leaders, who then take their own steps to 
deter the U.S. This year, as China squeezed 
Taiwan, the Biden Administration took 
two steps that Chinese leaders are likely 
to regard as extremely hostile. 

The first was a decision, in October, 
to ban sales to China of sophisticated 
semiconductors related to A.I., super-
computing, and chip manufacturing, if 
any part of them is produced in the U.S. 
Biden officials have said that the mea-
sure, which will likely prevent Beijing 
from buying billions of dollars’ worth of 
microchips, was intended to curb Chi-
na’s military modernization. “These are 
unlike any export regulations we’ve ever 
had,” Patt, the former DARPA official, 
said. How will China react? “If you’re 
China, one reason not to invade Taiwan 
is that you have a good relationship with 
the Taiwanese, and they supply a lot of 
high-end technology,” Patt said. “The 
Chinese might not want to go to war, 
but they might be tempted to escalate.” 

The second measure, now working 
its way through the American bureau-
cracy, would provide Taiwan with some 
ten billion dollars’ worth of advanced 
weaponry and training. In the past, Tai-
wan paid for most of the weapons that 
the U.S. supplied; under the proposal, 
the U.S. would give Taiwan money to 
cover the purchase. “The Communist 
Party could decide that this is a red line,” 
Patt said. “They could decide to quar-
antine all ships carrying American weap-
ons to prevent them from entering Tai-
wan. What would we do then?”

An open confrontation would have 
enormous implications. “A war would 
fundamentally change the character and 
complexion of global power,” Pottinger 
said. “If China loses, it could lead to the 
collapse of the Party and the end of Xi. 
If Taiwan falls, we are in a different world, 
where the tide of authoritarianism be-
comes a flood.” Once engaged, a fight 

would be difficult to control. If leaders 
on either side began to believe that they 
were losing, they could feel pressure to 
escalate; China might attack Americans 
overseas, and the U.S. might intensify 
attacks on the Chinese mainland. Coun-
tries throughout the region, and perhaps 
the world, would be forced to decide 
whether and how to join the fight.

Even a minor crisis over Taiwan would 
likely spur large increases in the cost of 
insurance for ships in the area, poten-
tially driving up the price of many goods 
in ways that would ripple through the 
world economy. Ryan Hass, a senior fel-
low at the Brookings Institution and a 
former diplomat in China, told me, “Chi-
na’s economy is sagging—there’s low 
consumption right now, and the princi-
pal driver of growth is exports. Would 
they want to destroy maritime insurance 
by making it impossible for ships to flow 
in and out of China? They’d be shutting 
down their own economy.”

In the Ukraine conflict, the West has 
had some success imposing sanctions 
on Russia. Christopher K. Johnson, the 
head of China Strategies Group and a 
former China analyst for the C.I.A., 
said that the Chinese are concerned 
about sanctions but believe that the U.S. 
can go only so far without harming its 
own businesses: “My sense is that Xi 
and the Politburo have decided that 
there is no way the West would dare to 
enact the types of comprehensive finan-
cial sanctions they have on Russia.” 

Pottinger believes that if there is a 
war it will be because Xi misreads the 
conditions. “Xi has huge ambitions,” he 
told me. “But he has not shown himself 
to be a reckless gambler. He calculates.” 
Good bets require precise assessments 
of risk, though, and it is not clear that 
Xi is able to make them. “Information 
is like oxygen,” Pottinger said. “The 
higher up you go, the thinner it gets. Xi 
lives on the summit of Mt. Everest.” His 
officials are unlikely to give him bad 
news, and his American counterparts are 
unable to reliably communicate with 
him: “We came to the determination 
during the Trump Administration that 
messages we were sending through dip-
lomatic channels were not reaching Xi. 
The Biden Administration has come to 
a similar conclusion.” The senior Ad-
ministration official told me that the 
hotline between the two countries is un-

reliable, because sometimes the Chinese 
don’t pick up. 

In October, Antony Blinken, the Sec-
retary of State, said that China had made 
“a fundamental decision that the status 
quo was no longer acceptable and that 
Beijing was determined to pursue reuni-
fication on a much faster timeline.” In 
recent months, China has begun inte-
grating its fleet of civilian ferries, thought 
to number in the thousands, into mili-
tary command. Its army has been stag-
ing exercises that feature amphibious in-
vasions, practicing air drops for large 
numbers of ground troops, and moving 
military formations on railroads to Fu-
jian Province, which sits just across the 
Taiwan Strait. The practical effect of 
these moves is to make it harder to tell 
the difference between an exercise and 
the real thing. “That’s the problem with 
these military exercises—you just extend 
them and extend them, you normalize 
them,” Mastro said. “To figure out what 
they are doing, we are forced to look at 
much smaller stuff. Are they stockpiling 
plasma? Are they moving forward med-
ical supplies?” In the Biden Administra-
tion, the concern is that the Chinese will 
abruptly turn an exercise into an inva-
sion. The other Administration official 
explained the fear: “At some point, they’ll 
decide, ‘We have to do this,’ and they’ll 
just look for a casus belli.”

But Johnson suggested it was dan-
gerous to read these incursions as evi-
dence that the Chinese were planning 
an imminent invasion. “As Marxists, 
they believe in the value of agitation and 
propaganda,” he said. “The goal is to 
wear down Taiwanese resolve and our 
willingness to intervene. They don’t mind 
if takes years or a decade.”

Both sides are caught—seemingly un-
able to back down without appearing to 
concede. Ryan Hass, the former diplo-
mat, said, “China has a strategic dilemma. 
They’re frustrated by the status quo, and 
they’re probing for ways to change it. But 
taking big, bold actions would come at 
an extraordinary cost to them. You can’t 
eliminate the possibility that they would 
be willing to pay that cost, and so we 
have to be prepared for it. But if you ac-
cept the proposition that war is inevita-
ble, and we must do everything we pos-
sibly can to prepare for it now, then you 
risk precipitating the very outcome that 
your strategy is designed to prevent.” 
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PROFILES

TALK THERAPY
Sarah Polley, a former child star, has made a searingly frank film about sexual assault.

BY REBECCA MEAD

W
hen Sarah Polley, the film 
director and writer, was in 
her twenties and early 

thirties, she entertained friends at 
dinner parties by telling a story about 
her worst date ever, which she went 
on at the age of sixteen. Polley had 
become famous as a child actor—by 
her early teens, she was a household 
name in her native Canada, starring 
in “Road to Avonlea,” a nostalgic tele-
vision series inspired by the beloved 
children’s books of L. M. Montgom-
ery. In 1995, a year after she left that 
show, she was asked out by Jian 
Ghomeshi, a CBC radio broadcaster 
and a well-known Canadian cultural 
figure a dozen years her senior. They 
went on a date and returned to his 
apartment, where he played her songs 
recorded by Moxy Früvous, a satirical 
folk-pop band that he had co-founded. 
So far, so cringey. He kissed her, then 
informed her that he was into “pretty 
weird stuff.” Polley, who is slight of 
build, with a quick, exuberant laugh, 
would finish her tale by describing 
how Ghomeshi had run his hands all 
over her still-clothed body at speed, 
while repeating a peculiar incanta-
tion: “You’re in Hell! There’s Devil 
hands all over your body!” The en-
counter that followed, Polley told her 
amused, appalled listeners, put her 
off one-night stands forever.

In 2014, the Toronto Star published 
an article in which three women gave 
accounts of having been choked, hit, 
or otherwise physically hurt by 
Ghomeshi—allegations at odds with 
his progressive reputation. In a pre-
view of what later became the #MeToo 
movement, Ghomeshi was fired by the 
CBC, and more than a dozen addi-
tional women came forward with sim-
ilar accusations. He was charged with 
four counts of sexual assault, and one 
of overcoming resistance to choking. 
As Polley discussed the news reports 

with family and friends, she started 
recalling things that she’d left out of 
her worst-date anecdote—how the 
Devil-hands foreplay had progressed 
into something more upsetting and 
overwhelming, with Ghomeshi plac-
ing his hands around her neck and 
leaving them there. 

Polley weighed whether to support 
Ghomeshi’s accusers by sharing her 
own story, the memory of which she 
was still piecing together. She was 
wary. Relatives and lawyer friends ad-
vised her that although they believed 
her account, others might not. She 
and Ghomeshi had remained in touch, 
exchanging chatty e-mails; in 2012, 
she’d appeared on his radio show, and 
had laughed ingratiatingly at his com-
ments—flirted with him, even. A jury, 
she was warned, might judge her 
rather than him. 

Polley, who’d just given birth to her 
second child, stayed silent. But the 
decision gnawed at her, especially after 
Ghomeshi’s trial ended in acquittal. 
When the judge delivered his ruling, 
he expressed puzzlement that the ac-
cusers had maintained contact with 
Ghomeshi, calling this “out of har-
mony with the assaultive behavior as-
cribed to him.” (Ghomeshi, who didn’t 
testify, did not respond to inquiries 
from this magazine. He has main-
tained that he committed no crimes, 
though he conceded in a 2018 essay, 
in The New York Review of Books, that 
he had been “emotionally thought-
less” toward women.) 

Polley didn’t address the matter 
publicly until earlier this year, when 
she published “Run Towards the Dan-
ger,” a memoir in the form of a col-
lection of essays. In a chapter titled 
“The Woman Who Stayed Silent,” 
Polley gives a forensic account of the 
ways in which her credibility could 
have been undermined, had she told 
her story; among other things, she 

had recounted her worst-date anec-
dote to friends who worked for the 
law firm that represented Ghomeshi. 
She describes how the traumatized 
mind can repress or reformulate an 
unwelcome experience, and indicts 
the inf lexibility of a legal system 
that—in its valid efforts to insure that 
innocent people are not wrongfully 
punished—often inf licts harm on 
women who come forward with an 
accusation. “I believe those women 
because the erratic way they behaved 
later, the inconsistencies in their sto-
ries, the gaps in their memories, all 
reminded me of my own behaviour, 
my own memory,” she writes. “For 
me, those inconsistencies were as 
much evidence that they were vic-
tims of sexual assault as it was for 
others that they hadn’t been.” 

The aftermath of sexual assault—
how to prosecute it, or process it, or 
avenge it, or live with it, or even for-
give it—is the subject of Polley’s new 
film, “Women Talking,” which she 
adapted from a novel of the same name 
by the Canadian writer Miriam Toews. 
The book was inspired by a true-life 
horror story that occurred about fif-
teen years ago in a Mennonite col-
ony in rural Bolivia, in which male 
members of the community system-
atically raped dozens of girls and 
women. The men broke into their 
houses and sedated them with a tran-
quillizer formulated for cows. The 
victims—one of them only three years 
old—woke up bloodied and bruised, 
with a feeling of having been assaulted 
by an unplaceable presence. It took 
four years for the perpetrators to be 
exposed; until then, some people in 
the colony claimed that demons were 
responsible for the attacks. 

Both Toews’s novel and Polley’s  
film imagine a fictional reckoning: the 
women in this tight-knit, patriarchal, 
fundamentalist, pacifist community 
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A friend says that Polley is “a very funny person” who, as an artist, is attracted to “pain and trauma, illness and grief.”
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urgently discuss how best to respond 
to the abuse, narrowing the choices to 
three options—do nothing, stay and 
fight, or leave. The novel is narrated 
by August Epp, a gentle schoolteacher 
and the only man trusted by the 
women, who are illiterate, to serve as 
the scribe of their meetings. Unlike 
Toews, who is Mennonite, Polley has 
no personal connection with the de-
nomination, though she told me, when 
we met in Toronto in September, that 
she has long been fascinated with its 
ethics. “I’ve always been really drawn 
to the collectivity and selflessness of 
those communities,” she said. The first 
serious work of art she bought, nearly 
twenty years ago, was a print by the 
Canadian photographer Larry Tow-
ell, whose black-and-white images of 
life in Mennonite colonies were an in-
spiration for the film’s desaturated pal-
ette. Towell’s work also helped Polley 
visualize the movie’s locations—chief 
among them a hayloft where the 
women debate their options—and in-
formed her sympathetic depiction of 
communal devotion. Polley told me, 
“I think we can have a lot of judgment 
about hierarchical structures of power, 
and how they can lead to things like 
this. But in terms of the way the women 
experience their faith, and what it 
means to them—I wasn’t interested in 
judging that.”

Befitting the film’s title, Polley’s 
script is quite talky; whereas a more 
conventional artist might have hewed 
as closely as possible to Toews’s story, 
she has stripped some of it away, dis-
tilling it into a heady movie of ideas, 
in which the arguments have not just 
life-and-death implications but also 
life-and-afterlife ones: Is revenge jus-
tified, or is it a mortal sin? These con-
versations are made all the more pow-
erful by a commanding ensemble of 
actors. Rooney Mara plays Ona, who 
has been impregnated by one of the 
unknown rapists and maintains an 
otherworldly equanimity as she 
weighs questions of justice. Claire 
Foy is Ona’s sister, Salome, who 
threatens to kill the men who have 
raped her four-year-old daughter. Jes-
sie Buckley plays Mariche, whose 
husband doesn’t bother to use cow 
tranquillizer before battering her and 
their sixteen-year-old daughter, Autje. 

Buckley told me, “I’d never read a 
script like it—a group of women hav-
ing a conversation about the world 
they were inhabiting, but also about 
the world they could potentially imag-
ine themselves moving toward.” 

“Women Talking” doesn’t name a 
Mennonite sect or identify where 
the story is set. “It’s a fable about a 
lot of cultures—about all of us,” Pol-
ley told me, as we walked along bus-
tling Spadina Avenue, in downtown 
Toronto. “I don’t think it’s of any use 
if you make it such a tiny story that 
we can easily disregard it as a prob-
lem that can take place only in this 
kind of community. Because, of course, 
we’re seeing stories like this, and sto-
ries that have echoes of this, every-
where.” I remarked that the lie told 
to the real-life Mennonite victims—
that they were violated by demons—
had an eerie echo in her own “Devil 
hands” encounter. Polley stopped short 
on the sidewalk and erupted into 
laughter, her eyes widening: she’d not 
made the association. “There are all 
kinds of connections I don’t make 
myself,” she said. “I do feel like a lot 
of things bleed in, consciously and 
unconsciously.” 

The hardest part of the shoot, Pol-
ley told me, was filming a scene in 
which a young woman named Mejal, 
played by Michelle McLeod, talks 
about the people in the community 
who attributed the violence to satanic 

intervention. Her voice trailing off, 
Mejal says, “They made us disbelieve 
ourselves—that was worse than . . . ” 
Polley said, “That came from the ex-
perience of talking to so many women, 
and that feeling of being made to 
seem, or feel, crazy. Over the past few 
years, a real language has developed 
around some of these things, giving 
people a frame. You see people be-
coming conscious of things that have 
harmed them—that they knew harmed 

them on some level, but that they 
didn’t necessarily have the language 
for. And then the language sort of be-
comes everything.” 

“Women Talking” is Polley ’s 
fourth feature, arriving six-

teen years after her début, “Away from 
Her,” an adaptation of a short story 
by Alice Munro. The subject matter 
of that film, in which a long-married 
couple, played by Julie Christie and 
Gordon Pinsent, contend with the 
onset of the wife’s dementia, was un-
expected for a twenty-seven-year-old 
director. But the film had an unusual 
emotional maturity, delicately captur-
ing Christie’s quivering efforts to 
maintain her self-possession. It earned 
Academy Award nominations for both 
Polley and Christie. Polley’s follow-up, 
“Take This Waltz” (2011), explored 
less surprising territory. Michelle Wil-
liams played Margot, a young jour-
nalist restless in her marriage to Lou, 
a cookbook writer played by Seth 
Rogen, and tempted by an artist 
neighbor, played with erotic panache 
by Luke Kirby. The f ilm was not 
merely about a love triangle: it offered 
a subtle exploration of early-adult 
lostness and a persuasive depiction of 
female desire.

I f irst met Polley in 2011, when 
“Take This Waltz” premièred at the 
Toronto Film Festival. Over dinner, 
we spoke for a long time about love, 
marriage, and family: she had just 
married David Sandomierski, a doc-
toral student in law, who is now a  
professor at Western University, in 
London, Ontario. (It was Polley’s sec-
ond marriage; in her twenties, she  
had brief ly been married to David 
Wharnsby, who had also been her 
film editor.) We talked about her ca-
reer as an actress, and her early swerve 
away from Hollywood and mainstream 
fare in favor of Canada and indepen-
dent cinema. (At twenty, she was cast 
in a lead role in Cameron Crowe’s 
“Almost Famous,” as a groupie; she 
got as far as a hotel room in Los An-
geles, waiting for rehearsals to begin, 
before she bailed out. It became Kate 
Hudson’s breakthrough role instead.) 
She talked about losing her mother 
to cancer when she was eleven, and 
about being given a childhood diag-
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nosis of scoliosis: she’d had to wear a 
cumbersome brace underneath her 
period costume for “Avonlea,” and un-
derwent surgery in her mid-teens. 
“Yeah, it’s a good sob story,” she said, 
sardonically. “Everybody says, ‘Oh, life 
was so much better when I was a kid.’ 
But my life was pretty crappy at that 
age, so I feel like life now is amaz-
ing.” Polley was articulate, funny, and 
frank. After apologetically sending 
back a salad with raw-egg dressing, 
she confided that she was in the first 
few weeks of pregnancy. 

Initially, I’d planned to write about 
Polley in the light of “Take This 
Waltz,” but the next day she screened 
for me an unfinished edit of an au-
tobiographical documentary she was 
making, and I realized that it would 
be impossible to write about Polley’s 
life while she was working through it 
on film. The resulting picture, “Sto-
ries We Tell,” came out in 2012. In it, 
Polley investigated a long-standing 
family joke among her four much 
older siblings—namely, that she was 
not the biological child of the man 
who raised her. The movie drew a 
multifaceted portrait of her mother, 
Diane Polley, a vivacious actress and 
casting director whose premature 
death cast a shadow over Polley’s fam-
ily. Polley interviewed her siblings; 
her father, the actor Michael Polley; 
and the man who she discovered was 
her biological father, Harry Gulkin, 
a well-known Canadian film producer 
with whom Diane had had an affair. 
In an inspired and unsettling fabri-
cation, Polley cast actors to play Diane, 
Michael, and Harry in scenes that, on 
first viewing, appeared to be home 
movies, shot decades earlier. Memo-
ries, the film suggests, are themselves 
a slippery kind of fiction—a render-
ing of the past reshaped by our pres-
ent emotional needs. “Stories We Tell” 
secured for Polley a wreath of prizes, 
and confirmed her gift for combin-
ing compassionate intelligence with 
steely artistic conviction.

Though Polley’s first three films 
are ostensibly disparate in subject mat-
ter, they all plumb themes of loss and 
repair. Corey Mintz, a food reporter 
who dated Polley as a teen-ager, and 
who remains a good friend, told me 
that although Polley is “face to face a 

very funny person . . . who doesn’t 
want to take herself too seriously,” she 
is attracted as an artist to “pain and 
trauma, illness and grief.” In 2011, Pol-
ley told me she had belatedly dis-
cerned the way in which the marriage 
in “Away from Her” chimed with 
themes from her parents’ relationship. 
“It was a study of a person losing a 
marriage that hadn’t been perfect, and 
in which they hadn’t done everything 
right,” she said. “But, within that loss, 
they discovered a capacity for love 
that goes beyond what they thought 
they were capable of.” The younger 
love story at the center of “Take This 
Waltz”—in which Polley had sought 
to capture the “euphoria of being able 
to see yourself through someone else’s 
eyes”—was echoed in the mutual in-
fatuation, dwindling to mutual dis-
enchantment, between Polley and 
Harry Gulkin, depicted in “Stories 
We Tell.” Polley said of that dynamic, 
“I grew up with someone—my dad—
who really liked me, and wanted me 
to do well. Harry was an amazing, 
brilliant, charismatic, responsible, 
emotive, kind of wonderful man. He 
also had a mean streak. And I didn’t 
grow up with meanness, and I wasn’t 

willing to accept it.” (She remains 
close to Cathy Gulkin, her half sis-
ter. Harry died in 2018.) 

Polley lives on a tree-lined street 
in a residential neighborhood of To-
ronto—the city where she was born 
and has spent most of her life. When 
I visited her there this fall, an enormous 
table in her kitchen was covered with 
enough craft materials—colored 
markers, beads for threading—to sup-
ply a kindergarten classroom. Polley’s 
oldest child is ten; she and Sandom-
ierski also have an eight-year-old and 
a four-year-old. “A lot of people talk 
about child rearing being boring, and 
that’s something I don’t relate to at 
all,” she said. “It’s hard, but it’s not 
boring. You’re constantly trying to fig-
ure out impossible problems, about 
how to deal with things or negotiate 
things—moving through these giant 
tragicomedies every f ive minutes.” 
Another director might have imme-
diately capitalized on the acclaim that 
“Stories We Tell” received, but for 
nearly a decade after that movie’s re-
lease Polley eschewed directing in 
favor of writing, which she could align 
more easily with motherhood. She 
adapted Margaret Atwood’s “Alias 

“Maybe if you stopped calling us ‘little pigs’ we’d let you in.”

• •



Grace” for television, wrote “Run 
Towards the Danger,” and began 
working on a novel, which she hopes 
to finish soon. “It’s about a family,” 
she told me, then laughed when I said 
that she wasn’t giving much away. “It’s 
about a person,” she replied, with faux 
gravity. “Who deals with conflict in 
the world.” 

Polley might have returned to the 
director’s chair a bit sooner if not for 
an out-of-nowhere accident. In 2015, 
a fire extinguisher on the wall of her 
local community center fell on her 
head, causing a concussion. For the 
next three and a half years, she expe-
rienced brain fog, tiredness, and a ten-
dency to become overwhelmed by vi-
sual and auditory stimulation. She was 
obliged to bow out of a commitment 
to write, and possibly direct, an adap-
tation of “Little Women”—a project 
that ended up in the hands of Greta 
Gerwig instead. Polley’s history of 
health problems—in addition to sco-
liosis and the brain injury, she has suf-
fered from endometriosis and endured 
high-risk pregnancy—is a motif of 
“Run Towards the Danger,” whose title 
alludes to advice given to her by an 
American concussion specialist, Mi-

chael Collins. She writes, “In order for 
my brain to recover from traumatic 
injury, I had to retrain it to strength 
by charging towards the very activi-
ties that triggered my symptoms.” Two 
weeks after she began following exer-
cises prescribed by Collins and trying 
to engage in activities from which she 
had withdrawn, such as roughhousing 
with her kids, glimmers of clarity re-
turned. Polley writes, “Three of the 
four years of my second child’s life. 
Three of my oldest child’s seven years. 
I have been there with my whole heart 
but only half my brain. I weep for how 
little I knew about how altered I have 
been.” She explains that “run towards 
the danger” has become a credo: a 
warning of the limits of self-care, and 
a reminder not to shy away from doing 
what is uncomfortable. 

In 2019, Polley was approached to 
adapt and direct “Women Talking” 
by the producer Dede Gardner and 
the actress Frances McDormand, who 
was also producing the film. (McDor-
mand has a cameo in the movie.) Pol-
ley initially resisted: in the film in-
dustry, workdays are punishing, often 
stretching beyond twelve hours. “I 
said, ‘I’d love to make this film, but I 

don’t think I can,’ ” Polley told me. 
“And Fran said, ‘We’ll make it work. 
Men have written the rules of this in-
dustry. And now we’re the women 
talking, and we will challenge those 
rules.’ ” Polley signed on with the un-
derstanding that making the f ilm 
would not require any members of 
the cast and crew, including herself, 
to sacrifice their domestic lives.

At first, the hope was to replicate 
within the film’s production the sense 
of community depicted onscreen. 
McDormand told me, “We had plans 
of finding a farm and moving to the 
farm and being there with our fami-
lies and kids. The crew was going to 
live there, too.” covid-19 restrictions 
upended that utopian scheme. But a 
pandemic-induced delay in produc-
tion allowed for a longer-than-usual 
development process that drew on 
the principles of collective decision-
making explored in the film. “We had 
a full additional year just to work on 
it, and talk about it, and think about 
it,” Gardner told me. (The produc-
tion team also had the time to lay 
some literal groundwork: the Ontario 
farmer on whose property outdoor 
scenes were to be shot agreed to plant 
his fields not with corn but with soy—
the preferred crop of many Menno-
nite communities.)

Polley’s belief in the importance of 
the collective also influenced some of 
her creative decisions. Most of the film’s 
closeups include two or three women 
in the frame, she explained, “so there’s 
a sense that people are not isolated 
from one another.” Polley wanted her 
film to be intimate, but she also wanted 
it to feel momentous—like a “muscu-
lar epic.” She told me, “We are not 
shying away from the gravity of the 
situation. We are not being modest 
about it.” Polley’s director of photog-
raphy, Luc Montpellier, filmed exte-
rior shots with the same kind of cut-
ting-edge equipment that had been 
used to film the “Star Wars” spinoff 
series “The Mandalorian,” allowing 
him to capture the spacious landscape 
in especially high resolution.

When Polley constructs a story, she 
said, her usual “instinct is to minimize, 
or show there is something else going 
on—to say, ‘This isn’t really that im-
portant.’” She went on, “I grew up with “I decided to just bring cats.”
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Oliver Stone movies, where there’s a 
game of football, but it’s literally, like, 
the most important thing happening 
in the world. It always seemed absurd 
to me—this idea that there aren’t a 
hundred other things going on in the 
world that your story is taking place 
in, and that they aren’t as important.” 
But now, with “Women Talking,” Pol-
ley suppressed her impulse to grant 
the rest of the world equal consider-
ation. “I wanted to say, ‘Actually, these 
women and this conversation, and  
their willingness and ability to change 
their minds and change each other’s 
minds and to listen, should be treated 
as though it’s the most important thing 
in the world. They are literally remak-
ing their world, and remaking the fu-
ture for their kids.’ ” 

There is only one moment in Pol-
ley’s film when the outside world pen-
etrates the enclosed community: a cen-
sus-taker drives through the colony in 
a van, calling for residents to come and 
be counted. Up to this point, the tra-
ditional garb of the women in the col-
ony and their lack of modern technol-
ogy have made it unclear when the 
drama is set. The van’s arrival pins down 
the time frame: it’s 2010. Amplified 
music emanating from the van—the 
Monkees’ “Daydream Believer”—of-
fers a shimmering sonic jolt. The pal-
lid colors onscreen almost seem to shift 
into Technicolor. 

“Women Talking” doesn’t depict 
the violence that is committed against 
the characters—only its aftermath, 
with the women shot from above as 
they awaken in their beds with bruised 
thighs and bloodied nightgowns, or 
spit out teeth that have been loosened 
by force. Polley explained, “When 
someone gets into a car accident, if 
you asked them all the details of the 
colors of the other cars, and who was 
standing around—you wouldn’t expect 
them to remember all of that. But we 
do somehow expect the survivors of 
sexual assault to remember all these 
details. It’s a complete misunderstand-
ing of what’s going on in someone’s 
brain, and the inability to consign 
things to memory, in that moment 
after trauma.” She went on, “That was 
what I was most interested in captur-
ing—the moment that will not be con-
signed to memory.” Polley initially ex-

perimented with using a chaotic roar 
to accompany the images of the vio-
lated women in their sheets; then the 
film’s composer, Hildur Guðnadóttir, 
proposed the sound of a bell being 
struck by a stick—an alarm that comes 
and goes in an instant. Polley said, “For 
me, it captured completely the sense 
that this moment is lost—that the real 
trauma happens right after 
the event, but the event it-
self is obliterated.” 

Much o f  “ Women 
Talking” unfolds as a kind 
of heightened seminar, in 
which theoretical debates 
about individual culpabil-
ity and systemic injustice 
are presented within the 
dramatic frame of a secret 
meeting. Arguments recur 
and are chewed over in a way that is 
more often seen onstage than onscreen. 
“Inevitably, at moments, it’s going to 
feel theatrical,” Polley told me. “I didn’t 
want to shy away from that. But I 
wanted to give it this canvas where it 
breathed.” Though the camera is 
trained mostly on the faces of the 
women in the hayloft, one painful dis-
cussion is accompanied by a poignant 
sequence of closeups of the teen-age 
boys in the community: Have they 
been so perverted by the ruthless mi-
sogyny of their elders that they can-
not be carried along into the women’s 
future, physically or intellectually? 

Given the challenging questions 
that the film poses about the possi-
bility of peace and coöperation be-
tween the sexes, Luc Montpellier, 
who was the director of photography 
on both “Away from Her” and “Take 
This Waltz,” wondered if he should 
step back this time. He told me, “I 
thought, Maybe this is better through 
the lens of a female cinematographer. 
A lot of Sarah’s male collaborators 
were thinking similarly.” Polley, how-
ever, believed that excluding her male 
colleagues ran counter to the spirit 
of the narrative. The women’s goal is 
not to create a society from which 
men are permanently exiled but, 
rather, to come up with a mode of 
living in which all members of the 
community can flourish. Montpellier 
went on, “Sarah said something sim-
ple to me—that the film is about ev-

eryone, not just women. It’s about how 
we interact with one another.” Mont-
pellier did, however, tell the male 
members of his crew to hold back 
from reflexively exerting control—
just as, in the film, even the sensitive 
teacher August Epp must be told to 
rein in the expression of his own opin-
ions. “I told them, ‘Our job on this 

movie is f irst and fore-
most to listen,’” Montpel-
lier said.

Polley and the produc-
ers stuck to their agree-
ment about the shoot’s 
working hours—up until 
the final crunch, she and 
the other parents in the 
cast and crew were always 
home for bath time. The 
hayloft was re-created on 

a soundstage in Toronto, and the set 
was surrounded with giant blue 
screens on which Montpellier’s exte-
rior photography could be imposed. 
Rooney Mara’s infant son was at the 
studio every day; she often nursed 
him between setups. “That was a great 
energy shift,” Mara said. “There’s 
nothing like a baby to help bring you 
out of the darkness of some of the 
stuff we were talking about.” 

Claire Foy told me that, despite 
this supportive atmosphere, the work 
was harrowing. “It’s very rare that you 
are in a scene where everybody is emo-
tionally fraught,” she noted. “Quite 
often, one person is having some sort 
of episode, and everyone else is gath-
ered round. But all our characters were 
having to discuss, or face, or con-
template, something that is deeply 
traumatizing.” In one scene, Foy’s char-
acter declares her readiness to dis-
member the men who raped her young 
daughter. “I will become a murderer 
if I stay,” she says, aghast. To help the 
cast and crew cope with such raw ma-
terial, the production team hired a 
clinical psychologist, Lori Haskell, 
who was available for private consul-
tations. Haskell told me that, on the 
day of shooting the scene with Foy, 
she said to Polley, “This is going to 
bring up such grief, because it’s sex-
ual violation. But, when people really 
feel sadness, it’s about not being pro-
tected: ‘There was no one there for 
me.’ And so when you hear somebody 
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saying, ‘This is what I would do to 
protect my child’—for people who 
didn’t get that protection, it brings up 
this wave of pain and grief.” 

A lmost twenty years ago, Polley con-
sidered making a documentary 

about former child actors, and inter-
viewed several adults who, like her, had 
been stars in grade school. In 2011, Pol-
ley told me, “My memory—and it’s a 
genuine memory—is that I really 
wanted to do it as a little, little kid, and 
that my parents were jaded about the 
industry, and they knew better and re-
sisted, but I had a will of steel and forced 
my way into it.” All her interview sub-
jects had told the same story, she ex-
plained: “There’s not a single child actor 
you’re going to meet who’s going to 
say, ‘My parents pushed me into it’—
even if they have terrible stories about 
their parents being stage parents. Shir-
ley Temple, who started when she was 
a toddler, insisted that she forced her 
way into this. I frankly don’t believe it. 
And so, if I don’t believe their stories, 
why do I believe my own?” 

Indeed, Polley’s family history be-

lies the notion that she chose to act 
professionally. John Buchan, Polley’s 
brother, the second of two children 
from Diane Polley’s first marriage, told 
me, “We were all child actors. We can 
all find pictures of ourselves with our 
names and the color of our eyes and 
a phone number listed on the back.” 
Buchan did a little TV work, as did 
their sister Joanna and their brother 
Mark. “But, with Sarah, she hit the 
big one,” Buchan said. 

Polley started acting at the age of 
five, appearing in a live-action Disney 
movie, “One Magic Christmas.” She 
was subsequently cast in many televi-
sion roles, including a stint as Ramona 
Quimby in a series adapted from Bev-
erly Cleary’s novels. In 1988, when Pol-
ley was nine, she played Sally Salt, the 
diminutive sidekick of the eponymous 
antihero of “The Adventures of Baron 
Munchausen,” a zany spectacular writ-
ten and directed by Terry Gilliam, of 
“Monty Python” fame. Gilliam was an 
idol to Polley’s parents—particularly 
her father, Michael, who was born and 
raised in England. 

The shoot took place largely at Ci-

necittà Studios, in Rome. Polley has 
happy memories of the city: she and 
her parents ate dinner every night on 
the Campo de’ Fiori, where she some-
times joined in with a band of roving 
musicians performing for tourists. The 
set, however, was often chaotic—and 
scary for a child. In one scene, she had 
to run through a mockup of a war-
torn city as bombs exploded. The first 
take was terrifying enough to convince 
Polley that the detonations had gone 
awry; she ran straight into the cam-
era, ruining the shot. For the second 
take, she was so frightened that she 
ran too fast, again rendering the scene 
unusable. In “Mad Genius,” an essay 
in her book, she writes, “I sobbed in 
my father’s arms in between takes and 
pleaded with him to intervene, to en-
sure I didn’t have to do it ever again. 
But when an assistant director came 
over to say they needed another take, 
my father said, with genuine remorse, 
‘I’m afraid they have to do it again, 
love. I’m sorry. There’s nothing I can 
do.’” (Gilliam has said that, even if the 
set felt dangerous, it wasn’t.)

There were moments during her 
career as a child actor when adults, 
rather than just overlooking her vul-
nerability, appeared to cynically ex-
ploit it. Polley had only recently started 
work on “Avonlea” when her mother 
died—a tragedy for which, she says, 
she was entirely unprepared. (In her 
memoir, Polley writes with candid 
self-awareness of the gratification she 
took in being the pitiable child of a 
mother with cancer while at the same 
time being certain that her mother 
would recover.) During the show’s 
second season, Polley, who played a 
character named Sara Stanley, was 
presented with a scripted monologue 
in which her character cries over her 
mother’s death; unsurprisingly, she de-
livered an utterly persuasive perfor-
mance. But the experience of this scene 
and others in which her character re-
called her mother derailed Polley’s 
ability to mourn. “Because some of 
the first tears I shed about my moth-
er’s death after the day she died were 
in aid of a performance, I was unable 
to produce genuine tears of grief for 
years to come,” she writes. In the ag-
gressively wholesome world of “Avon-
lea,” which was made by Disney, Sara 

“You gotta be kidding me—you build a tiny house  
without any under-bed storage?!”

• •
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Stanley comes across as singularly sad, 
gaunt, and complicated. 

Polley’s account of her life as a child 
performer—of being locked into ex-
tended contracts, and working “crush-
ingly long” hours, and being beholden 
to adults whom she didn’t want to dis-
appoint—raises disquieting questions 
about the ethics of having children act 
for commercial gain. Polley’s experi-
ence also underscores the fact that a 
child’s sense of volition—both in the 
moment and retrospectively—can be 
an expression of the sublimated de-
sires of parents or other authority fig-
ures whom the child is eager to please. 
(The family, no less than the patriar-
chy, involves a structural imbalance of 
autonomy.) When Polley meets stage 
parents who insist that their child 
wants to perform, she replies, “Yes—
and lots of kids want to be firefight-
ers and doctors, too. But they must 
wait until they are no longer children 
to assume the pressures and obliga-
tions of adult work.” 

In “Stories We Tell,” Polley painted 
a deeply sympathetic portrait of her 
father: when Michael learns of Diane’s 
infidelity and the truth of Polley’s par-
entage, his reaction is to reaffirm his 
unswerving paternal commitment to 
her. In “Run Towards the Danger,” 
Polley depicts Michael with more dark-
ness. She describes how the house 
where the two of them lived after Di-
ane’s death was often filthy, with Pol-
ley sleeping in one bedroom after an-
other, cycling through sheets that, she 
recalls, were never washed. “It wasn’t 
an unhappy relationship with my dad, 
just a very complicated one, just a very 
adult one,” Polley writes. When she 
was thirteen, she and her father would 
sit up late at night, smoking and talking 
about the works of D. H. Lawrence. 
Around the same time, they travelled 
to Europe, funded by her checks from 
“Avonlea”; at hotel reception desks, 
Michael made inappropriate jokes 
about Humbert Humbert and Lolita, 
leaving Polley “flooded with rage and 
humiliation.” She writes, “These types 
of jokes were in keeping with his lack 
of regard for sacred cows in conversa-
tion and in humour, but I just wanted 
to go home where I could get away 
from him.” 

Michael prided himself on being 

an unconventional parent—“not being 
a father but a friend,” Polley writes. 
He was, she concedes, struggling with 
his own grief over losing Diane, while 
having to learn child-rearing skills un-
familiar to a man of his generation. 
(Moreover—though Polley does not 
say this—she was clearly no ordinary 
child.) In the book, Polley acknowl-
edges that, later, she and Michael some-
times had different stories about their 
shared past. After she wrote an essay 
for the Toronto Star, in 2005, about 
her experiences making “Baron Mun-
chausen,” Michael angrily denied that 
he had exposed her to harm on set. 
Michael died, with dementia, in 2018. 
Polley told me, “I was really aware, 
when I was writing about my dad, that 
I had spent five years of my life mak-
ing a film that made him look really 
great. And it was true—he was really 
great. He was magnificent at that mo-
ment in my life.” She went on, “There’s 
not one narrative—both within a fam-
ily and then also within oneself—of 
who a person is. I could tell so many 
stories about each of my parents that 
would make them look like the best 
parents in the world, or the worst par-
ents in the world. They’re all true.” 

By the time Polley was fourteen, 
she had left home, with her father’s 
acquiescence, and moved in with her 
brother’s former girlfriend. By fifteen, 
she was living independently, sharing 
an apartment with Corey Mintz while 

navigating the burdens of a profes-
sional career. She had dreams of going 
to Oxford, to study political science, 
but she ended up dropping out of 
high school and becoming increas-
ingly active on behalf of the Ontario 
Coalition Against Poverty. She recalls 
attending protests where she was “sur-
rounded by riot police and police on 
horseback, and bodies were falling 
around me.”

At the time, Polley believed that 

her future might be in politics rather 
than in movies, but she continued tak-
ing roles, and started getting cast in 
more complex work. In 1994, she had 
a part in “Exotica,” directed by Atom 
Egoyan, playing a teen-ager ensnared 
in a psychological rivalry between her 
father and her uncle—two male au-
thority figures initially heedless of her 
welfare. “I was stunned by what Sarah 
brought to the role,” Egoyan told me. 
“But there was no way I could have 
understood how it was informed by 
her life experience.” Three years later, 
Egoyan cast Polley in “The Sweet 
Hereafter,” as a high-school student 
who is paralyzed after surviving a 
school-bus accident, and who has also 
been a victim of paternal incest. Pol-
ley, pale and luminous, conveyed the 
premature composure of a child forced 
to grow up too quickly: in a pivotal 
scene that turns on the unreliability 
of memory, she quietly foils her fa-
ther’s attempt to exploit the tragedy 
for financial gain. “There was a well 
of neglect that Sarah drew on—cir-
cumstances she was living in that she 
should have been expected to be pro-
tected from,” Egoyan said. “She was 
independent at a very young age, and 
she developed muscles that a young 
woman normally wouldn’t have.” 

Polley won several awards for “The 
Sweet Hereafter,” which took the 
Grand Prix at Cannes in 1997, but she 
had already seen too much to yearn 
for Hollywood stardom. During the 
promotion of “Baron Munchausen,” 
Polley had been exposed to the indus-
try circus in a terrifyingly literal way: 
at an event in Munich, she partici-
pated in an onstage magic trick in 
which she and another female partic-
ipant were concealed in a basket that 
was pierced with swords, which they 
had to guide safely past their limbs. 
“There were swords going past my 
face,” she told me the first time we met. 
The limousine ferrying her from the 
event was surrounded by autograph 
seekers: “There was this crush of peo-
ple smothering me, and we got into 
the car and my dad was trying to close 
the door, but people were holding it 
open. That was my very first glimpse 
of what it could mean to be famous.” 
Despite her mother’s involvement in 
her early career, Polley was also raised 



amid a prevailing disdain for conven-
tional success. “In my family, the worst 
thing you could say about a person 
was, like, ‘Oh, my God, they are so 
ambitious,’ ” she told me. “So, what-
ever would have come out externally 
from getting a lot of fame, I wouldn’t 
have understood that to be anything 
other than a humiliation.” 

Polley’s early experiences—and the 
financial autonomy that her success as 
a child granted—meant that, even as a 
very young adult, she was able to es-
tablish the parameters within which 
she was willing to work. “You try to do 
good projects, and you collaborate with 
interesting people, and you never em-
bark upon trying to sell yourself, or 
pitch yourself, or get somewhere,” she 
told me, in 2011. She has not changed 
her tune. “I am not overly ambitious as 
a filmmaker, generally,” she told the au-
dience at this year’s Toronto Film Fes-
tival. “If I don’t make another film again, 
I’m O.K. with that. I don’t want to make 
a film unless it has something to say.”

Polley has not acted since the birth 
of her first child, but she doesn’t rule 

it out, should the right project come 
along. Inevitably, though, she draws on 
her knowledge of the actor’s craft: when 
working on the script for “Women 
Talking,” in a writing shed in her gar-
den, she acted out the dialogue, to gauge 
its fluency and its psychological accu-
racy. Her decades of being in front of 
the camera also inform her style of di-
recting. Polley is especially mindful of 
an injunction given by the Belgian di-
rector Jaco Van Dormael, whose sci-
ence-fiction film “Mr. Nobody,” made 
in 2009, is among the last movies she 
appeared in. Van Dormael told her, “If 
this film is everything we want it to 
be, maybe, if we are very lucky, it will 
affect a few people for a little while, in 
a way that is out of our control. The 
only thing that’s certain is that the ex-
perience of making it will be with all 
of us—it will become part of us—for-
ever. So we must try our best to make 
it a good experience.”

The cast of “Women Talking” nec-
essarily included a number of children—
they play the offspring of the colony, 
whose fate the women are deciding 

along with their own. Despite the 
qualms that Polley has about kids act-
ing professionally, she cast her two older 
children as extras: the production’s 
covid-19 precautions were so strict 
that they would not otherwise have 
been allowed to visit her on set. “Hav-
ing kids there gave me no end of stress!” 
Polley told me. “I would give the same 
speech to them again and again: ‘You’re 
here to have fun. If you’re not having 
fun, if you’re uncomfortable in any way, 
if you’re even a little bit bored, you can 
just leave, anytime.’ And the crew were 
going, ‘This is not practical.’” One day, 
as Polley launched into this speech be-
fore a group of kids, her oldest child 
yelled out wearily, “We know. Keep your 
childhood to yourself.”

Immediately before the screening of 
“Women Talking” at the Toronto 

Film Festival, this past September, Pol-
ley stood onstage at the Princess of 
Wales Theatre, in a Paul Smith tux-
edo, flanked by Mara, Buckley, Foy, 
and other cast members, in evening 
gowns. “One of the silliest things about 
our industry is that the people who 
work the hardest don’t make their way 
onto these stages,” Polley said, and 
then invited everyone in the audience 
who had worked on the film to stand. 
Throughout the cavernous auditorium, 
shadowy figures got to their feet and 
stood for a round of applause. Polley 
went on, “Being the partner, parent, 
child, friend, or sibling or support to 
someone in the film industry can often 
leave one bereft, as a loved one disap-
pears in body and spirit for months at 
a time.” She invited those people to 
stand, too, and an even larger commu-
nity became visible.

When the lights lowered, audience 
members familiar with Toews’s novel 
immediately became aware of one of 
the film’s major divergences from its 
source material. Rather than being  
narrated by the schoolteacher August 
Epp—played by Ben Whishaw—Pol-
ley’s story is narrated, in voice-over, by 
Mariche’s teen-age daughter, Autje, 
who has been both brutalized by her 
father and raped by the unknown as-
sailants. As played by the newcomer 
Kate Hallett, a high-school student 
from Alberta, Autje is watchful and in-
telligent, alternately boiling with anger 
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and achingly playful, buoyed by the re-
silience of youth. 

The decision to have a female nar-
rator came very late in the process, 
Polley explained to me. “When Ben 
and I originally talked about the part, 
he asked, ‘Are you sure you want a man 
narrating this film?’” she recalled, stir-
ring a cup of mint tea in a café not far 
from her home. “And I said, ‘Yeah, it 
works beautifully.’ I recorded it with 
Ben, and it was as beautiful as you can 
imagine.” But, when Polley began ed-
iting the film, she felt that something 
was off. “The scenes were where we 
wanted them to be, and the perfor-
mances were where we wanted them 
to be, but there was something be-
tween us and the experience,” she said. 
“So we had to do this radical reimag-
ining.” The choice to place Autje at 
the film’s center was not a solitary in-
spiration, Polley said. Rather, it built 
on suggestions by Dede Gardner, the 
producer, and Chris Donaldson, the 
film’s editor. Like the decision made 
by the women onscreen, it was arrived 
at collectively. 

Polley, however, had to find Autje’s 
voice alone. “I had to go write the per-
spective of a sixteen-year-old girl into 
this situation, which was something 
that I wasn’t really geared up for,” she 
told me. “I realized I was going to have 
to go back into a state of mind, and a 
way of expressing it, that I hadn’t been 
in for many, many years. And so I sort 
of went into silence for a few days.” Pol-
ley suddenly exploded with laughter, 
puncturing her own earnestness. “I  
‘went into silence,’” she repeated, self-
mockingly. “Oh, God.” She explained 
that she had constructed the narration 
as a kind of stream of consciousness, 
then gone back into the editing room 
to find a through line for Autje that 
hadn’t been in the film before. Polley 
sent passages of text to Hallett, who 
was back at home, and who recorded 
them as voice memos on her phone. 
Polley told me, “I felt like I was getting 
closer and closer to the movie I had 
imagined.” In Polley’s script, Autje’s 
narration is addressed to the child with 
whom Ona is pregnant. As in “The 
Handmaid’s Tale”—to which Marga-
ret Atwood appended a faux lecture 
that revealed the ultimate downfall of 
the Republic of Gilead—Polley’s nar-

rative conceit implies that, after the 
movie’s conclusion, the women of the 
colony will have experienced some form 
of progress. “I loved the idea of Autje 
addressing an unborn child, in the fu-
ture,” Polley said. “There’s some sense 
of the future speaking back to the past, 
instead of being mired in it.” 

Writing Autje’s story was intense 
and revelatory for Polley. “I don’t think 
I’d ever really gone into how 
you’re processing something 
when you’re sixteen and 
you’ve had something re-
ally terrible happen to you,” 
she said. “Some of the 
things that happened to me 
when I was sixteen I have 
detailed in the book—and 
some I haven’t talked about, 
and probably never will.” 
She thought for a moment. 
“When I was sixteen, where I went was 
into a very philosophical space,” she 
said. “Whereas now I would go much 
more into an emotional, building-
blocks-of-mental-health space. But at 
that age I went into literature—into 
the bigger ideas of what things mean, 
and how they happen, and how peo-
ple arrive there.” To reinhabit that mind-
set, Polley had to pull back—almost to 
dissociate. “I think there’s a wisdom I 
had at that age that I don’t have any-
more, that I try to find my way back 
to,” she said. “I think you’re not pro-
tecting yourself as much in terms of 
your thoughts. There’s less denial and 
less bullshit.” She went on, “You sort 
of develop these mechanisms in order 
to be mentally healthy, and I think that’s 
good—that’s natural progress. You have 
to do that in order to be in the world, 
and be a parent, and be a responsible 
citizen. But, for me at that age, it wasn’t 
about what was good for me—it was 
about truth.” 

While making “Women Talking,” 
Polley later told me, she tried to avoid 
imposing her own story on Toews’s 
fable. She, like Toews, was more inter-
ested in exploring the culpability of 
systems that allow violence against 
women to happen than in judging in-
dividual men. Nonetheless, her expe-
rience and the experiences of her col-
laborators infused the work. She wanted 
to illustrate how there can be a wide 
range of responses to trauma—anger, 

resignation, total collapse—and to cap-
ture the strange way that women who 
have been traumatized can lash out at 
other women. In the film, Mejal un-
dergoes a fit triggered by recollections 
of being assaulted, prompting scorn 
rather than sympathy from Mariche, 
who spits, “Why is it so much harder 
for you than for us?” Polley told me, 
“I’ve been in conversations like that 

myself—where people who 
have experienced trauma 
judge others for having dif-
ferent responses than their 
own, or for falling apart in 
the ways they feel they 
haven’t been allowed to 
themselves.”

The resolution offered 
at the film’s end is not uto-
pian—the women must 
break several tenets of 

their faith to get where they are going. 
“These may be the right things to 
do—but it’s not pure,” Polley told me. 
“It may be a hopeful future they are 
going into, but they are bringing ves-
tiges of their old world. That’s inevi-
table. So how are they going to reckon 
with those corrupting threads? And 
can negotiating with them in an in-
telligent, wise way actually make for 
a better colony—because it’s not one 
built on naïveté, it ’s one built on 
knowledge of what can go wrong? 
They’ve already slightly poisoned the 
apple, so what are they going to do 
about it? They are taking with them 
the seeds that could grow into some-
thing harmful as well.” 

Above all, Polley was captivated by 
the possibility of forgiveness—by how 
the women in the hayloft talk through 
the new world they wish to build, and 
thereby strive to imagine a new mode 
of relating to their menfolk, even 
though the men have shattered the 
women’s trust in the only world they 
knew. Ona says to the others, “We can-
not forgive because we are forced to. 
But, with some distance, perhaps I’m 
able to understand how these crimes 
may have occurred, and, with that dis-
tance, maybe I’m able to pity these 
men—perhaps forgive them, and even 
love them.” Polley told me, “It’s a tall 
order, and not for everyone. But it’s a 
North Star for me, and I’d like to think 
that I’m at least partway there.” 
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O
ne morning in April, their fa-
ther, Ted Holroyd, suddenly 
died and a few days afterward 

Annie and her older brother, Ian, both 
still a little dazed, went to see the min-
ister who, as Annie put it, was going 
to “do” their father’s funeral. There 
was surely some better word than “do,” 
but Annie couldn’t, for the moment, 
think of it.

“Conduct,” Ian suggested in his big-
brotherly way, though with a touch of 
tongue-in-cheek. Would that make him 
a conductor, then, Annie thought, not a 
minister? And she imagined this man 
they were about to meet turning up at 
the funeral with a baton or with one of 
those strap-on machines with which bus 
conductors used to issue tickets. 

Both ideas strangely pleased her, 
though she didn’t share them with Ian. 
Sitting beside him while he drove, she 
reached out and touched his shoulder, 
just a light scuffing with her knuckles. 
Ian almost flinched.

For Annie, one of the effects of los-
ing her father was that she also lost 
words. They suddenly went missing. 
Even the words that did present them-
selves could seem odd and unreliable. 
“Minister,” for example, was an odd word.

Their meeting with the minister 
was itself about words, since the main 
purpose of it was to tell the minister 
things about their father so that the 
minister, in his address at the funeral, 
could, in turn, say things about him. 
This, they both felt, was essentially, as 
Ian had put it, a “scam.” The minister 
had never known their father, and they 
now had to prime this man, whom 
they themselves didn’t know, so that 
he could speak about their father as  
if he’d been a bosom pal. So a better 
word than “minister,” Annie thought, 
might be “impostor.” Obviously, it was 
not a better word. This thing, the fu-
neral of their father, would be a pre-
tense. Yet they had to pretend that it 
wasn’t a pretense. Was there a word 
for that? 

In any case, their meeting with the 
minister posed a basic difficulty: what 
to tell him about their father? They 
were already coping with the greatest 
of difficulties: their father had died. 
And this diff iculty had confronted 
them with an equally great difficulty, 
which they hadn’t exactly discussed 

with each other: the fact—of which 
they had never been so sharply aware—
that they themselves would die, that 
they themselves were mortal. That they 
were, as it were, “next,” and one day 
their own children might go to a min-
ister, in just this way, with a similar 
purpose, and find themselves in sim-
ilar perplexity.

In the car, she’d reached out and 
touched Ian’s shoulder in the lightest 
way, yet it had caused his own light 
touch, on the steering wheel—she’d 
seen it—to tighten. She’d felt the 
tensed and tingling Ian inside Ian. If 
it had been the other way round, he 
would have felt the Annie inside her. 
She had only gently brushed him with 
her knuckles, but it had been like 
touching something invisibly “live.” A 
conductor.

She was forty-nine; Ian was fifty-
one. They both had families. She was 
Annie Stevens. She hadn’t minded, 
twenty years ago, changing her name. 
But now, perhaps, it occurred to her, 
she should think of herself as Annie 
Holroyd again, and she even felt a slight 
sense of having committed a twenty-
year treachery. Her dead father was the 
man who’d “given her away.” What a 
ridiculous expression. She’d clutched 
his arm and he’d . . . conducted her up 
the aisle.

Ian didn’t have her difficulty, or the-
oretical treachery. He was Ian Holroyd 
and always had been. He had other dif-
ficulties—and they were word difficul-
ties, too. He had decided to deliver the 
eulogy. Firstborn and son—so who else? 
“Eulogy” was another worrying bit of 
vocabulary. Ian preferred to call it his 
“few words.” But what to say? Espe-
cially as the minister would be saying 
something, too.

Poor Ian. And then she’d suddenly 
declared that she would read a poem. 
She didn’t have to do anything. She could 
just sit in the front row, if she wanted, a 
mere spectator, with her mother. But 
she felt that she should be part of this 
thing, do her bit. And, if both Ian and 
the minister would be “speaking,” what 
did that leave? 

Ian had no doubt thought, Annie? 
A poem? And might even have thought, 
She’s not going to read some poem of 
her own, is she? Some poem she’s spe-
cially written? 

Definitely not. What an idea. Just a 
poem. People often read poems at fu-
nerals. So she’d committed herself.

“O.K., Annie,” Ian had said in the 
rather clipped way he could sometimes 
say O.K. “What poem?”

“I’ll think about that.”
Their mother, who was present, had 

said, all too quickly, “Oh, that’ll be nice, 
Annie, a nice poem.”

Ian had perhaps also been thinking, 
Well, it’s all right for Annie, just read-
ing a poem written by someone else, 
not having to say anything of her own.

Their mother had decided not to 
come with them to meet the min-

ister. Her decision hadn’t entirely sur-
prised Annie and Ian. Since their fa-
ther’s death, their mother’s basic stance 
had been to disclaim any active involve-
ment in the situation, as if this thing 
weren’t happening to her, or weren’t 
happening at all, and her position, un-
helpful as it was, had to be somehow 
respected. It was a sort of prerogative. 
Annie had even begun to think—though 
she didn’t tell Ian this—that there was 
something to be said for it. It had its 
own odd integrity.  

Almost at the last moment, their 
mother had said, as if some more in-
teresting opportunity had come up, “No, 
I don’t think I’ll go with you. I’ll leave 
it all up to you, chicks.”

It was clear that there would be no 
further debate. This was their mother. 
Her husband had died, and leaving it 
up to everyone else was her fallback.

There was a pause. Ian had taken a 
breath and said, “O.K., Mum.”

But Annie and Ian had looked at 
each other. When was the last time 
they’d been called “chicks”? Most of 
forty years ago. In Kirby Street.

One way or the other, before meet-
ing the minister they’d not been 

disposed to like him. Annie had seen 
that this was unfair. The poor man 
would only be doing his job and no one 
else would be “doing” their father. So 
she’d said to Ian, “Let’s be nice to him.”

Yet, from the start, she hadn’t liked 
him, and being nice to him wasn’t so 
easy. Liking or disliking people was a 
complicated thing. His name was Shep-
herd. Well. “Call me Tim,” he said. He 
had thin sandy hair, hazy blue eyes, and 
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an apparently ineradicable smile. He 
spoke with a voice that was patient, 
kindly, and persuasive. What was not to 
like about him? But she didn’t like him. 

Hardly had she entered his pres-
ence than Annie found herself think-
ing of Betty Sykes, the mother of her 
school friend Sally Sykes, and a neigh-
bor of theirs in Kirby Street in the days 
when she and Ian had been their moth-
er’s “chicks.” Betty Sykes! Betty Sykes 
could spend a great deal of her time, 
arms firmly folded before her, in her 
front doorway, leaning on 
the frame, eying the street 
up and down, ready to give 
lip. Hers was the doorway 
to No. 33, across the road 
and along a bit.

Betty Sykes didn’t give 
a cuss what came out of her 
mouth—and much of it was 
cusses—or who listened. 
As a small girl, Annie had 
often listened, and, against 
all the evidence, she had liked Betty 
Sykes. She’d even felt, with a child’s 
strange instinct, that Betty Sykes was 
a good woman with a warm heart in-
side her. She possessed some vital spark. 
Betty Sykes had always had, at any rate, 
a smile for her, little Annie at No. 12. 

Then it also came back to Annie, in 
front of this smiling minister, that her 
father, Ted Holroyd, now dead, had 
once said to her mother, Mary Hol-
royd, after the two of them had been 
talking, and perhaps not kindly, about 
Betty Sykes, “Aye, but all the same—
’andsome woman.” And had instantly 
regretted (young as she was, she’d no-
ticed it) that those words had come out 
of his mouth.

Kirby Street. Betty Sykes! Sally 
Sykes! How it all came back. Now here 
she was meeting this impeccably be-
nign minister and she didn’t like him. 
And she and Ian were here to tell him 
things about their father. 

The minister hadn’t seemed too 
troubled by the absence of their 

mother. He’d told them, in fact, that, 
quite often, the widow would not feel 
“up to it,” and he’d find himself talking, 
as now, to sons or daughters, or both. 
His smile seemed undimmable. It was 
perfectly all right. And he’d meet her 
anyway “at the occasion,” as he put it. 

It was strange to hear their mother re-
ferred to as “the widow.” 

The minister had first gone through 
various practical matters that they would 
need to know about the funeral. He ex-
plained that they would have to put to-
gether an Order of Service—the little 
leaflet that would be handed to everyone 
to refer to. And to keep, if they wished. 
There was still time for doing this.

With such things, she and Ian needed 
only to listen and nod. But when it came 
to the nub of the matter, their father’s 

life and what was to be said 
about it, they both found 
themselves bewildered. 
They hadn’t done much 
“homework”; they hadn’t 
explored it properly be-
tween them. Perhaps they’d 
thought—foolishly—that 
they might leave it to their 
mother. Or perhaps they’d 
thought that it wouldn’t be 
a problem, it would take 

care of itself. He was their father, wasn’t 
he? Did they need to do homework in 
order to talk about their own father? 
The idea was even distasteful.

Ian, in any case, was concerned that 
the minister should not use up any 
“material” that he might need in his 
eulogy—that there’d be enough “left 
over” for him to say. But what was this 
material?

The fact was that, when the moment 
arrived, they didn’t really know what to 
tell the minister. They didn’t know what 
to say about their father, whom they’d 
known all their lives. They were curi-
ously at a loss. At a loss. Exactly. 

Or was it simply that the “material” 
itself was just—well, rather thin? They 
hadn’t dared say this to each other. Their 
own father, and his material was thin? 

He had lived most of his life in the 
same Yorkshire town. He had spent 
most of his working life in the same 
place: Batley’s, as in Batley’s Blankets. 
He had worked in blankets. What could 
you say? Then he’d retired. Sixty-five 
and just in time, since Batley’s had soon 
retired, too. Or closed down. Then, with 
unexpected and almost unseemly speed, 
Ted and Mary Holroyd had flown south, 
to where their son and their daughter 
had f lown long before, finding jobs, 
lives, marriages, and children of their 
own. Suddenly, there they all were,  

the Holroyds, living in deepest Surrey. 
And then, quite quickly again, it  

had seemed, Ted and Mary had gone 
into “sheltered accommodation.” Quite 
snazzy sheltered accommodation, as it 
happened, largely paid for—but did the 
minister need to know this?—by her 
and Ian. And Ted Holroyd had taken 
up golf. Who would have thought it, 
Ted Holroyd playing golf? But it was 
what retired people did. And what was 
in it for the minister? “He played golf.”

Not a good subject, anyway. Since, 
one morning, in his seventy-sixth year, 
Ted Holroyd had died of a heart attack 
at the golf course. No, not actually play-
ing golf, let alone at the eighteenth hole, 
having completed his best round ever, 
which would have made a perfect 
story—and Ian would have wanted to 
keep it for himself—but still in the car 
park, pulling out his clubs from the 
boot of his car.

And that was about it. What more 
was to be said? 

So why did her mind keep rushing 
back to Kirby Street? 

A t one point the minister, who’d jot-
ted a few things down in a note-

book and said, “I see . . . I see,” had asked, 
with his still patient and now coaxing 
smile, “I wonder if you could give me—
well, a sketch of the man himself.”

A sketch? What did that mean? Was 
their father to be turned into a sketch? 
Annie, who had been slightly coming 
round to seeing things from the min-
ister’s point of view, now found herself 
bridling. Even becoming, inside, a bit 
like Betty Sykes. Folding her arms. I’ll 
give yer bloody sketch!

But the uncomfortable truth was 
that they struggled to give the minis-
ter even a sketch of their own father. 
Or, to put it another way, what they 
could give him seemed only—sketchy.

And poor Ian. What, indeed, was 
he going to say, if they couldn’t even 
give the minister enough to be getting 
on with? 

But the minister hadn’t seemed too 
deterred. His default position was un-
daunted capability. Perhaps he was used 
to this sort of thing: people coming 
along to talk to him about their loved 
ones and then discovering that they 
had no idea what to say.  

He continued to smile.



“And you, Annie, you are going to 
read a poem. Might I ask—which poem?”

She didn’t like his familiar “Annie,” 
or his “might I ask.” And she didn’t like 
the question, though she knew that Ian 
would be as interested as the minister 
in her reply.

“I haven’t chosen yet.”
It was a straight answer, but it 

sounded shifty. The truth was that she 
didn’t have a clue which poem. Which 
poem went with her father.

“Well,” the minister said. “There’s 
still time. I’m sure you’ll pick a good 
one. Nothing too long.” 

Then the minister paused and for 
the first time looked a little tentative. 
His eyes darted between them.

“One last thing I should mention. 
When people say things—or just read 
them—they sometimes . . . they some-
times break down. They don’t expect 
to, but they do. If that should happen—
if you find yourself in difficulty—just 
give me a signal, and I’ll take over. You 
can leave it to me.”

Break down? What did that mean? 
And if you were in difficulty, how could 
you give a signal?

“Though I’m sure,” the minister said, 
his certainty returning, “you’ll both be 
fine. It will all be fine.”

Fine? A funeral?

Now the thing itself, the “occasion,” 
had begun. And, yes, she had cho-

sen a poem. And Ian must have pre-
pared his eulogy, though he hadn’t dis-
closed what he would say, and she’d felt 
she shouldn’t press him. His “few words” 
might be just that. And it had to be 
hoped that the minister wouldn’t 
preëmpt any of them.

And now the minister was standing 
at a lectern, about to give his address, 
his calm and calming smile directed 
this way and that, to include them all. 
But he was leaving a careful pause be-
fore he spoke, so that they could settle 
and adjust. A coffin had been placed 
before them, like a special exhibit, and 
it was the minister’s task to shed light 
on this situation.

Outside, moments ago, in quite 
cheerful April sunshine, their mother—
who could not deny anymore, try as she 
might, that this thing was happening 
and that she had a central part in it—
had met the minister for the first time. 

His consoling and unavoidable arm had 
been extended toward her. This was the 
man who was going to “do” her hus-
band. Annie felt that the inadequate 
yet useful word “do” must be rattling in 
her mother’s head, too.

The minister’s strange white robe 
had billowed in the breeze. Puddles 
had gleamed. Car windscreens had 
shone. There was a vague atmosphere 
of freshness and merriment, reminis-
cent of a wedding. Not so far away, a 
hearse had waited, discreetly yet visi-
bly, with its cargo of something strewn 
with flowers, for its moment to creep 
round and pull up. 

Then it was doing just that, and 
Annie, beside her mother, both of 
them wearing little black hats, was 
suddenly not forty-nine years old and 
standing at the entrance to—what 
was the right word, a “chapel,” a “cre-
matorium”?—but nine years old and 
standing in a simple doorway with 
not her mother but her father, the 

man who was in the hearse, under the 
flowers, in the coffin.

It was not the middle of a cemetery 
in Surrey, which on this April morn-
ing looked particularly green and spring-
cleaned and even brought to mind the 
inappropriate words “sheltered accom-
modation,” but Kirby Street. No. 12 
Kirby Street, to be precise. Nearby, 
though not quite within view, there was 
open moorland. Not nice moorland, 
with heather and glinting rocks, just 
dirty-brown moorland. 

But it was a nice sunny morning, a 
Saturday, and she was nine years old, 
perhaps ten, and was waiting with her 
father, Ted Holroyd, for another kind 
of vehicle to pull up. A carpenter’s van.

Her mother was somewhere inside 
the house. She seemed uninterested in 
the arrival of the van. Ian must have been 
playing Saturday-morning football.

Her father had said, “Don’t you worry, 
Annie, it will all be fine. Joe will put it 
right, just you see.” So the carpenter’s 

“I want you to know a couple of grapes just rolled under the stove,  
so you, too, can be burdened with this knowledge.”
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name was Joe. And her father seemed 
to know him.

The front door was open, and the 
door was the matter at hand. It was 
painted black and, with its knocker and 
letter box, was, except for its number 
“12,” like all the other front doors in 
the street. But it had recently devel-
oped an unfortunate creak, even a groan, 
like an ailing person, and she, Annie 
Holroyd, had developed a curious pity 
for its suffering. This was absurd. It was 
only a door, an inanimate object, but it 
was a very important object, the door 
to their house.

Her father had noted her peculiar 
anxiety. This was why they were wait-
ing for the man who might bring a cure.

Her father had applied bike oil to a 
suspect hinge, but this hadn’t silenced 
the door for more than a day or so. Fi-
nally, because its moans were no lon-
ger to be endured, or because of his 
daughter’s strange concern, he had ar-
ranged for a carpenter to come. But 
he’d made his daughter’s concern only 
more concerning by explaining, as they 
stood there waiting, that the door must 
be ninety years old.

“All these houses, Annie, all the 
houses in Kirby Street, are ninety years 
old. Just think of that. Queen Victoria 
were on throne.”

If the door was ninety years old, 
then no wonder it was groaning. Had 
she understood, small child as she was, 
the magnitude of ninety years, or re-
flected that the door might be ten times 
as old as she was? And who was Queen 
Victoria?

But she surely couldn’t have thought, 
then, what her forty-nine-year-old self 
could think: that ninety years was the 
length of a decent human life, though 
rather longer, as it had proved, than her 
father’s. And she surely couldn’t have 
thought then, as she thought now, that 
there were two things, generally made 
of wood, specifically designed to ac-
commodate the dimensions of a single 
human being. Two objects of carpen-
try. A door and a coffin. It was like the 
answer to a riddle.

The hearse had come round and 
stopped. There was another mo-

ment of almost gaiety. Some people 
took photos of the hearse. It was still 
possible, somehow, to chat, to make 

lighthearted remarks. Yet at the same 
time she was there, with her living fa-
ther, in the doorway of No. 12. It was 
not a matter of seeing it, as it were, from 
a distance: she was there. Since she was 
only nine or ten, the doorway, in this 
case, was able to accommodate two.

They were waiting, rather stupidly, 
like a reception committee, for a car-
penter. And that’s just what the car-
penter said when he arrived: “What’s 
this, then—reception committee?” She 
had no idea what those words meant, 
but they seemed to have caused a grin. 
Her father had said, “Hello, Joe.” On 
the carpenter’s van it said “J. Short.” 

Even though she was only nine or ten, 
she could put two and two together. 
He was Joe Short.

As in “life is short.” Who had said 
that? No one. She was thinking it only 
now, forty years later—it was a grownup 
thing to say. But perhaps Joe Short had 
exuded the words in his very being—
to be true to, to live up to his name. 
Life is short, so grab it quick. 

He had, at any rate, a way, a quick 
look about him, a quick smile. He wasn’t 
short—he was as tall as her father. He 
was a workman and he was here to do 
a job of work, but a ripple, a current of 
something that wasn’t work, seemed to 

EASEMENT

I didn’t know what to call the sudden
green glimpse from the road, lush 
but low, from which rose a line of

utility poles, all in pairs, so that together 
they gave the impression of a long
succession of gates leading somewhere 

greener still. This was a common feature
of the landscape against which I grew up.
But this one, loved, because it was

on the way to my boyfriend’s,
two towns over, where it brought me such
pleasure to drive, singing along to the songs

we made ours. Hours into months. 
For an anniversary he gave me a Polaroid 
of this place I’d point out, though the curve

was steep there and the glimpse brief.
How he’d taken it he’d never tell.
Once dumped, I cut the photo up. 

This was what is meant by “a lifetime ago.”
That time before you I call my childhood,
when there were many boyfriends to lose 

and the songs I played were not yet a portal
to anything. Now, coming up on a view
of a much sharper drop, I’m surprised 

to think of him only fondly and in passing.
To give you permission to cut through me,
as needed, on your way down to sweetness.

—Jameson Fitzpatrick
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run through him. He had a look about 
him. If she’d been a good deal older, 
she might have said to herself, “ ’And-
some man.”

Only nine or ten, but she’d fancied 
him! The first time she’d appreciated a 
handsome man—other than, of course, 
her father.

For some reason, she’d clutched her 
father’s hand.

Now, as they all sat, looking at the 
coffin and waiting for the min-

ister to speak, she took her mother’s 
hand. She sat on her mother’s left, Ian 
on her mother’s right. She had re-
solved in advance that when this thing 
began she would take her mother’s 
hand—if her mother hadn’t already 
taken hers—but that she wouldn’t at 
this stage give it any particular squeez-
ing. It was for her mother to do any 
squeezing first.

In fact, her mother’s hand felt inert. 
She had merely picked it up. She 
couldn’t tell if any hand-holding was 
going on with Ian, on the other side. 
To know that, she’d have to peer very 
awkwardly round her mother, who was 
staring rigidly ahead at the coffin, un-
aware, so it seemed, that she had a hand.

Her mother’s fingers felt weightless 
and untrained, like a child’s. It was as 
though she, the daughter, were the 
mother and her mother an infant. But, 
then again, she herself had become a 
nine-year-old child, gripping her fa-
ther’s hand. And it was surely more im-
portant, in this immediate situation, to 
have the feeling of holding her father’s 
hand than of holding her mother’s.

When she’d taken her mother’s hand 
she, too, had been looking straight ahead 
at the coffin, so she hadn’t “taken” her 
mother’s hand so much as “found” it. 
That was the expression: she’d found it. 
She’d found her father’s hand in the 
same way, because she’d been looking 
at Joe Short. Now she was looking at 
her father’s coffin. It wasn’t “her father’s 
coffin,” she’d been telling herself. It wasn’t 
an empty box. Her father was in it. Ev-
erything was getting very jumbled up.

Now the minister had started to 
speak. His warm gaze held them 

all, and he began to talk with author-
ity and confidence about a man he 
had never known. In the hushed space, 

his voice rang out and everyone was 
listening intently, yet none of it rang 
true. None of it had to do with the 
man she’d been remembering so viv-
idly as to feel she was with him again, 
forty years ago. Nothing the minister 
was saying was actually false or wrong, 
and it was all based, of course, on what 
she and Ian had told him—such as 
they could. 

So, you might say, this was all their 
fault. 

It was all going to be a performance, 
just a performance, a pretense. And, 
despite her resolution not to, she 
squeezed her mother’s hand, because 
she felt that her mother must be think-
ing, too, that it was all just a perfor-
mance and a pretense and must feel 
embarrassed and disappointed and dis-
mayed. Even cheated. 

How wise her mother had been not 
to go with them to see the minister, 
and thus to have as little to do with any 
of this as possible. 

Now the minister was drawing to 
a conclusion. He hadn’t spoken for too 
long or said too much, which must 
have been a relief to Ian, but he was 
finishing on a strong note. Ted Hol-
royd had been “a family man, a true 
family man,” he was saying. And he 
was saying it with a beaming expec-
tation of approval, as if he were pre-
senting a prize.

What did it mean: “a family man”? 
What on earth did it mean? Of course 
he’d been a family man. He’d had  
a family. He’d fathered—grandfa-
thered—a family. So had millions. And 
this wasn’t something that she and Ian 
had suggested: “You could say he was 
‘a family man.’ ” It was the minister’s 
own flourish. It was what you said when 
you couldn’t think of anything else, 
and how many times had this man said 
it before?

She saw Betty Sykes again, in her 
doorway. No one ever spoke of “a fam-
ily woman.”

And now she squeezed her moth-
er’s hand all the more, because she felt 
her mother must be doubly embar-
rassed, worse than embarrassed. Though 
suppose her mother thought that her 
hand was being squeezed because  
of the fine remark the minister had 
just made?

In any case, her mother’s hand 

didn’t squeeze back. It remained like 
something not even attached to her 
mother.

“Aye,” Joe Short had said. “It’s one 
of the ’inges. But best to replace 

the whole set. All showing their age. 
Just like you and me, eh, Ted?”

Clearly, the two men knew each 
other. Perhaps they’d once been at 
school together, like her and Sally. Per-
haps Joe Short and her father, she 
thought now, as she sat beside her 
mother, had got up to tricks together 
in their younger days. Perhaps she might 
have said when she’d gone with Ian to 
see the minister, “Well, he was quite a 
one, you know, when he was young, 
quite the lad, quite a tearaway . . .”

Across the road, the Sykeses, at No. 33, 
must have seen Joe Short’s van arrive 
and seen that something was going on 
with the Holroyds’ front door.

“But not like you, eh, lass?”
Joe Short’s eyes had turned on her, 

as if she were not just a small inciden-
tal bystander but part of the conversa-
tion. And what a look. He was past his 
prime, he’d just said so, but still—by 
her own recognition—a good-looking 
man. His sleeves were rolled up and 
his brown forearms, fleeced with dark 
hair, looked wholly sure of what they 
were doing. 

The first time she’d been attracted 
to—excited by—a grownup man. 

In the playground the following 
Monday morning, Sally Sykes had said, 
or rather chanted, “Joe Short, Joe Short! 
Never went short! That’s what my 
mammy said!”

Her feet hadn’t missed the rhythm 
of her skipping rope.

Joe Short had said that he’d have 
to go to Ackerley ’s to get a new 
set of hinges. But not before, with 
those arms, he’d unscrewed the door 
from its current hinges, held it up 
for a moment, as if he might have 
danced with it, then placed it on its 
side, for better inspection, under the 
front window.

“Nowt wrong with the wood. Just 
the ’inges. Ackerley’s. Ten minutes. Then 
I’ll have it back up in no time. You could 
put the kettle on meanwhile.”

But her mother hadn’t put any ket-
tles on.

“Joe Short, Joe Short! Never got 
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caught! That’s what my mammy said!”
And Sally’s mother had seemed to 

know Joe Short quite well.

Off went “J. Short” in his van, leav-
ing the two of them lingering again 

in the now empty doorway. It was a 
sort of shock, a violation, the door so 
suddenly removed—a mere airy gap 
where it had been—and then placed 
on its side, like something spurned, 
against the front wall. The first time, 
perhaps, in ninety years that it had been 
so treated. 

Her father had looked not a little 
put out. Was it this sudden desecra-
tion? Or was it that he was thinking 
that, if it was just the hinges, he might 
have attempted the job himself ? How 
much was this going to come to? And 
did Joe know what he was on about, 
anyway? So bloody sure of himself.

Or was it that he’d noticed that she 
had . . . noticed . . . Joe Short? 

For whatever reason—to divert at-
tention?—she’d taken her father’s hand 
again and said, looking at the object in 
question, “Poor door.”

“Poor door. Poor door!” Her father 
had suddenly chuckled. “Oh, aye, Annie, 
no knocking on it now, is there, no let-
ting us in or out? Poor door, all right.”

Her strange lamenting remark had 
lifted him from his thoughtfulness. 
She’d made, it seemed, a sort of joke. 
But then, as if she were in genuine sor-
row for the door, he’d squeezed her 
hand and said, “Don’t you fret, Annie. 
Joe’ll have it fixed right enough, just 
you see.”

His hand had seemed to tingle. She’d 
squeezed it back, to show that she’d 
been comforted.

Had he noticed? That she’d no-
ticed. Had he even noticed—though 
thoughts can’t be seen—the question 
she’d put to herself in her nine-year-
old head? Since the two men were 
there before her, it was a matter of 
direct comparison. “Suppose,” she’d 
asked herself, “I’d had Joe Short for 
a father?”

And Sally Sykes, in the playground, 
if she’d been older than her years and 
not just constantly parroting her mother, 
might have said, “Well, you nearly might 
have done.”

She’d stood with her father in the 
doorway, a breeze blowing in, sun on 

their faces, looking at the stricken item. 
Had he always remembered her “Poor 
door,” kept it inside him? Was it with 
him even now, in his coffin?

Ian had got up and gone to the lec-
tern to deliver his “few words.” He 

still hadn’t told her what he was going 
to say, yet she had an idea, and felt that 
he’d make a decent job of it. 

He would say that the Holroyds 
were Yorkshire people, though they’d 
all moved down, some while ago, to 
the “soft south.” And he’d make a sort 
of joke out of this desertion. That was 
the thing, on a serious occasion, to 
make a sort of joke. To ease the ten-
sion. But then he’d nonetheless say, 
turning serious, that Ted Holroyd 
was a true Holroyd and a true, proud  
Yorkshireman. Even in the soft south,  
Ted Holroyd had always remained a 
staunch supporter of Huddersfield 
Town. . . . 

Or something like that.
And this was more or less what Ian 

did say and, yes, he made a good job 
of it. The minister’s “family man” had 
even given him a useful lead-in. And 
yet—poor Ian—none of his eulogy 
seemed to ring true, either; it was all 
just another performance, though a 
good one. And she knew that she must 
never let slip to Ian any hint that she’d 
thought this. 

But now it was her turn to go  
to the lectern. Her brother had said, 
in an oddly chivalrous way, “And 
now my sister, Anne, is going to read 
a poem.”

But did she have to? Really? It said 
so in the Order of Service. It was ex-
pected, so she had to. The poem was 
even printed in its entirety in the Order 
of Service, which meant that people 
would have already read it. So did she 
have to read it again?

There had been a decision to print 
the whole poem, since it would fill out 
the little leaflet and make it more like 
something people might want to keep. 
On the front was a photo of Ted Hol-
royd (“Edward Robert Holroyd”) in his 
handsome early twenties. More hand-
some than Joe Short?

To be truthful, there was nothing 
special about the poem. It was just a 
poem that, in the end, because she’d 
said she’d read a poem, she’d picked 

from a list: Best Poems to Read at a 
Funeral. In that playground, long ago, 
there’d been a saying: true as tripe. Or 
was it one of those things that Sally’s 
mammy, Betty Sykes, had said?

Where was Betty Sykes now? And 
where was Sally? Had Sally Sykes 
grown up to look exactly like her 
mother? And had she, Annie Stevens, 
formerly Holroyd, grown up to look 
exactly like hers? 

Was that what people would mainly 
be thinking as she stood in front of 
them, reading a poem? Doesn’t she look 
just like her mother?

She got up and walked forward with 
her folded piece of paper. Did she have 
to? Didn’t she have the right, as the 
dead man’s daughter—his nine-year-
old daughter—to change her mind, 
even at the last moment? And wouldn’t 
doing something on the spur of the 
moment, because she simply couldn’t 
help it, ring more true?

No, I’m not going to read a poem. 
You can all read it anyway, on the page 
in front of you. You probably already 
have. No, I want to tell you instead 
about a memory I have of my father, 
from a long time ago, when I was a 
small girl. I want to give you—well, a 
sort of sketch of my father.

She walked toward the lectern. Was 
this what the minister had meant by 
“breaking down”? Not being able to 
carry on. But she hadn’t even begun yet. 
What was the signal for that?

Or: she might read, after all, a dif-
ferent sort of poem. A very short one, 
though, in its way, a perfect poem. 
Nothing but rhyme. Not even read it, 
just say it. She might just say, looking 
at all their astonished faces, or per-
haps—better—looking at the coffin, 
“Poor door.”

She reached the lectern. She took 
a breath. She unfolded her piece of 
paper, on which were the same words 
that were printed in the Order of Ser-
vice. She smiled bravely, like a small 
girl called to the front of the class. 
She cleared her throat, then read the 
poem that everyone was expecting and 
would approve of, saying later to her 
that it was a lovely poem to have cho-
sen and that she’d read it very well. 
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Graham Swift on what death does to words.
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Early on, Hoover developed what became a lifelong habit of turning his critics into enemies—and investigating them as such.

BOOKS

THE PRICE OF POWER
For decades, J. Edgar Hoover was the man America trusted.

BY MARGARET TALBOT
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One morning in the fall of 1971, Pres-
ident Richard Nixon set out to fire 

J. Edgar Hoover, the director of the 
F.B.I., who had ruled over the agency 
like a potentate since 1924. The two 
men were longtime friends, united by 
their political affinities, including a 
bone-deep antipathy to the American 
left, Old and New, and a tendency to 

demonize their critics. Over the years, 
Nixon and his wife, Pat, had socialized 
often with Hoover and his companion, 
Clyde Tolson. They had even vacationed 
together in the fifties, at a seaside resort 
in La Jolla, California, owned by a pair 
of Texas oil tycoons who went out of 
their way to put their powerful guests 
at ease. After Nixon lost the 1960 Pres-

idential election, to John F. Kennedy, 
Hoover was frankly disappointed, and 
wrote to urge his friend not to give up 
on politics: “The United States and the 
Free World need a man of your stature 
desperately.” When Nixon made his 
comeback, in 1968, Hoover was a distinct 
asset, an old-school embodiment of law 
and order for a Presidential campaign 

THE CRITICS



that presented itself as the antidote to 
urban uprisings, campus protests, and 
street crime.

But by that fall, more than two years 
into Nixon’s Presidency, Hoover had 
become a liability, the historian Bev-
erly Gage explains in her crisply writ-
ten, prodigiously researched, and fre-
quently astonishing new biography, 
“G-Man: J. Edgar Hoover and the 
Making of the American Century” (Vi-
king). He was seventy-six, and show-
ing his age, napping for hours in his 
office in the afternoons. He was also 
showing, in Gage’s words, “increasing 
levels of vitriol and instability,” inform-
ing the White House, for instance, that 
the four student demonstrators shot to 
death by National Guardsmen at Kent 
State had “invited and got what they 
deserved.” In 1970, for the first time in 
a career in which he had enjoyed re-
markable levels of public approval, half 
of Americans polled by Gallup said 
that they thought he should retire. And 
there was worse to come.

On the night of March 8, 1971, bur-
glars broke into an F.B.I. field office in 
Media, Pennsylvania, and made off 
with a cache of top-secret files. The 
culprits, whose identities would not be 

revealed for years, were a small band 
of Quaker-inspired pacifists who sus-
pected that the F.B.I. had infiltrated 
the antiwar movement and other New 
Left activities. They were proved right 
by the documents, which they pored 
over and then began releasing in 
tranches to two members of Congress, 
Senator George McGovern, of South 
Dakota, and Representative Parren 
Mitchell, of Maryland, and to three 
newspapers, the Los Angeles Times, 
the Washington Post, and the New York 
Times. (McGovern, Mitchell, and the 
L.A. Times turned the files over to the 
F.B.I.; the Post and, later, the Times 
chose to report on their contents.) 
Hoover’s F.B.I., as the files established, 
had engineered a clandestine campaign 
aimed at “disrupting” and “neutraliz-
ing” left-wing and civil-rights organi-
zations through the use of informants, 
smear campaigns, and callous, cunning 
plots to break up marriages, get peo-
ple fired, and exacerbate political divi-
sions. One of the files made reference 
to the name of the project: COINTEL-
PRO, which stood for “counterintelli-
gence program.” It would take years of 
digging by journalists, reams of Free-
dom of Information Act requests, and 

the dogged work of the Church com-
mittee—a congressional body, chaired 
by the Idaho senator Frank Church, 
that was formed in 1975 to look into 
the nation’s intelligence activities—to 
reveal substantially more about the pro-
gram. Under its auspices, the F.B.I. had 
wiretapped Martin Luther King, Jr.,’s 
hotel rooms and recorded his sexual 
assignations. In 1964, soon after King 
was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize, a 
package containing the tapes arrived 
at his home. His wife, Coretta Scott 
King, opened it. Inside was a letter, 
concocted by the F.B.I. and purport-
ing to be from a disappointed Black 
supporter of King’s, that called him “a 
filthy, abnormal animal” while seem-
ingly urging him to kill himself. 
COINTELPRO operatives went on to 
spread a false rumor that the actress 
Jean Seberg was pregnant by a mem-
ber of the Black Panthers. (In fact, she 
was married and pregnant with her 
husband’s child, but, after the rumor 
circulated, she gave birth prematurely 
and lost the baby.) In 1969, COINTEL-
PRO operatives collaborated with Chi-
cago police in the raid that killed the 
twenty-one-year-old Black Panther 
leader Fred Hampton in his bed. 
Hoover, Gage notes, approved a bonus 
for the F.B.I. informant who had drawn 
a map of Hampton’s apartment, in-
cluding where he slept.

In the outcry that followed the early 
revelations about COINTELPRO, some 
members of Congress called for 
Hoover’s resignation. Life ran an om-
inous image of him as a marble bust, 
with the cover line “Emperor of the 
F.B.I.” Even Nixon’s adviser Patrick 
Buchanan told the President that 
Hoover should go, before his reputa-
tion was picked over “by the jackals 
of the Left.” Amid public criticism, 
Hoover had—to Nixon’s annoyance—
become uncharacteristically cautious 
on certain fronts. He was less aggres-
sive than Nixon wanted him to be, for 
instance, in pursuing whoever had 
leaked the Pentagon Papers. In frus-
tration, Nixon secretly authorized the 
creation of a team of intelligence op-
eratives who would do whatever, in 
his view, had to be done. The team 
came to include a former F.B.I. agent, 
G. Gordon Liddy, and was code-
named the Plumbers.“Today’s special is puréed sweet potato on cracker.”
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All that remained was to cut Hoover 
loose. The trouble was that he had no 
intention of leaving. He had already fi-
nagled an extension of the mandatory 
federal-government retirement age of 
seventy. By temperament and by ideol-
ogy, he was inclined to hold on to his 
power in perpetuity. The President and 
his staff spent months scheming about 
how, exactly, to maneuver him out. They 
considered various deal sweeteners—
including the idea of appointing Hoover 
to the Supreme Court. Nixon’s advis-
ers composed a script for the President 
to use at a breakfast meeting with 
Hoover that morning in 1971, in which 
he would be assured that, if he stepped 
down, he would leave with “full honors 
(medal, dinner etc.).” The two men 
spoke for almost an hour at the White 
House, Gage tells us. But, in the end, 
Nixon could not bring himself to re-
cite the script.

In fact, the only commitment that 
came out of the meeting was a conces-
sion from Nixon to increase the F.B.I.’s 
personnel budget. Nixon, in his mem-
oirs, said that he retreated out of loy-
alty to a great man and an old friend. 
But to those in his circle, Gage writes, 
the President “revealed something more 
acute: a fear of Hoover’s skill at wield-
ing power, and a sense that even the 
President was no match for the F.B.I. 
director.” Nixon told his aides, “We may 
have on our hands here a man who will 
pull down the temple with him, includ-
ing me.” Several more months passed, 
during which the President was always 
just about to lower the boom. But when 
Hoover died—at home, of heart fail-
ure, on May 2, 1972—he was still the 
director of the F.B.I. “That old cock-
sucker!” Nixon exclaimed when he got 
the news from his chief of staff. Gage 
puts that reaction down to equal parts 
surprise and admiration for the man 
Nixon used to call his best personal 
friend in government.

Previous accounts of how Hoover 
clung to his position for so long 

have tended to stress his capacity to in-
timidate, and even blackmail, Presi-
dents. Gage certainly does not deny 
Hoover’s talent and taste for these dark 
arts, but she wants to emphasize a sim-
pler explanation, one less flattering to 
America’s self-regard. For a very long 

time, most Americans admired Hoover. 
In the nineteen-thirties, the Bureau’s 
white-collar officers acquired a new 
mystique when, at Franklin Roosevelt’s 
behest, they took on gangsters such as 
John Dillinger and Pretty Boy Floyd. 
For the first time since the Bureau’s 
founding, in 1908, agents were allowed 
to make arrests and carry guns—they 
shot Dillinger down as he left a movie 
theatre in Chicago, where he’d been 
watching a gangster picture. Though 
initially wary of the press and public-
ity, Hoover proved adept at turning 
them to his advantage. The Bureau 
opened its doors to the public for tours, 
and coöperated with Hollywood stu-
dios on a spate of films and, later, a TV 
series that glamorized F.B.I. agents and 
offered tantalizing glimpses of the agen-
cy’s state-of-the-art forensics. (My fa-
ther acted in one of these F.B.I. love-
fests, a B movie called “Parole Fixer,” 
from 1940. He was treated to a trip to 
headquarters, including a turn in the 
basement shooting range, and a highly 
flattering, personally autographed char-
coal portrait of Hoover.) Outside the 
director’s office was a display case that 
contained an array of confiscated weap-
ons, along with John Dillinger’s death 
mask and bloodstained straw boater.

But Hoover’s purview took in far 
more than crime. By the late nine-
teen-forties, he had become the coun-
try’s most reliable anti-Communist war-
rior, more sober (in all senses of the 
word) and less erratic than Joseph Mc-
Carthy, and in it for the long haul. While 
husbanding his hoard of secrets, he 
managed to fashion himself into a sort 
of avuncular avatar of conservative 
Americanism. Until the COINTELPRO 
revelations, that persona insured his 
wide appeal. In interviews with report-
ers and in speeches before women’s 
clubs and the American Legion, Hoover 
extolled Christian faith and the impor-
tance of Sunday school; inveighed 
against “sob sisters,” defense lawyers, 
“convict lovers,” criminal-justice re-
formers, and civil-rights “agitators”; and 
harped on the unrelenting threat of 
Communism to the American way of 
life. “The truth is that Hoover stayed 
in office for so long because many peo-
ple, from the highest reaches of gov-
ernment, down to the grassroots, wanted 
him there and supported what he was 

doing,” Gage writes. In 1964, after he 
gave a press conference in which he de-
nounced King as America’s “most no-
torious liar,” fifty per cent of Ameri-
cans sided with Hoover and just sixteen 
per cent sided with King. (The rest were 
undecided.) And, as the Nixon story 
shows, Hoover’s crepuscular hold over 
Presidents was tenacious. He served 
under eight of them, four Republicans 
and four Democrats, and, Gage makes 
clear, most were either beholden to him 
or scared of him, or both.

There have been other big, ambitious 
biographies of Hoover, but “G-Man” is 
the first in nearly three decades. One 
advantage to writing about him now is 
that, in the realm of national security, 
revelations burble up over time, files get 
declassified, FOIA requests haul out un-
expected specimens in their nets. But 
some of Gage’s freshest takes concern 
Hoover’s upbringing in a respectably 
middle-class but emotionally belea-
guered family, and the formation of his 
racial attitudes in a college fraternity 
with a sentimental attachment to the 
Jim Crow South. Many of the book’s 
other sharp assessments come not from 
secret documents but from generally 
available historical sources that the au-
thor has read with close attention or 
particular nuance.

Hoover was born on January 1, 1895, 
in Washington, D.C., the city in which 
he would always live. His father, Dick-
erson Hoover, worked for the federal 
government, printing maps for the Coast 
Survey. He and his wife, Annie, had 
three children before Edgar, the young-
est, arrived. One daughter had died of 
diphtheria at the age of three, during a 
vacation to Atlantic City, a blow from 
which the family seems never to have 
entirely recovered. Edgar was, Gage 
says, “an ambitious, hard-working child, 
eager to please his teachers and parents 
alike.” The family was loving, his father 
gentle and affectionate. He was also, for 
much of Edgar’s life, gripped by severe 
depression. When Hoover was a teen-
ager, Dickerson was institutionalized 
for a time at a sanitarium in Laurel, 
Maryland. He died in 1921, at the age 
of sixty-four; the death certificate listed 
the causes as “melancholia” and “inani-
tion”—vague diagnoses that hinted at 
how little effective treatment existed 
for the mentally ill. It’s difficult to know 
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exactly how his father’s shadowy con-
dition affected Hoover; there are no ex-
tant letters or journals that reveal how 
he felt about it. But Gage suggests that 
he was probably ashamed of his father, 
viewing his depression as weakness. A 
niece of Hoover’s recalled that he seemed 
angry about it: “He never could toler-
ate anything that was imperfect.”

The Washington that Hoover grew 
up in had the largest Black population 
of any city in the U.S., and was becom-
ing more rigidly segregated. He attended 
an all-white public high school and 
went on to study law at George Wash-
ington University, an institution that 
did not admit Black students until 1954. 
At G.W., in what Gage argues was  
a portentous step, Hoover joined the 
Kappa Alpha fraternity. Founded in 
1865 in honor of Robert E. Lee, Kappa 
Alpha was, according to Gage, a bas-
tion of the Lost Cause mythology that 
glorified the defeated plantation cul-
ture of the slaveholding South. As late 
as the nineteen-fifties, the fraternity’s 
chapters were still holding Confeder-
ate dress balls, blackface minstrel shows, 
and “secession ceremonies.” Hoover re-
mained a loyal alum all his life. Kappa 
Alpha became, Gage reports, his “chief 
source of sustenance and friendship”—a 
model for the overwhelmingly male, 
virtually all-white, sociable but hierar-
chical and ritual-bound F.B.I. that he 
built up as its director. Through the fra-
ternity’s network, he “gained entree to 
Washington’s political elite,” especially 
circles dominated by Southern mem-
bers of Congress. Perhaps even more 
important, Kappa Alpha “solidified the 
conservative racial outlook he would 
preserve, with minor variations, for the 
rest of his life.”

Hired at the Department of Justice 
in 1917, Hoover hunkered down and 
never left. He had held a previous job 
as a clerk at the Library of Congress, a 
two-year stint that sparked his zeal for 
collecting and classifying information. 
At Justice, he was assigned to the Bu-
reau of Investigation, then a relatively 
poky subdepartment known to the pub-
lic, if it was known at all, for sniffing 
out violations of the 1910 Mann Act. 
That changed when Woodrow Wil-
son’s Attorney General, A. Mitchell 
Palmer, began watching political sub-
versives—anarchists, socialists, strike 

organizers, the occasional mail bomber, 
and not a few pacifists who grumbled 
into their liberty cabbage about Wil-
son or his war. In 1919 and early 1920, 
Palmer ordered a notorious series of 
raids, banging on doors to arrest and, 
when possible, deport suspected radi-
cals to Russia, Eastern Europe, or Italy. 
Palmer picked the young Hoover to 
head the new Radical Division, which 
organized these raids. He took to the 
work with enthusiasm, meticulously 
filling the cabinets at headquarters with 
thousands of index cards on trouble-
makers across the country.

It was “an unprecedented experi-
ment in peacetime political surveillance” 
that marked Hoover for life, Gage 
writes. When he and Palmer were chal-
lenged by civil libertarians, a new cat-
egory that rose up partly in response to 
the raids, it “brought out an ugly, vin-
dictive side to Hoover’s personality—
one that had always been there, per-
haps, but that had been controlled by 
a steady diet of praise and success.” Now 
he established a habit that he would 
retain for the rest of his life, of turning 
critics into enemies—and investigating 
them as such. His righteousness, com-
bined with bureaucratic acumen and 
political savvy, won the admiration of 
his superiors. In 1924, he became the 
acting and then the permanent direc-
tor of what was still called the Bureau 
of Investigation. There were those who 
warned that he’d been tainted by the 
excesses of the Palmer Raids; Felix 
Frankfurter, the future Supreme Court 
Justice, was one of them. But Hoover 
was entrenched and wily, and he struck 
a modern note—rejecting rough stuff 
like the third degree for interrogating 
wrongos, and upholding forensic inno-
vations, such as a national repository 
of fingerprints. He was what we might 
now call data-driven.

Was Hoover gay? I would have 
thought that it was a settled mat-

ter by now, but I would have been wrong. 
In a recent book, “Secret City: The 
Hidden History of Gay Washington,” 
the journalist James Kirchick writes, 
“While it ’s certainly plausible that 
Hoover was gay and that Tolson was 
his lover, the only evidence thus far ad-
duced has been circumstantial.” In 2011, 
when Clint Eastwood made a bio-pic 

about Hoover that suggested he and 
Tolson were romantically involved, the 
Washington Post ran an article about 
ex-F.B.I. agents who angrily denied the 
notion. It’s true that, in the absence of 
more direct evidence, we can’t know. 
But Gage, who handles the question 
deftly and thoughtfully, will leave most 
readers with little doubt that Hoover 
was essentially married to Tolson, a tall, 
handsome Midwesterner with a G.W. 
law degree who went to work at the 
Bureau in March of 1928, and whom 
the press habitually referred to as 
Hoover’s “right-hand man.” Neither of 
them ever married, or, it appears, had 
a serious romantic relationship with a 
woman. After Hoover’s mother died, 
in 1938—he had lived with her in the 
family home until then—it was bruited 
about that now, in his mid-forties, he 
was marriageable at last. Hoover half-
heartedly fanned the embers of a con-
venient rumor that he just might be 
engaged to Lela Rogers, the age-ap-
propriate, fervently anti-Communist 
mother of Ginger. In 1939, he gave an 
interview in which he claimed to have 
been searching in vain “for an old-fash-
ioned girl,” adding that “the girls men 
take out to make whoopee with are not 
the girls they want as the mother of 
their children.” Meanwhile, the only 
person with whom he seems to have 
enjoyed a documented flirtation, though 
it was chiefly epistolary, was an F.B.I. 
agent he had assigned to hunt down 
Dillinger, a young man named Melvin 
Purvis. In a correspondence from the 
thirties that Purvis, not Hoover, saved, 
the director dwelled admiringly on his 
agent’s swoon-worthy Clark Gable 
looks; as Purvis’s boss, he alternately 
promoted him and punished him for 
showboating and other infractions. 
(After forcing Purvis out of the Bu-
reau, Hoover never spoke to him again; 
he did not even acknowledge his death, 
by suicide, in 1960.)

Beginning in the mid-nineteen-thir-
ties, Hoover and Tolson, confirmed 
bachelors, as my grandparents would 
say, were almost inseparable. Though 
they did not live together in Washing-
ton, they took a car to work together 
every morning and lunched every day 
at a restaurant called Harvey’s. They 
went to New York night clubs, Broad-
way shows, and the horse races à deux, 
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BRIEFLY NOTED
Chip War, by Chris Miller (Scribner). Silicon chips undergird 
all of modern digital technology, yet only a handful of companies 
are capable of producing them or the nanometre-scale preci-
sion instruments required for their manufacture—making the 
industry “a triumph of efficiency,” Miller writes, but also cre-
ating “a staggering vulnerability.” This history traces the chips’ 
development, from their invention, in America, in the nine-
teen-fifties, to the establishment of a global supply chain con-
centrated in East Asia. Today, nearly all advanced processor 
chips are produced in Taiwan, and Miller mounts a convinc-
ing argument that shifting control of the industry could dra-
matically reshape the world’s economic and political orders. 

Botticelli’s Secret, by Joseph Luzzi (Norton). In 1882, an Austro-
Hungarian art collector purchased a set of drawings by San-
dro Botticelli that had been languishing in private collections 
in France and England for centuries. In this wide-ranging his-
tory, Luzzi considers why the drawings, which illustrated 
eighty-eight cantos of Dante’s Divine Comedy, had fallen into 
oblivion, and charts both Dante’s and Botticelli’s reputations 
across the ages. Many early critics found Botticelli’s drawings 
out of step with Dante’s text, arguing that the Renaissance 
artist’s sensual, full-bodied humans undermined the medieval 
poet’s “visceral yearning for God.” Luzzi, by contrast, reads 
Botticelli’s drawings as “a ‘poem’ in their own regard,” and as 
a crucial link in the “mapping of the human spirit’s transition” 
from one era to the next.

Best of Friends, by Kamila Shamsie (Riverhead). This novel 
begins in Karachi, in the nineteen-eighties, where the opti-
mism of two privileged teen-age girls is punctured when they 
are abducted by a friend’s driver, an event that forces them to 
confront their powerlessness in a world dominated by men. 
Their friendship persists, in diminished form, as the novel 
leaps into present-day London, where the two work on op-
posite sides of Britain’s political divide: one as a venture cap-
italist and the other as a civil-rights campaigner. The pair’s 
frayed bond is tested when their abductor reappears to seek 
the latter’s help. After a fight, as one of them mulls “the un-
changing truth of their friendship through everything the 
world could throw at them,” the other tells her, “A part of me 
has always hated you.”

A Shiver in the Leaves, by Luther Hughes (BOA Editions). Bru-
tality and tenderness intertwine in this collection, which illu-
minates the inner life of a young gay Black man navigating 
desire, depression, family, and faith. Although the poems are 
haunted by historical and contemporary violence, they are also 
often rapturous, revelling in the pleasures of nature and of the 
body. Hughes’s primary mode is almost Romantic, aware of 
death’s ubiquitous presence, yet alive with feeling; allusions to 
Dickinson, Emerson, and Poe abound. For all there is to mourn, 
kinship provides a kind of compass. “I have wanted /noth-
ing/ to do with blackness /or laughter /or my life,” Hughes 
writes. “But, about love,/who owns the right,/ really?”

and vacationed together—Miami in 
the winter and La Jolla for the entire 
month of August every year. (Gage of-
fers a close reading of photographs 
Hoover took in Miami one year, which 
included tender shots of a shirtless Tol-
son at play on the beach, and asleep in 
a deck chair.) Social invitations and 
holiday greetings from anyone who 
knew Hoover at all well and wanted to 
stay on his good side were addressed 
to them both. When Hoover died, he 
left the bulk of his estate to Tolson. 
F.D.R.’s son Elliott later said that his 
father had heard the rumors about 
Hoover’s homosexuality but didn’t care 
“so long as his abilities were not im-
paired.” It was possible for people to 
know the deal and to acknowledge it 
only tacitly, if at all, and for Tolson and 
Hoover to hide in plain sight.

What Hoover felt about all this re-
mains elusive—a frustration, surely, for 
the biographer, and occasionally for the 
reader. We do know what Hoover did 
when, for example, he heard gossip about 
his sexuality or was asked to gather in-
formation about the sexuality of peo-
ple less supremely insulated than he 
was. If an F.B.I. agent overheard you 
suggesting that Hoover was gay, you 
could anticipate an uninvited visit from 
clean-shaven men in hats, and a con-
versation in which you were told to shut 
up or else. Gage describes one such in-
cident, from 1952, in which an employee 
at a D.C. bakery frequented by G-men 
told them that a guy he’d met at a party 
had asked if he’d “heard the director is 
a queer.” The report reached Hoover, 
who, Gage says, sent agents to the man’s 
house “to threaten and intimidate him 
into silence.”

Moreover, Hoover dutifully played 
his part in the “lavender scare” of the 
nineteen-fifties, which targeted homo-
sexuals working in government for ex-
posure and expulsion. (The excuse was 
that they posed a security risk, since it 
was thought that they were somehow 
uniquely vulnerable to blackmail, and 
that, like Communists, they made up a 
kind of secret society lodged in the heart 
of our institutions.) Hoover did not speak 
publicly about the issue the way he did 
about the Communist threat. But he 
obtained from the D.C. police the names 
of people arrested for “sexual irregular-
ities” and passed them along to the White 
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House. Those who worked for the gov-
ernment in any capacity, from filing clerk 
to Cabinet secretary, were supposed to 
be fired—and barred from all future gov-
ernment work. Perhaps he thought that 
his willing participation in a gay witch 
hunt would deflect attention from his 
own private life; perhaps he considered 
himself and Tolson different from the 
sexual irregulars the cops were round-
ing up. In the early nineteen-sixties, when 
a chapter of the Mattachine Society, a 
gay-rights organization, started up in 
Washington, Hoover immediately had 
its meetings monitored by informants. 
Some of the merrier men of the Mat-
tachine, for their part, seemed to have 
got a kick out of sending Hoover invi-
tations to their events. Gage reports on 
a memo in the files that reads, “This 
material is disgusting and offensive and 
it is believed a vigorous objection to the 
addition of the Director to its mailing 
list should be made.”

Hoover’s passion for rooting out sub-
versives in the civil-rights move-

ment, on the other hand, burned bright 
throughout his career, sustained by the 
racial ideology he’d assimilated as a 
young man. For most of his tenure, 
Hoover resisted hiring Black people as 
anything other than chauffeurs and 
greeters. Through a f luke of federal  
bureaucracy, his hiring practices were 
not subject to the same civil-service reg-
ulations as those of other agencies. He 
took full advantage of this loophole  
to recruit preferentially from George 
Washington and Kappa Alpha well into 
the nineteen-forties, with predictably 
homogeneous results. (There were also 
some weird, pseudo-phrenological spec-
ifications: an F.B.I. memo taken in the 
1971 burglary proscribed the hiring of 
men with “pear-shaped heads.”)

Under varying degrees of pressure 
from Roosevelt, Truman, Eisenhower, 
Kennedy, and Johnson, Hoover’s F.B.I. 
did investigate racially motivated mur-
ders in the South. A tipoff to the F.B.I., 
in fact, finally led investigators to the 
bodies of three civil-rights workers mur-
dered during the Freedom Summer, in 
1964, and buried deep in an earthen 
dam in rural Mississippi, where they 
would surely have otherwise remained. 
In the mid-sixties, the F.B.I. even had 
a COINTELPRO unit dedicated to infil-

trating the Ku Klux Klan, and Hoover 
was frustrated by the intransigence of 
white Southern juries who wouldn’t re-
turn guilty verdicts for suspects the 
F.B.I. had helped track down; for one 
thing, it made the Bureau look ineffec-
tive. But Hoover’s heart was just never 
in the harassment of white suprema-
cists the way it was in the hounding of 
Black leftists. For the most part, he re-
sisted calls for F.B.I. agents to protect 
civil-rights demonstrators, and he re-
fused to inform King of credible death 
threats. Lyndon Johnson had to beg 
him to make an exception and send a 
detail to Jackson, Mississippi, to watch 
over King for a few days in the sum-
mer of 1964.

The relationship between L.B.J. and 
Hoover was a push and pull out of which 
emerged some assurance, for a time, of 
King’s safety, landmark civil-rights leg-
islation, and more leverage for Hoover. 
He liked L.B.J. a lot better than he’d 
liked the Kennedys, and he was willing 
to do him some favors. In 1964, when 
Hoover testified about the Bureau, as 
he did each year, before the House Ap-
propriations Committee, he took the 
opportunity to go off the record and 
talk about King’s sexual escapades and 
his ties to former members of the Com-
munist Party. Johnson’s aides worried 
that, once these scurrilous remarks en-
tered the Capitol Hill gossip stream, 
the civil-rights bill they were working 
to pass would be imperilled. Hoover 
could have said more and said it more 
openly—no doubt he would have liked 
to—but doing so would have sabotaged 
Johnson while bringing the Bureau’s 
secret spying operation to light. He held 
off. The bill became law in early July. 
When Johnson signed it, he handed 
out pens to those who’d helped insure 
its passage, and one of them went to 
Hoover, who had done so only by stay-
ing quiet. “With Johnson’s prodding,” 
Gage writes, “Hoover showed that the 
F.B.I. was still capable of producing 
solid and professional work”—tracking 
down the whereabouts of the three mur-
dered civil-rights workers, for instance.

But Johnson also involved Hoover 
in a shady side gig, for which he owed 
the director. L.B.J. feared that he would 
lose control of the 1964 Democratic 
Convention, in late August: there were 
rivals for the nomination, a Black pro-

test delegation from Mississippi chal-
lenging the all-white official one, and 
white Southern Democrats on the ram-
page. Johnson wanted as smooth an as-
cension to the top of the ticket as pos-
sible, so he asked Hoover to have F.B.I. 
agents, supplemented by civil-rights-
movement informants, keep tabs on the 
protesters and on anyone else poised to 
disrupt an all-the-way-with-L.B.J. spec-
tacle. The agents did their job.

At times, Gage argues for Hoover 
as a tragic figure—a man who started 
out with a dedication to public service 
and certain narrow commitments to 
doing things expertly and aboveboard, 
but who allowed his idealistic profes-
sionalism to wane and his mission to 
be corrupted. Yet much that she writes 
about cuts against that interpretation. 
Hoover may indeed have been dedi-
cated to government work and its pos-
sibilities (an orientation that we do not, 
as Gage says, associate with contempo-
rary conservatism). From the Palmer 
Raids to COINTELPRO, however, he was 
never able to understand campaigns to 
expand social or racial or gender equal-
ity as anything other than criminal con-
spiracies, ginned up by foreign agents 
and their dupes. As a result, Gage con-
cludes, “Hoover did as much as any in-
dividual in government to contain and 
cripple movements seeking social jus-
tice, and thus to limit the forms of de-
mocracy and governance that might 
have been possible.” That is a devastat-
ing assessment.

Hoover’s reputation may have suf-
fered, but in one crucial respect he still 
holds the upper hand. In 2027, the re-
cordings that the Bureau made in King’s 
hotel rooms will be released to the pub-
lic. We’ll all have the chance to listen 
to and judge them. In Hoover’s office 
at the time of his own death was a set 
of files containing letters and other pa-
pers that concerned his private life. Ac-
cording to congressional investigators, 
the files included Bureau documents as 
well. Hoover had given orders to his 
long-serving secretary, Helen Gandy, 
to destroy them when the time came. 
On the day he died, Gandy began to 
do so. It took her two months to tear 
up each paper and then make sure they 
were all shredded or incinerated. Hoover 
knew how to keep his own secrets. He 
is keeping some of them still. 
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MUSICAL EVENTS

THE SHOCK OF THE OLD
Kristian Bezuidenhout releases the subtle power of the fortepiano.

BY ALEX ROSS

ILLUSTRATION BY CHLOE CUSHMAN

The other day, the keyboard player 
Kristian Bezuidenhout was stand-

ing onstage at Hertz Hall, on the cam-
pus of the University of California, 
Berkeley, in a state of slight panic. Around 
him were four instruments housed at 
the university’s music department, rep-
resenting stages in keyboard develop-
ment from the seventeenth century to 
the mid-nineteenth. On one side was a 
harpsichord, of the kind that Bach might 
have played. In the middle were two 
fortepianos—early-stage pianos with a 
light action and a crisp, characterful 
sound. Behind them was an 1854 grand 
piano, from the illustrious firm of Érard. 
Modern grands are well-tooled machines, 
fairly predictable in their behavior, even 
if virtuosos fuss over them and badger 
technicians with requests for adjust-

ments. Older pianos, with their varie-
gated mechanisms and idiosyncratic con-
struction, are far more temperamental. 
To present a program on four different 
historical instruments—as Bezuiden-
hout was going to do later that day, in 
a recital for the Berkeley series Cal Per-
formances—is to invite chaos.

“These older instruments, and even 
the modern copies, function so differ-
ently in rehearsal and in concert,” Be-
zuidenhout told me. “Sometimes you 
have this feeling in rehearsal: ‘Oh, yes, 
this is really making sense, the piano is 
really helping me.’ Then, in concert, 
they kind of turn on you. The five-oc-
tave pianos, especially, can betray you, 
leave you in the dust. You say to your-
self, ‘Where is that sound I heard four 
hours ago?’ It may have to do with a 

change of humidity, or a way of react-
ing to the room. But it’s as if they can 
sense your level of stress, your preoccu-
pation, and then they seize up—like 
some kind of really mean cat.” 

The Érard piano was being partic-
ularly skittish. With a seven-octave 
range and an eight-foot frame, it looked 
like a modern piano, but it was not act-
ing like one. Bezuidenhout played some 
chords in the octave below middle C. 
“Down here, it sounds so lovely,” he 
said. “But as you go up higher”—he 
ventured an octave above middle C— 
“it gets impossibly bright.” The timbre 
was curiously strident and unpleasant. 
Bezuidenhout tried shutting the piano 
lid, so that the soundboard was com-
pletely enclosed. He played a few more 
chords, then shook his head.

Bezuidenhout later conferred with 
Jeremy Geffen, the executive and artis-
tic director of Cal Performances. Gef-
fen, a veteran administrator who worked 
for many years at Carnegie Hall, told 
the keyboardist simply to ignore the 
Érard if he didn’t respond to it. Fortu-
nately, Bezuidenhout was finding more 
of a rapport with the larger of the two 
fortepianos—a copy of a Viennese Graf 
instrument from the eighteen-twenties. 
He decided to shift his program so that 
most of it would be divided between 
the fortepianos. 

“Sometimes you ask yourself why the 
hell you are doing this,” Bezuidenhout 
told me. “But the need to adapt to chang-
ing circumstances is what makes it in-
teresting. And there are times when the 
stars do align, when it’s as if the camera 
has been perfectly set up, and it’s the most 
beautiful thing you’ve heard in your life. 
It’s really worth it for those moments.”

Bezuidenhout, a forty-three-year-
old musician who was born in 

South Africa and spent much of his 
youth in Australia, fell in love with pe-
riod instruments at an early age, when 
he began listening to Mozart record-
ings by the pianist Malcolm Bilson  
and the conductor John Eliot Gardiner. 
“The character and energy of the music-
making, the level of detail, the fresh-
ness—I’d never heard Mozart played 
like that before,” he told me. He later 
had lessons with Bilson at the Eastman 
School of Music and made a specialty 
of the fortepiano. 

Early pianos, Bezuidenhout jokes, can be as temperamental as a “really mean cat.”
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“I remember working on Mozart’s 
F-Major Sonata, K. 332,” Bezuidenhout 
went on. “When you play Mozart on a 
modern piano, everyone is always talking 
about grazioso, elegant phrasing, ‘Mozart 
style.’ Scale it down, be careful not to 
overwhelm the music. On the fortepi-
ano, it’s the opposite: you’ve got to push, 
you’ve got to play as if your life depended 
on it. Automatically, the music takes on 
a completely different character: instead 
of restraint, there’s a wonderful feeling 
of letting go. And with the direct action 
of these little hammers on the strings, 
with the natural decay in the mecha-
nism, there’s suddenly a lot more space 
between the notes. That instantly changed 
what Mozart meant to me.”

Between 2009 and 2014, Bezuiden-
hout recorded a nine-volume cycle of 
Mozart’s keyboard music, for the Har-
monia Mundi label. He used modern 
copies of Anton Walter five-octave forte-
pianos, from Mozart’s time. Bilson, Paul 
Badura-Skoda, and Ronald Brautigam, 
among others, had undertaken similar 
projects; a vigorous survey by the pia-
nist-scholar Robert Levin is now avail-
able on the ECM label. But I prize Be-
zuidenhout’s interpretations for their 
tonal variety, their richness of phrasing, 
their sense of fantasy. His Mozart is 
beautiful without ever being pretty—
the fortepiano’s innate pungency makes 
sure of that.

More recently, Bezuidenhout has  
recorded the Beethoven concertos on 
fortepiano, working alongside Pablo 
Heras-Casado and the Freiburg Ba-
roque Orchestra. “With Beethoven, 
there’s a feeling of the instrument start-
ing to buckle under the pressure, as if 
you’re in an airplane in a stretch of se-
vere turbulence,” Bezuidenhout told  
me. “Mozart never pushes to that ex-
tent—he’s kind, he’s mindful of human 
and mechanical limitations. Beethoven 
doesn’t care, and that’s actually rather 
exciting.” Hearing this most familiar of 
composers on a fortepiano restores the 
shock of his advance; on a modern in-
strument, he is always a little bit tamed.

Bezuidenhout began his Berkeley re-
cital at the harpsichord, playing 

Bach’s Toccata in D Minor. He then 
moved to the smaller fortepiano—a 
five-octave model made by Rodney  
Regier, in imitation of Walter—and 

launched into Mozart’s Fantasia in C 
Minor. The timbral shift was notable: 
Mozart probably would not have de-
vised the spare, gnomic opening utter-
ances of the Fantasia on the harpsi-
chord, where sound dies quickly and 
continuous activity is paramount. Be-
zuidenhout stayed at the Walter for 
Beethoven’s “Pathétique”; his account 
had a startling ferocity, with fortissimos 
landing like gut punches.

The Graf-style fortepiano, a six-and-
a-half-octave instrument with consider-
able carrying power, was the sweetheart 
of this keyboard litter. It, too, came from 
Regier, who fashions fortepianos in a 
barn in Freeport, Maine. Bezuidenhout 
began by offering two pieces by Schubert: 
the Andantino from “Moments Musi-
caux” and the slow movement from the 
Sonata in A Minor, D. 537. The timbres 
that emerged were thoroughly bewitch-
ing: an F-sharp-minor arpeggio figure 
in the Andantino sounded as if it were 
being played by a cello and a bassoon in 
unison. Bezuidenhout deepened the oth-
erworldly atmosphere by making use of 
a moderator pedal, which causes a strip 
of cloth to be inserted between the ham-
mers and the strings.  

Bezuidenhout stayed at the Graf for 
a smattering of Mendelssohn: six of his 
“Songs Without Words” and his Three 
Fantasies or Caprices, Op. 16. With the 
fortepiano’s tang and grit, these pieces 
came across more as miniature tone 
poems than as salon confections. Only 
for the final item on the program—Clara 
Schumann’s Romance in A Minor—did 
Bezuidenhout move to the forlorn Érard. 
Partway through the piece, he got up 
and returned to the Graf, eliciting a con-
tented sigh from the audience.

Some didacts of the early-music 
world would maintain that certain com-
posers must be performed on so-called 
original instruments. Bezuidenhout, in 
remarks from the stage at Hertz, dis-
tanced himself from the charged word 
“authentic,” describing his work as “his-
torically inspired.” For me, the experi-
ence of hearing a broad range of rep-
ertory filtered through instruments of 
various eras had the effect of freeing 
the composers from the tyranny of 
norms. This recital captured, above all, 
a sense of music as an evolutionary art, 
reacting to technology in flux and his-
tory in motion. 
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THE THEATRE

ALL FOR ONE
Quiara Alegría Hudes reinvents her memoir in “My Broken Language.”

BY VINSON CUNNINGHAM

ILLUSTRATION BY LAURA LANNES

One of my favorite moments in “My 
Broken Language”—written and 

directed by Quiara Alegría Hudes, at 
Signature Theatre’s Pershing Square Sig-
nature Center—comes when the femme 
performers of the play’s chorus walk in 
willowy patterns around the stage, each 
holding a book by a venerated writer. 
They lay the books on the ground and 
space them out precisely, forming a path. 
That image alone is enough to set forth 
the electric, often moving idea behind 
the play: that the arts we attend to—lit-
erary, religious, choreographic, conver-
sational—are what, in the end, make us 
who we are and set us on our way. These 
books and their words are the substance 

of an unsettled soul, and have paved its 
road outward, into the world.

While the books are paraded, the per-
formers call out the names of their au-
thors: Allen Ginsberg, William Shake-
speare, and Esmeralda Santiago are 
mentioned. (I glimpsed one of my own 
long-loved books, Santiago’s “When I 
Was Puerto Rican,” just before it got 
placed on the ground.) “Where would I 
be without ‘The House on Mango 
Street’?” somebody asks, referencing San-
dra Cisneros’s classic coming-of-age novel.

In Cisneros’s recent poem “Tea Dance, 
Provincetown, 1982,” published in this 
magazine, she describes growing up—
her constant subject—on the raucous, 

energetic dance floors of that summer 
resort town:

We were all on the run in ’82.
Jumping to Laura Branigan’s “Gloria,”
the summer’s theme song.
Beat thumping in our blood.
Drinks sweeter than bodies
convulsing on the floor.

Growing up, that poem posits, happens 
not alone but in concert, not as a private 
individual but as a being among beings 
in thrumming community, each person 
buffing a new facet of another’s emerg-
ing identity. That’s Hudes’s ethos, too. 
Nobody’s ever alone onstage.

“My Broken Language” is adapted 
from Hudes’s memoir of the same name, 
published last year. (Hudes won the Pu-
litzer Prize for drama, in 2012, for her 
play “Water by the Spoonful,” and wrote 
the book for Lin-Manuel Miranda’s mu-
sical “In the Heights.”) The play’s text is, 
almost uniformly, a monologue with the 
texture of loving, lyrical prose. Five per-
formers—Zabryna Guevara, Yani Marin, 
Samora la Perdida, Marilyn Torres, and 
the always exciting Daphne Rubin-Vega, 
a longtime presence in Hudes’s work—
take turns embodying the voice of the 
narrator, here called the Author. They 
move with a fluid grace through a green-
tiled, houseplant-bedecked space, over-
hung with white ceiling fans, designed 
by Arnulfo Maldonado. 

Hudes was raised in Philadelphia, sur-
rounded by the Puerto Rican culture of 
her mother’s family. While one actor 
pours forth Hudes’s autobiographical 
material, often in the form of highly 
charged vignettes, describing social 
worlds and interior states in quick, com-
pressed strokes, the others play members 
of her family: her mother or her coterie 
of revered older cousins.

The Author is obviously Hudes, but 
what makes this an original play and not 
a regurgitated version of her memoir is 
the implication, realized in these bodies, 
that an autobiography is common prop-
erty, not a house behind a fence. Others’ 
real lives, their true personalities—call 
them spirits—shiver through us, leaving 
their mark. They make us dance and sing 
and mimic their speech. Why else can 
our friends “do” us so well, developing 
physical and vocal impressions that flat-
ter and mortify us with their emotional 
truth? Maybe that’s why literature is so 
important to friendship: you read a book Hudes shows how others’ real lives, their true personalities, shiver through us.



and so do I, and suddenly some region 
in both of our minds—a way of talking, 
thinking, feeling—becomes identical.

“My Broken Language” is structured 
in “movements,” a nod to Hudes’s 

musical background: she plays piano and 
studied music at Yale. Onstage with the 
actors, backing them up or marking space 
between their words, is a pianist, Ariacne 
Trujillo-Durand. The sections move for-
ward in time, showing us new aspects  
of the Author’s particular language. First 
comes a lovely portrait of Hudes’s cous-
ins, whom she calls the “Perez women,” 
describing them—and, because their lives 
are all so powerfully intertwined, her-
self—in the kind of detail that comes 
only by way of prolonged proximity:

Cuca, Tico, Flor, and Nuchi. Saying their 
names filled me with awe. They had babies and 
tats. I had blackheads and wedgies. They had 
curves and moves. I had puberty boobs called 
nipple-itis. They had acrylic tips in neon col-
ors. I had piano lessons and nubby nails. They 
spoke Spanish like Greg Louganis dove—twist-
ing, flipping, explosive—and laughed with the 
magnitude of a mushroom cloud.

There’s a wistfulness in passages like 
this one, and throughout the play. It’s 
the feeling of an artist looking back, sur-
veying the fragmented landscape of her 
life, overlaying its confusions in retro-
spect, now armed with hard-won lan-
guage. Hudes has a talent for describ-
ing the bodies of women. She writes 
with a rhythm and a tempo that match 
their curvature, and employs unlikely, 
often funny metaphors, ranging from 
pop culture to archeological and cosmic 
phenomena. Here she is, later on, now 
an M.F.A. student in playwriting at 
Brown, talking about the range of fem-
inine figures she finds:

After an El ride north through the deso-
late landscape, my matriarchs’ bodies were nat-
ural wonders. Nuchi’s eroded cheekbones were 
my Grand Canyon. Mom’s thigh jiggles my 
Niagara Falls. The tattoo on Ginny’s breast  
my Aurora Borealis. Facial moles like cacti in 
the sierra, front-tooth gaps like keyhole neb-
ulae. The cellulite over their asses shone with 
a brook’s babbling glimmer. The sag of each 
tit—big ones and small—like stalactites of ep-
ochal formation. Stalactitties!

That early vignette about Hudes’s 
cousins ends with the Author getting 
her period, that most personal and bodily 
marker of a young woman’s passage into 
a new movement of her life—an early 

digit in the “thousand natural shocks” 
that a girl’s sensibilities become attuned 
to. Soon after that scene comes a differ-
ent kind of rite: the Author witnesses 
her mother, an initiate into the Yoruba 
priesthood, being possessed by a spirit. 
The Author’s voice, moving among bod-
ies, is a kind of possession, too. 

Her mother’s religion, unsanctioned 
and all but unknown in the American 
mainstream, makes Hudes aware that 
she lives her life across spheres, across 
languages, across oceans. This might be 
the deep source of Hudes’s facility with 
figurative language, fired by unexpected 
comparisons: all her life, the play seems 
to say, she has been drawing connections 
between seemingly unlike things. Her 
own unique English—musical, repeti-
tive, intense—is a syncretistic stew. She 
realizes how her mother’s ceremony and 
her cousins’ dancing are really one thing:

How propulsive and insistent their hips 
were, as if conducted by some magnificent force. 
Those gatherings were secular, this one was 
spiritual. And yet, a pulse is a pulse is a pulse. 
A drum is a drum is a drum. Yes, it was true, 
and here lay the evidence: dance and posses-
sion were dialects off the same mother tongue. 
I spoke neither. English, my best language, had 
no vocabulary for the possession nor the dance. 
And English was what I was made of. Would 
my words and my world ever align?

The answer, made evident in this play, 
is yes. “My Broken Language” is the prod-
uct and the proof of a long process. Watch-
ing it and listening to it, my thoughts 
often strayed toward genre. After all, this 
is essentially a personal essay acted out. 
But the complications that so often come 
with personal writing—self-obsession, 
claustrophobic enclosure, a certain stub-
born myopia—are nowhere in evidence. 
Sure, there are places where the Author’s 
voice goes mawkish and her prose crosses 
that often untraceable line between lyr-
icism and purpleness. But probing, intel-
ligent, earnest voices—the kind we hear 
when we close our eyes and think of life—
sometimes tend that way, too. 

As the actors tossed the Author’s voice 
around, each excavating a new aspect of 
its appeal, I kept hoping that the pro-
duction would hint at a way forward for 
personal essayists and other writers grow-
ing tired of their own interior mono-
logues. Maybe they could put them up 
onstage and divide them among bodies 
and see what happens when they bounce 
off the walls. 
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ON TELEVISION

ROYAL DESCENT
Season 5 of “The Crown,” on Netflix.

BY INKOO KANG

ILLUSTRATION BY HOKYOUNG KIM

I f “The Crown” is remembered as a 
great series, instead of just a great-

looking one, it’ll likely owe that reputa-
tion to its spectacular fourth season. The 
first three volumes of the lavishly bud-
geted Netflix series were often snoozy 
and uneven, presenting portraits of Queen 
Elizabeth II and the rest of the Royal 
Family that were as rigid as the institu-
tion they served. Season 4 jolted the se-
ries awake, with the introduction of two 
outsiders, Diana Spencer and Margaret 
Thatcher, whose perspectives clarified the 
Windsors’ blinkered privilege and their 
warped but undeniable humanity. At 
last, “The Crown” became the ambitious 
if staunchly royalist palace drama that 

its creator, Peter Morgan, had intended. 
Few TV premières have been as 

fervently anticipated as that of “The 
Crown”’s fifth season—the first follow-
ing the Queen’s death, in September, at 
the age of ninety-six. But the ten epi-
sodes, released on November 9th, are a 
startling letdown. Season 4 kicked off 
with a literal bang; early on, a boat with 
a member of the Royal Family on board 
was bombed by the I.R.A. Season 5, set 
in the nineties, also launches with a ves-
sel: the Queen’s royal yacht, Britannia, 
which a young Elizabeth describes as 
“dependable and constant, capable of 
weathering any storm.” By 1991, the mold-
ering ship requires a multimillion-pound 

renovation—ideally on the government’s 
dime—as the Queen, now in her sixties, 
tells Prime Minister John Major. Such 
a heavy-handed metaphor for the mon-
archy’s decline might be forgiven were 
it a minor plotline. But Morgan hangs 
on to it like a worn-out security blanket.

Before the première, the Firm’s sup-
porters pressured Netflix to explicitly 
state that the series is a dramatization. 
Presumably, they were concerned about 
the continuation of the story line involv-
ing Diana (played this season by Eliza-
beth Debicki), whose poor treatment and 
suicidal despair were recently brought 
up by Prince Harry and Meghan Mar-
kle. Another cause for alarm was the 
focus on an aging Queen (Imelda 
Staunton) who is out of step with the 
modern world. When Elizabeth ascended 
the throne, at twenty-five, she became 
its unlikely savior. Four decades later, she 
may be its greatest liability. Advisers 
shield her from bad news; she initially 
thinks that Charles and Diana are happy. 
A recurring theme is her inability to fig-
ure out a remote control. Elizabeth, a 
symbol of tradition and constancy, be-
lieves that she should continue as she’s 
always done, even if it means repeating 
mistakes. When her daughter, Anne 
(Claudia Harrison), wants to marry a di-
vorcé (she, too, is divorced), the Queen’s 
instinct is to consign her to a face-sav-
ing isolation, as Elizabeth once did to 
her own sister, Margaret. As the Empire 
decays—Hong Kong reverts to Chinese 
control in 1997—so does its figurehead, 
whose standing in the polls plummets.

There’s an epic sensibility in Mor-
gan’s decision to wind down “The Crown” 
with Elizabeth’s complicity in the with-
ering of the monarchy. But the season 
lacks  narrative deftness and historic scale. 
The show’s strongest episodes have re-
visited nation-defining events in Britain 
and beyond, such as the 1966 Aberfan 
mining disaster, which killed a hundred 
and forty-four Welsh villagers, and the 
Apollo 11 moon landing, which inflames 
Prince Philip’s ambivalence about trad-
ing in a life of adventure for one of royal 
comforts. But Season 5 focusses narrowly 
on the domestic drama inside the pal-
ace. The fall of the Soviet Union cli-
maxes here in a marital spat between 
Elizabeth and Philip ( Jonathan Pryce). 
The lingering image in the show’s re-
telling of Hong Kong’s “handover” is Princess Diana transforms from a helpless victim into a myopic antiheroine.



Charles (Dominic West) flying business 
class. An episode chronicling the trans-
formation of a young Mohamed Al-
Fayed (Amir El-Masry), from a street 
vender in Egypt to a flashy hotelier buy-
ing up property and prestige across Eu-
rope, nods to the demographic changes 
within the U.K. as a result of emigration 
from former British colonies. But Fayed 
is hardly a representative figure; his pres-
ence suggests that Morgan is comfort-
able addressing the racism of the Brit-
ish imperialist project only obliquely.

The idea that Elizabeth should have 
abdicated around the time of her 

annus horribilis—the year that three of 
her four children gave up on their mar-
riages and a fire ravaged Windsor Cas-
tle—isn’t new. This theme is explored in 
the 2006 film “The Queen,” also written 
by Morgan, set in the months after Di-
ana’s death. One senses that Morgan may 
have said pretty much all he has to say—
and more efficiently—in that movie. The 
one major revision is in the characteriza-
tion of Prime Minister Tony Blair, who 
comes across as earnest and reasonable 
in “The Queen” but in “The Crown” is 
endowed with the soul and the style of a 
used-car salesman.

Charles, meanwhile, has only gained 
in Morgan’s regard. Season 4 humanized 
the Prince without making him particu-
larly sympathetic. Season 5 is practically 
pro-Charles propaganda. His relation-
ship with Camilla Parker Bowles (Olivia 
Williams) is outrageously healthy. Even 
the reënactment of “Tampongate”—a 
leaked phone call in which Charles ex-
presses a desire to be Camilla’s tampon—
is unexpectedly tender, restoring to the 
lovers’ chat its jokey, self-deprecating de-
votion. Charles is an intellectually en-
gaged, philanthropically minded, for-
ward-looking leader—one who’s game to 
boogie down in a suit with students from 
disadvantaged backgrounds in a school 
auditorium. That scene, which hinges on 
West’s physical grace and charm, is an 
affront to common sense; it asks us to 
forget the Charles who has railed against 
population growth in the Global South 
and has his shoelaces ironed each morn-
ing. Morgan fails to reconcile the Prince’s 
apparent aptness for the throne with his 
deep unpopularity among the public.

Unsurprisingly, the season’s main vil-
lain is the media. If the episodes offer any 

indication of how the U.K. transformed 
during this period, it lies in the increasing 
viciousness of the press, as the explosion 
of commercial TV tests even the staid 
BBC’s commitment to virtuous program-
ming. Diana is easy prey for unsavory 
journalists, who scheme to take advantage 
of her loneliness. Like so many other 
women of tabloid interest in the nineties, 
Diana has benefitted from feminist revi-
sionism. Season 4 painted her as a virgin 
sacrificed on the altar of good press. Sea-
son 5 takes a more he-said, she-said ap-
proach to her marriage. The depiction 
rings true, though it lacks the camp and 
chaos that enlivened the previous version. 
Sporting the harsh black eyeliner of the 
era, a muted Debicki is allowed to unleash 
the full Diana star power just twice: when 
wooing the unassuming surgeon Hasnat 
Khan (Humayun Saeed), and when she 
meets a now graying Fayed (Salim Daw), 
who remains determined to join the En-
glish élite, dragging his movie-producer 
son Dodi (Khalid Abdalla) with him.

Season 5 shies away from the inevi-
table; Dodi is smitten with a different 
spotlight-seeking blonde by its end. Be-
cause of that timidity (and the com-
pressed time frame), the larger arc feels 
incomplete, structurally unsound. (“The 
Crown” will reportedly span six seasons, 
with the action ending in 2005.) Still, 
there’s a satisfaction in watching the 
young, helpless Diana turn into a myo-
pic, friendless antiheroine whose efforts 
to be understood can only take the form 
of vengeance. Over and over, her con-
fessions become her family’s humilia-
tions. “There were three of us in this 
marriage, so it was a bit crowded,” she tells 
the journalist Martin Bashir (Prasanna 
Puwanarajah), the wounded softness of 
her voice belying the violence she un-
leashes on a wincing Charles and Camilla. 

It’s not just her husband who crumples 
whenever Diana opens her mouth. The 
whimpering heart of the season is her 
teen-age son, William (Senan West). 
Diana, paranoid that her phone calls are 
bugged, turns to him as a confidant, even 
when it’s to gush about her latest boy-
friend. William’s pity for his mother is 
soon dwarfed by embarrassment. “Do 
you have to tell me these things?” he 
begs at one point. Given the unrelent-
ing focus on the petty and the particu-
lar this season, viewers might ask Mor-
gan the same question. 
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THE CURRENT CINEMA

CONSUMING PASSIONS
“The Fabelmans” and “Bones and All.”

BY ANTHONY LANE

ILLUSTRATION BY RUBY FRESSON

A Roman Catholic kid of my acquain-
tance, on his first trip to the cinema, 

paused to genuflect in the aisle before 
taking his seat. A perfectly understand-
able mistake. The same kind of awe con-
sumes Sammy Fabelman (Mateo Zo-
ryon Francis-DeFord), a young Jewish 
boy, as he yields to the ineffable mystery 
of the big screen, at the start of Steven 

Spielberg’s “The Fabelmans.” No bend-
ing of the knee, but Sammy has never 
seen a film before, and his eyes widen, 
in delicious dread, at the sight of a train 
crash in “The Greatest Show on Earth.” 
For him, I reckon, that could be the title 
of every movie ever made.

It is 1952, and Sammy has been taken 
to the pictures, in New Jersey, by his 
parents, Burt (Paul Dano) and Mitzi 
(Michelle Williams). For Hanukkah, 
he gets a train set, and he promptly tries 
to re-create, in miniature, the disaster 
that he saw in “The Greatest Show on 
Earth,” using Burt’s cine-camera. Three 
things are worth noting here. One, 
Sammy makes a pretty good job of it, 
igniting a fascination with filmmaking 
that will take fire throughout his child-

hood and beyond. Two, Mitzi, who in-
stinctively fathoms his reasons for com-
mitting the crash to celluloid (“He’s 
trying to get some kind of control over 
it”), suggests that they keep the project 
to themselves, without telling Burt. Such 
is the initial hint of a closeness, between 
mother and son, that will acquire the 
breathless intensity of a secret. And, 

three, given that “The Fabelmans” is, to 
an extent, a semi-disguised autobiogra-
phy, is it O.K. to glance ahead to the 
gonzo train wreck in J. J. Abrams’s “Super 
8” (2011), on which Spielberg was a pro-
ducer? Could it be that his personal past 
has not merely fed his own work but 
rubbed off on the films of others?

The Fabelman household comprises 
Sammy, his parents, and his three sisters, 
plus, more often than not, Uncle Ben-
nie (Seth Rogen), who isn’t an uncle at 
all. He is Burt’s best friend; both of them 
are involved in electrical engineering, 
riding the swell of the nascent comput-
ing industry, though Burt is clearly the 
smarter of the two. His talent will pull 
the family (plus Bennie) to Phoenix, and 
then (minus Bennie) to California, where 

a plum job awaits at I.B.M. “The Fabel-
mans,” you might say, is exploring and 
expanding on the double impulse that 
has continually tugged at Spielberg: the 
need for roots, versus the risks and the 
rapturous promise of uprooting. No other 
director has dramatized that quandary 
with greater concision. “Come,” E.T. said 
to Elliott, bidding him to board the space-
ship. “Stay,” Elliott replied. His mother, 
gazing on, sank to her knees.

With every change in location, Sammy 
ups his game. As a Boy Scout, in Ari-
zona (now played by the engaging Ga-
briel LaBelle), he recruits his pals to be 
extras, or proud leads, in a Western and 
a war movie. In California, having com-
pleted his odyssey from coast to coast, 
he shoots a beach flick, for the class of 
’64, with ice cream standing in for seagull 
poop and roles for the jocks and the 
Jew-baiters who have made his final year 
so purgatorial. What gratifies Sammy is 
how unmanned the jocks are by view-
ing themselves writ large, and you can 
feel Spielberg insisting, via his hero, on 
moviemaking as a dual-purpose art: a 
technical adventure that throws an emo-
tional punch. Puncturing the surface of 
the film with pins, for example, allows 
Sammy to add a momentary flare to gun-
shots, and it’s only fitting that “The Fa-
belmans” should end with Sammy meet-
ing the aged and cranky John Ford—you 
won’t believe who plays him—and being 
told where the horizon should lie in the 
frame. Top or bottom, apparently. Any-
where in the middle, Ford says, is “bor-
ing as shit.” 

What sort of movie is this? Well, it’s 
a bildungsroman, co-written by Spiel-
berg and Tony Kushner, and peppered 
with incident rather than plotted. Char-
acters get chapters to themselves. Check 
out Monica (Chloe East), the high-school 
belle, who comes on to Sammy by pray-
ing that Jesus descend unto him, or, back 
in Phoenix, Uncle Boris, who shows up 
at the door, uninvited, and preaches cre-
ative zeal. “We are junkies,” he says to 
Sammy. “Art is our drug.” Boris is played 
by Judd Hirsch, doing his kindly fiery-
gruff shtick—the one he gave us in “In-
dependence Day” (1996)—and, report-
edly, earning a round of applause when 
“The Fabelmans” made its début, in To-
ronto. Yet the movie somehow slackens 
as it grows most broad, and I’m afraid I 
could have done without Boris altogether. 

In Steven Spielberg’s semi-disguised autobiography, the protagonist worships film.
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His function is to spell out feelings that 
we sense far more keenly when they lie, 
unspoken, beneath the skin of the action.

That is why the core of the tale re-
sides in an almost wordless scene. (Spirit 
Spielberg back to 1922, to the acme of 
silent Hollywood, and he would slot right 
in.) It seems cozy enough: a peaceful 
evening chez Fabelman. Mitzi, a fine pi-
anist, who dreamed of a professional ca-
reer, plays Bach. Burt, devout as ever, lis-
tens. Sammy, crouched over his editing 
machine, cuts and splices footage from 
a family camping trip. Slowly, however, 
as he runs the film back and forth, he 
realizes that whenever his mother, out 
there in the woods, looked at Bennie—
goofy, grinning Uncle Bennie, a pal to 
all—something flickered between them. 
For an instant, in the background, they 
held hands. Many children happen upon 
a flaw in their parents’ marriage, but the 
happening, for Sammy, is the bitterest 
of blows; through the very medium that 
he worships, and hopes to master in his 
adult life, he catches sight of a truth he 
would rather not know. Film is the 
bringer of pain.

It’s one of the most piercing passages 
in all of Spielberg—up there with the 
finale of “Empire of the Sun” (1987), 
when another boy, marooned by war, is 
reunited with his parents. His father fails 
to recognize him and walks on by; his 
mother sees him, changed utterly yet 
still her son, and gathers him in. How 
strange it is that the guy behind Indi-
ana Jones and Jurassic Park should also 
have delved, fitfully but to a startling 
depth, into the Oedipal agon; if you want 
to anatomize Sammy Fabelman as a 
moody bourgeois Jewish Cold War 
Hamlet, whose mom nixes his dad for 

the sake of an “uncle,” be my guest. You 
could go further, and argue that it’s not 
actually Sammy but Mitzi, in Williams’s 
near-to-the-brink performance, who 
takes possession of the new film. “Do 
you have any idea how much I love you?” 
she asks her son. He, in turn, though he 
treasures his relatives, loves cinema “a 
little more,” as Boris tells him. “The Fa-
belmans” may look nice ’n’ easy as it 
swings along, with a pile of laughs to 
cushion the ride, and a nifty visual gag 
in the closing seconds, but take care. 
Here is a film that is touched with the 
madness of love.

I f anything, the new film from Luca 
Guadagnino, “Bones and All,” is even 

more nomadic than “The Fabelmans.” 
We are in nineteen-eighties America, 
and the movie is eager to hustle through 
as many states as possible. Abbreviations 
flash onscreen: VA, MD, OH, IN. What, 
you ask, could drive such restlessness? A 
hunger for home, a fear of the law? Warm. 
The need for a square meal? Warmer.

On the lam are two young souls in 
love. They meet in a grocery store, where 
Lee (Timothée Chalamet) comes to the 
defense of a customer named Maren 
(Taylor Russell), who is being harassed. 
Before long, the pair of them hook up, 
shackled together by a common plight: 
they are both Eaters, who feast on human 
flesh. Every romance requires an obsta-
cle—something to block a couple’s path 
to happiness and shear them off from 
regular society. Color, class, clan, creed, 
and sexual preference no longer cut it; 
cannibalism, however, is still off-limits, 
though the Cooking Channel is open 
to suggestions.

“Bones and All” is adapted by Gua-

dagnino and David Kajganich from Ca-
milla DeAngelis’s novel of the same name, 
and the opening minutes are a model of 
narrative swiftness. Maren, who is still 
at school and lives with her father, Frank 
(André Holland), attends a sleepover at 
another girl’s house, and bites off more 
than she can chew. Frank’s reaction—“Not 
again”—tells us plenty, signals the need 
to take flight, and makes it inevitable 
that his daughter will go her own way.

Some Eaters can smell one another 
from afar, and Maren is soon sniffed out 
by Sully (Mark Rylance), who radiates 
pure threat. (He has a jaunty feather in 
his hat, which heightens the creepi-
ness—a typical Guadagnino detail.) In 
a movie awash with blood, nothing is 
nastier than the spectacle of Sully wait-
ing patiently for an old woman to die 
before he can tuck in. Sensing danger, 
Maren flees once more, and her loneli-
ness finds no relief until she encounters 
Lee. The two of them are like a brace of 
beautiful scarecrows, and they grab at 
moments of joy as if snatching purses; 
look at Lee, breaking into an empty house 
and dancing wildly to Kiss. “Let’s be peo-
ple,” Maren says, aching for normality, as 
they embrace in a tranquil landscape, but 
that glimpse of a happy ending is over-
taken by events; like Gus Van Sant’s “My 
Own Private Idaho” (1991), this is an an-
them for doomed youth. The horror is 
genuinely visceral, yet the story, aided by 
impassioned work from Chalamet and 
Russell, pushes onward with a rough and 
desperate grace. “Bones and All” proves 
difficult to watch, but looking away is 
harder still. 
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“The patient has requested ‘Stayin’ Alive.’ ”
Paul Greenwood, Pickering, Ont.

“He’s going to need more drugs.”
Brandon Lawniczak, Mill Valley, Calif.

“I’m detecting a beat.”
Sam Skoronski, Mertztown, Pa.

“ Your stomach is growling.”
James Cecil, Baltimore, Md.
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Find more puzzles and this week’s solution at
newyorker.com/crossword

Solution to the previous puzzle:

ACROSS

1 “The Jetsons” pooch

6 British company-name ending: Abbr.

9 Six Flags attraction

13 Athlete whose career is going downhill?

14 Manhattan neighborhood between 
Greenwich Village and Tribeca

15 Apt anagram of “vile”

16 Peninsula adjacent to the Suez Canal

17 Event for a biker gang?

19 Arrived dramatically

21 Grammy-winning rapper Lil ___ X

22 Cereal in a popular snack mix

23 Not bumpy

27 “That’s a ___!” (announcement at the 
end of a film shoot)

28 Root vegetable popular on Thanksgiving

31 Michael who played Alfred in “The 
Dark Knight”

32 Word before couture or cuisine

33 “Don’t Bring Me Down” band, familiarly

34 Like a trip with no out-of-pocket costs

37 U.S. 66, for one: Abbr.

38 Actor Ben of “Dear Evan Hansen”

39 Begin a point in volleyball

40 Fidget spinners or Beanie Babies, once

41 Cranberry and crimson

42 Bridge-and-___ crowd (Manhattan 
commuters from outlying areas)

43 Wiener-schnitzel meat

44 “The ___” (1978 movie musical set  
in Oz)

45 Nondominant parts of chromosomes

52 Like small-batch, handmade goods

53 Some are paid using E-ZPass

55 “The Other Boleyn ___”

56 Techie, stereotypically

57 Colorful spring bloomer

58 Wriggly swimmers

59 Make an effort

60 Capulet, to a Montague

DOWN

1 Donkey

2 Word describing nonfat milk

3 Turner who sang “What’s Love Got to 
Do with It”

4 Enjoy an Agatha Christie murder 
mystery, say

5 Setting for an Agatha Christie murder 
mystery

6 Easy running gait

7 Chicago : deep dish :: New York : ___

8 “Get over your jealousy!”

9 Chill out

10 “Terrible” Russian tsar

11 The second “D” in DVD

12 “So what ___ is new?”

14 I.D.s on W-2 forms

18 Orange-flavored French dessert that’s 
typically flambéed tableside

20 Sound from a satisfied massage recipient

23 Winter neckwear

24 Island nation just south of Sicily

25 Like a well-___ machine

26 Number on a blue ribbon

27 Craves

28 Have a craving (for)

29 “Stayin’ ___” (disco hit that can be used 
as a timing aid when performing CPR)

30 Catwalk walker

32 Performer who gets top billing

35 Amiable

36 Implement with gel and fountain 
varieties

42 Standup comic Notaro

43 Accessories in bridal magazines

44 Fuse two pieces of metal

45 Road ___ (anger while driving)

46 Southernmost of the Great Lakes

47 Key in many PC shortcuts

48 What your mileage may do, idiomatically

49 “Bacon,” “lettuce,” or “tomato,” e.g.

50 Fashion magazine with a French name

51 Slender

54 James Bond or Austin Powers
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