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Dexter Filkins (“An Accidental Revolu-
tionary,” p. 38), a staff writer, received 
a National Book Critics Circle Award 
for “The Forever War.”

Amanda Gorman (Poem, p. 62) is the 
youngest inaugural poet in U.S. history. 
Her latest book is “Call Us What We 
Carry.”

D. T. Max (“Coin Toss,” p. 22) is a staff 
writer and the author of “Every Love 
Story Is a Ghost Story: A Life of David 
Foster Wallace.”

Caitlin Reid (Puzzles & Games Dept.) 
has been a crossword constructor since 
2017. Her puzzles have appeared in the 
Times and the Wall Street Journal.

Colin Barrett (Fiction, p. 58) is the au-
thor of two short-story collections, 
“Young Skins” and the forthcoming 
“Homesickness,” which will be out 
next year.

Doreen St. Félix (On Television, p. 82), 
The New Yorker’s television critic, has 
been a staff writer since 2017.

Elizabeth Kolbert (“A New Leaf,” p. 30) 
became a staff writer in 1999. Her 
books include “The Sixth Extinction,” 
which won the 2015 Pulitzer Prize for 
general nonf iction, and “Under a 
White Sky.”

Michael Schulman (“The Straight Man,” 
p. 50), a staff writer, began contribut-
ing to The New Yorker in 2006. He is 
the author of “Her Again: Becoming 
Meryl Streep.”

Meghana Indurti (Shouts & Murmurs, 
p. 29) is a standup comedian and a 
humor writer based in Los Angeles. 

Edward Steed (Cover) has contributed 
cartoons to the magazine since 2013.

Casey Cep (Books, p. 76), a staff writer, 
published “Furious Hours: Murder, 
Fraud, and the Last Trial of Harper 
Lee” in 2019.

Christian Wiman (Poem, p. 43) is the 
author of several books, including the 
memoir “He Held Radical Light” and 
the poetry collection “Survival Is a Style.”



Arizona (“Towering Infernos,” Novem-
ber 15th). I was a nineteen-year-old work-
ing for the Avra Valley Fire District. That 
day—the hottest of the year—I carried 
sixty pounds of hose and couplings down 
to the hotshots on the front line. I emp-
tied my bag at the bottom of the hill, in 
a grove of ponderosa pines, while a hand-
crew scraped the earth under a canopy 
of crackling needles. The air seemed to 
be searing. Suddenly, an enormous whoosh 
rose from the canyon, and a copse of 
aspen exploded. A stream of hotshots 
running up the hill shouted back at us 
to evacuate. When we reached the road, 
there was chaos. Firefighters threw their 
gear into any truck that had room. We 
drove to safety as a pyrocumulus cloud 
rained ash and fire from above.

That day, we witnessed a kind of fire 
we had never seen before. Decades  
of wildfire suppression combined with 
a warming planet had created time 
bombs all over the West. And we were 
employing an outdated strategy: spend-
ing hundreds of millions of dollars to 
send college-age crews into tinderbox 
forests with shovels and axes. A six-foot 
firebreak versus a pyroCb? The knife-
to-a-gunfight idiom fails to capture how 
dangerously ill equipped we were.

It is encouraging to read that some 
organizations are beginning to employ 
preventive-burning practices. Fires are 
a natural process, important for the 
health of a forest, and, if preventive burn-
ing is not adopted by the Forest Ser-
vice immediately, the environmental 
consequences will be dire. Preventive 
burning has other benefits, too: aggres-
sive winter burning will keep firefight-
ers employed throughout the year. It 
will also ease the physical and emotional 
burdens that megafire summers place 
on firefighters. 
Nic Tarter
Portland, Ore.

PAIN AND GAIN

Meghan O’Gieblyn, in her review of  
recent books about suffering, points  
out that many people believe hardship 
can be a source of good things (Books, 
November 15th). I can attest to this. I 
spent the year of 2011 working in an im-
poverished town in the Australian out-
back. I did not choose to do this, and  
I did not have the resources to leave. The 
suffering I observed during this time 
was crushing. Even a year or two after  
I returned to the U.S., when people  
asked what the experience had yielded, 
I couldn’t say. Only later did I realize that 
it had changed me utterly. That year was 
difficult. (Indeed, I, along with most of 
my fellow-workers, was paid an hourly 
“hardship” bonus by the Australian gov-
ernment.) But wherever I lived from then 
on felt like sheer good fortune. It seems 
to me that, to quote Louise Glück, every-
where I turn is luck.
Louise Wareham Leonard
Wolcott, N.Y. 

O’Gieblyn offers a variety of explana-
tions for why some people seek out pain 
rather than avoid it. An attraction to 
pain can be bewildering, but the insights 
of the renowned behaviorist B. F. Skin-
ner provide some useful context. Skin-
ner’s studies of operant conditioning 
show how positive and negative rein-
forcements play a role in our behavior. 
When an aversive stimulus, like pain, is 
applied, there is necessarily a reward 
when that stimulus ends—thus, one can 
learn to experience pain as the precur-
sor to pleasure. Seen in this light, sex-
ual masochism, and also the seeking out 
of nonsexual pain and suffering, looks 
less counterintuitive. 
Louis R. Franzini
Jacksonville Beach, Fla. 
1

THE AGE OF MEGAFIRES

M. R. O’Connor’s piece about fighting 
megafires brought to mind an experi-
ence I had in 2004, when I evacuated 
alongside Mike West during the “blowup” 
of the Nuttall Fire, on Mt. Graham, in 

•
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
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The photographer Gordon Parks was the first Black director to make a major-studio feature: “The Learn-
ing Tree,” from 1969, an autobiographical drama about growing up in Kansas in the nineteen-twenties. It’s 
screening in Anthology Film Archives’ near-complete retrospective of Parks’s films (through Dec. 11). Also 
included are the TV movie “Solomon Northup’s Odyssey,” the bio-pic “Leadbelly,” the personal documen-
tary “Moments Without Proper Names,” and, of course, the Harlem-based private-eye thriller “Shaft.”  

As New York City venues reopen, it’s advisable to confirm in advance the requirements for in-person attendance.
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In 2007, Robert Plant, the Led Zeppelin front man, and Alison 
Krauss, the decorated bluegrass singer, released the collaborative 
album “Raising Sand,” which not only defined a moment in modern 
roots music but won a Grammy for Album of the Year. More than 
a decade later, the two seemingly varying musicians pick up where 
they left off with the follow-up “Raise the Roof.” They do all they 
can to re-create the conditions that produced the original’s magic: the 
album is again helmed by the Americana legend T Bone Burnett, who 
is assisted by some of the finest session players in the world, and they 
convene once more for a collection of stunning covers handpicked by 
Burnett himself. The pair’s contrasting vocals remains the draw, but 
this sampler of styles—which includes the blues of Allen Toussaint 
and the indie rock of the Tex-Mex band Calexico, along with the 
folk of Anne Briggs and the country of Merle Haggard—stands to 
reinforce the entire cast’s deep love of roots sounds.—Sheldon Pearce 

AMERICANA

1

MUSIC

Kati Agócs
CLASSICAL The signature “Composer Portraits” 
series at Miller Theatre, which has supplied 
a vital platform for dozens of established 
and emerging artists through the years, re-
sumes for the venue’s first in-person event 
since March of 2020. In the spotlight is Kati 
Agócs, whose music is known for its elemen-
tal strength and generous lyricism. “Voices 
of the Immaculate,” performed, in its world 
première, by the soprano Lucy Dhegrae, with 
the chamber collective Third Sound, blends 
scripture from the Book of Revelation with 
testimony from victims of abuse by clergy. 
“Immutable Dreams,” a quintet from 2007, 
completes the program.—Steve Smith (Miller 
Theatre; Dec. 9 at 8.)

“Eurydice”
OPERA Matthew Aucoin’s opera “Eurydice,” 
adapted from Sarah Ruhl’s play of the same 
name, isn’t exactly a retelling of the Orpheus 
myth from the heroine’s point of view, although 
we do see Eurydice’s descent to Hades and her 
various encounters there—some heartbreaking, 
others quite funny—as though she were Lewis 
Carroll’s Alice in the underworld. Erin Morley 
lends her a saucy, independent streak and a 
shimmery soprano that peals like a string of 
tiny bells in her upper register. But Eurydice 
is a reluctant muse: in her central aria, “This 
is what it is to love an artist,” she becomes 
music, mimicking the gorgeous swirls and up-
ward scales of Aucoin’s score, but she does not 
readily reveal her feelings. The baritone Joshua 
Hopkins sounds handsome and reassuring as 
Orpheus, and the conductor Yannick Nézet-
Séguin stirs up an atmosphere of equivocation 
and suspension. The ascent from Hades is a 
highlight of Mary Zimmerman’s thoughtful 
production.—Oussama Zahr (Metropolitan Opera 
House; Dec. 8, Dec. 11, and Dec. 16.)

Laura Marling
FOLK The pandemic brought a pair of dis-
tinct Laura Marling albums—“Song for Our 
Daughter,” a 2020 solo release, and “Ani-
mal,” from July, the second LP by LUMP, 
her duo with the producer Mike Lindsay. 
The records travel in separate lanes: “Song 
for Our Daughter” is the thirty-one-year-old 
Brit’s seventh solo album of patently earnest 
folk songs, whereas the chillier LUMP ma-
terial casts Marling’s downbeat croon in soft 
dance beats, like Joni Mitchell gone disco 
diva. Both deviate from the diaristic tone of 
the musician’s earlier work while retaining its 
feminism. “Song for Our Daughter,” the focus 
of Marling’s show at Brooklyn Made, on Dec. 
13, draws inspiration from Maya Angelou’s 
“Letter to My Daughter.” Some are cautionary 
tales, others are answer songs, but all come 
steeped in warmth, empathy, and meticulous-
ness.—Jay Ruttenberg 

Lyra Pramuk
EXPERIMENTAL The recordings of the Ber-
lin-based electronic artist Lyra Pramuk 
constitute a symphony of the self—choral 
music illuminating just how sublime the 
experience of solitude can be. Her début 

full-length, “Fountain,” from 2020, is built 
solely on digitally processed layers of her 
conservatory-trained voice. This staggering 
song cycle can sound ambient or operatic, 
toweringly abuzz or bathed in light, evoking 
hymns and showcasing daring extended vocal 
technique—as if Enya had collaborated with 
Anohni, or Meredith Monk had amplified 
the wordless melodies of Elizabeth Fraser. 
The grandeur of classical fuses with the dy-
namism of pop to produce a divine spirit of 
becoming. Pramuk has previously collaborated 
with Holly Herndon and Colin Self, musicians 
who similarly research themselves and the 
future. And although “Fountain” was largely 
self-contained, the live U.S. première will 
expand Pramuk’s robust interior world ever 
outward. On Dec. 10-11, Pramuk is joined by 
an ensemble at the contemporary art center 
MOMA PS1.—Jenn Pelly 

Randy Ingram and Aubrey 
Johnson Duo
JAZZ The seamless union of pianist and vocalist 
is, in a jazz context, an act of immeasurable 
poise and trust; the keyboardist is alternately 

a selfless accompanist and a measured soloist, 
the singer both a featured artist and a gracious 
collaborator. Aubrey Johnson, a knowing vocal 
artist and a committed educator, attempts this 
artistic balancing act with Randy Ingram, a 
pianist of taste and resourcefulness, at Soap-
box gallery, on Dec. 9. The fact that both have 
independently recorded Jimmy Rowles’s ex-
quisite composition “The Peacocks”—Ingram 
on the album “The Wandering,” from 2017, 
and Johnson on her début album, “Unraveled,” 
from 2020—is a sure sign that kindred stars 
are aligning.—Steve Futterman 

Josey Rebelle: “TTT Mixtape”
ELECTRONIC Dance d.j.s tend to craft smooth 
rhythmic arcs with disparate recordings, com-
municating a persona through their selections, 
but sometimes their more free-form moments 
are the most telling. Back in April, the London 
house spinner Josey Rebelle made “TTT Mix-
tape,” a ninety-minute outing for the British 
dance label the Trilogy Tapes (which is now 
available on its SoundCloud). Rebelle’s set 
doesn’t hew to any specific b.p.m. range, but 
she ties together, with finesse, a wide range 
of formative material, from eighties electro 
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One of Robert Battle’s most significant acts as the director of Alvin 

Ailey American Dance Theatre was to name Jamar Roberts as choreog-
rapher-in-residence just before the pandemic. Roberts, who joined the 
company in 2002, is a dancer of great power and stature, as well as surprising 
delicacy and vulnerability. On Dec. 9, as part of Ailey’s City Center season 
(through Dec. 19), Roberts retires from dancing with the company, in a 
farewell program that includes a new solo for himself, “You Are the Golden 
Hour That Would Soon Evanesce,” set to music from the jazz composer 
Jason Moran’s album “The Sound Will Tell You,” played live by Moran. 
It promises to be larger than life, just as Roberts is.—Marina Harss

CONTEMPORARY DANCE

is a pop-and-locker, and the hoop dance is 
Native American. This year, the production, 
returning to the Kings Theatre, on Dec. 11, has 
been expanded, with a hip-hop-ballet battle 
and a new Mother Ginger, to fill out the full 
Tchaikovsky score.—B.S. (kingstheatre.com)

Juilliard Dance
In their first live “New Dances” show since 
the beginning of the pandemic, the students 
of Juilliard Dance present new works by four 
choreographers. Justin Peck, whose choreogra-
phy drives Steven Spielberg’s new film adap-
tation of “West Side Story,” has made a piece 
for the fourth-year students, to be performed 
in sneakers. (It’s set to an electronic score by 
Dan Deacon.) Caili Quan, a budding chore-
ographer who until recently was a dancer with 
BalletX, is paired with the first-years; Rena 
Butler, of Gibney Dance Company, is working 
with the sophomores on a piece inspired by 
Edgar Allan Poe’s “The Tell-Tale Heart”; and 
Norbert De La Cruz III (an alum) is making a 
dance for the third-year students. The Quan 
and the De La Cruz pieces are accompanied 
live by Juilliard musicians.—Marina Harss 
(Dec. 8-12; Peter Jay Sharp Theatre.)

New York Theatre Ballet
As “Nutcracker”s go, New York Theatre Bal-
let’s staging is short and sweet, distilled to one 
hour to accommodate the attention spans of 

1

THE THEATRE

Assassins
There is a giddy and deep pleasure to be 
had from this stripped-down revival of Ste-
phen Sondheim’s musical, directed by John 
Doyle, about the desperate and the deluded, 
people who were stepped on until they de-
cided that their only recourse was to grab 
a gun and point it at the President. (The 
show’s book is by John Weidman, based on 
a great, perverse idea by Charles Gilbert, 
Jr.) Try not to hum along as John Wilkes 
Booth (Steven Pasquale), John Hinckley, Jr. 
(Adam Chanler-Berat), Lynette (Squeaky) 
Fromme (Tavi Gevinson), Sara Jane Moore 
(Judy Kuhn), and the rest of this band of 
murderous misfits serenade you with their 
conviction that, per Thomas Jefferson, “ev-
erybody’s got the right to be happy.” The 
Balladeer (the appealing Ethan Slater) guides 
us with optimistic sanity through the tales 
of each, from the anarchist Leon Czolgosz 
(Brandon Uranowitz), a factory worker whose 
furious analysis of capitalist oppression is 
spot on—though his assassination of Wil-
liam McKinley doesn’t do much to change 
things—to Charles Guiteau (Will Swenson, 
electric with comic charisma), an unhinged 
self-promoter who cakewalks his way to the 
gallows after he offs James Garfield for refus-
ing to name him Ambassador to France. This 
pitch-dark show, which deals with the slimy 
underbelly of American dreams, couldn’t 
be more upbeat, and that’s what gives it its 
eerie power.—Alexandra Schwartz (Reviewed 
in our issue of 11/29/21.) (Classic Stage Com-
pany; through Jan. 29.)

Clyde’s
In Lynn Nottage’s new play, directed by Kate 
Whoriskey, Clyde (Uzo Aduba) is the badass, 
shit-talking, intermittently horny, sometimes 
violent proprietor of a run-down sandwich 
joint at a truck stop. She’s also an ex-convict, 
and so are the people who work for her, a fact 
that she hangs over their heads like rain in a 
cloud at every opportunity. Tish (Kara Young, 
in a great performance) is a single mom sad-
dled by a trifling, untrustworthy co-parent. 
Rafael (Reza Salazar) fumblingly pines for 
her. Jason (Edmund Donovan) is the new guy, 
initially quiet and sullen, marked up with 
white-supremacist tattoos. They’re all under 
the thrall of the sagelike Montrellous (Ron 
Cephas Jones), a kind of sandwich guru, who 
wants to jazz up the place with new recipes 
and more tender attention to ingredients. The 
characters’ life stories come between slapstick 
riffs on sandwich-making and kitchen eti-
quette—a bunch of well-performed gags—and 
as a result the play has trouble finding its 
tone. Clyde is never subjected to the kind 
of scrutiny that makes watching a character 
worthwhile, and it’s hard to figure out how se-
riously to take the putatively tough moments 

1

DANCE

Les Ballets Trockadero de 
Monte Carlo
Still combining low comedy with high tech-
nique, this all-male troupe, founded in 1974, 
brings its loving mockery of ballet back to 
the Joyce Theatre, for a three-week holiday 
run, Dec. 14-Jan. 2. The first of two programs 
features, amid repertory staples, the New York 
première of “Nightcrawlers.” A parody of Je-
rome Robbins’s “In the Night,” it’s a kind of 
sequel to the early Trocks classic “Yes, Virginia, 
Another Piano Ballet,” as well as a return to 
Trocks choreographing for the group’s long-ab-
sent co-founder Peter Anastos. The second 
program offers, for the first time at the Joyce, 
a “Nutcracker” pas de deux that sends up the 
season head-on.—Brian Seibert (joyce.org)

“The Brooklyn Nutcracker”
“The Brooklyn Nutcracker” stands out for 
its cultural inclusivity. There’s a Victorian 
holiday party and a Russian-ballet “Waltz 
of the Flowers,” but Uncle Drosselmeyer 

younger audience members. The production 
is graced with a lovely Art Nouveau set, with 
parts that move to reveal the story’s different 
scenes, and clever choreography, by Keith 
Michael, for its tiny cast. The score is a record-
ing.—M.H. (Dec. 10-12; Florence Gould Hall.)

to nineties techno, that often wears its vinyl 
fuzz proudly, which just adds to its throwback 
feel.—Michaelangelo Matos 
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in the play, or what to do with the biographies 
we’re offered.—Vinson Cunningham (12/6/21) 
(Helen Hayes; through Jan. 16.)

Trouble in Mind
This 1955 play by Alice Childress, making its 
much belated Broadway début (directed by 
Charles Randolph-Wright for Roundabout 
Theatre Company), slowly unravels an aging 
actress named Wiletta (LaChanze), who is 
reluctantly exposed to an acting approach 
that asks her to find emotions to support 
the actions of her character. Her director, Al 
Manners (Michael Zegen), fancies himself 
a social and artistic progressive. The play 
they’re rehearsing, slated for Broadway, is 
about small-town Black folks who, because 
they want the right to vote, get threatened—
and worse—by a gathering lynch mob. Al, 
who is white, expresses dissatisfaction with 
Wiletta’s performance as a mother whose son 
is in trouble, asking her to “justify” her char-
acter’s decisions—not merely to act them out 
with rote professionalism—and Wiletta begins 
asking questions that the script, and her di-
rector, just can’t answer. “Trouble in Mind” is 
pessimistic about the structures that underpin 
the entertainment industry, but it is bullish 
about the possibilities of earnest artistic pur-
suit. Even a schmuck like Al can read some 
Stanislavsky, bring it clumsily into rehearsals, 
and, unwittingly, spark the beginnings of a 
revolution.—V.C. (12/6/21) (American Airlines 
Theatre; through Jan. 9.)

1

ART

James Ensor
Expressions of disgust approach the sublime 
in the barbed œuvre of this Belgian painter, 
who attracted scandal in the late nineteenth 

century with such iconic canvases as “Christ’s 
Entry Into Brussels in 1889,” a brightly ma-
cabre street scene. Ensor’s preoccupations 
surface less festively at Gladstone 64, in small, 
mostly black-and-white works from the same 
period, on view in “An Intimate Portrait,” 
curated by Sabine Taevernier. The earliest 
pieces here are two self-portraits from 1879, 
in which the artist emerges in profile from 
a candlelit gloom. A decade later, he revis-
its that pose in the tiny, grim etching “My 
Skeletonized Portrait.” Ensor’s angst-tinged 
renditions of the supernatural—his penchant 
for skulls and masks—anticipated and inspired 
the next century’s Surrealist and Expressionist 
movements. But these historic works seem 
particularly personal, even private, in the rare, 
focussed context of this gallery presentation, 
their diminutive scale conveying the psychic vi-
cissitudes of an interior life.—Johanna Fateman 
(gladstonegallery.com)

Catherine Murphy
There is no doubt that Catherine Murphy is 
one of America’s greatest living realist paint-
ers, but I wonder if that superlative might rub 
her the wrong way. Grandiosity is antithetical 
to Murphy’s attentive approach. The obser-
vational gifts that the artist has been honing 
for fifty years—she paints from life, not from 
photographs, and can spend years at work 
on one picture—uncover epiphanies in the 
mundane. Under her brush, the intricate play 
of light on clear trash bags may call to mind 
the work of the seventeenth-century French 
painter Chardin, another adept of the modest 
sublime. Murphy is also having an ongoing 
dialogue with modernist abstraction. One 
quietly dazzling triumph in her new exhi-
bition, at the Peter Freeman gallery, is the 
six-foot-square “Canopy,” in which colorful 
plastic buckets of water reflect the trees under 
which they’ve been placed. Yes, the canvas 
intertwines still-life and landscape, but it’s 

also a riff on the repetitive strategies and in-
dustrial materials of Minimalism, and even 
a sly evocation of Abstract Expressionism 
and the question posed by Barnett Newman, 
in his famous 1966-70 series, “Who’s Afraid 
of Red, Yellow, and Blue?”—Andrea K. Scott 
(peterfreemaninc.com)

Helen Pashgian
Johannes Vermeer and the aerospace industry 
rarely come up in the same conversation. 
But they connect in the celestial sculptures 
of Helen Pashgian, who should be as ac-
claimed as James Turrell or Robert Irwin. 
All three artists were part of the Light and 
Space movement, a loosely affiliated (and 
mostly male) group, based in L.A. in the 
late nineteen-sixties, that shared an interest 
in geometric abstraction and luminosity, ex-
perimenting with new materials then being 
developed by NASA. Pashgian first set out to 
be an art historian, making close study of the 
Dutch masters’ translucent layering, but when 
offered a spot in a Harvard Ph.D. program, 
in 1958, she declined in order to concentrate 
on her own art. Within a decade, she had 
pioneered a radical process of casting hot 
resin with elements of solid acrylic, resulting 
in small, lambent orbs that appear, somewhat 
miraculously, to contain infinite shafts of 
light. The transcendently beautiful exhibition 
“Helen Pashgian: Spheres and Lenses,” at the 
Lehmann Maupin gallery, is the artist’s first 
solo show in New York City in fifty years. 
Linger in the “Lens” installations, in which 
epoxy disks seem to float, vanish, and rema-
terialize in two darkened rooms in the course 
of five mind-expanding minutes.—A.K.S. 
(lehmannmaupin.com)

Sophie Taeuber-Arp
This wonderful retrospective at MOMA 
tracks the multifarious achievements of a 
Swiss virtuoso of many crafts—textiles, mar-
ionettes, stained glass, staggeringly labor-
intensive beading—who worked under the 
radar of ruling styles until her death, in 1943, 
at the age of fifty-three. My first-ever solid 
take on Taeuber-Arp was via a survey, also at 
MOMA, of the genesis of abstract art, circa 
1910-25. I kept coming back to her smallish 
wool embroidery of rectangular forms, “Verti-
cal-Horizontal Composition,” from 1916. (It’s 
on view in the current show, too.) Beautiful, 
utterly assured, and ineffably heartfelt, it 
made Taeuber-Arp’s male associates (Kandin-
sky, Mondrian, and Malevich among them) 
seem relative louts, worked up about innova-
tions that were a breeze for her. No matter 
how committed she could be to geometric 
order, Taeuber-Arp communicated her free-
dom. That embroidery was “woman’s work” 
by the standards of the time added to my star-
tlement, upending the lazy pejorative. Good 
is good whether accomplished with a brush 
or with a needle. Far from incidental in her 
epoch, Taeuber-Arp was integral to the whole-
sale expansion of what art could be and how 
it could alter the world at large. This show 
recasts assumptions of value that were long 
held hostage to hierarchies of medium and 
that were dominated, with rare exceptions, 
by men. The story it tells liberates thinking 
about what has mattered—and still does, and 
henceforth will—in our cultural annals of con-
sequential genius.—Peter Schjeldahl (moma.org) H
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In 1906, the Swedish painter Hilma 

af Klint received a message during a 
séance: “You will commence a task that 
will bring great blessings on coming 
generations.” The latest boon is “Tree of 
Knowledge,” eight newly discovered wa-
tercolors, on view at the David Zwirner 
gallery through Feb. 5. Af Klint made 
these lyrically precise works in 1913-15, 
and gifted them to the Austrian es-
otericist Rudolf Steiner. An arboreal 
silhouette anchors each image, attended 
by spheres, pyramids, and shapes that 
suggest cellular structures. Delicately 
rendered birds and flowers recall both 
the decorative motifs of Art Nouveau 
and the filigree of illuminated manu-
scripts. The album-like cycle is a rap-
turous coda to the Guggenheim’s 2018 
af Klint blockbuster.—Johanna Fateman

AT THE GALLERIES
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Bruno Dumont, who has been on a tear of uproarious and politically 
trenchant inventiveness since making the 2014 drama “Li’l Quinquin,” 
rips furiously into the Internet-juiced mediascape in his new film, 
“France” (opening in theatres on Dec. 10). The title refers both to 
the country and to a TV journalist, France de Meurs (Léa Seydoux), 
whose ambitious yet stage-managed reports from war zones—and 
one-upping confrontations with officials, including France’s President, 
Emmanuel Macron—are done with one eye on ratings and the other 
on social media. These exploits have made her famous, and fame has 
alienated her from her principles, her emotions, her family, and herself. 
A minor accident that becomes a major Internet sensation sends her 
into a tailspin of depression and into another vortex of media attention; 
real tragedy hits mainly as a photo op. Amid the film’s riotous satire 
involving tricked-out news and political distortions, Dumont plants a 
melancholy melodrama of an identity crisis: the television star and the 
nation are equally unrecognizable to themselves, and equally isolated in 
the distorting mirrors of their own fabricated images.—Richard Brody

ON THE BIG SCREEN

1

MOVIES

Collective: Unconscious
This omnibus film, from 2016, is composed 
of five short segments by leading indepen-
dent-film directors who adapted one anoth-
er’s literal dreams; the best entries combine 
hallucinatory visions with sharply critical 
perspectives. Josephine Decker, in “First 
Day Out,” unites impressions of incarcer-
ation and liberation in ecstatically onrush-
ing continuous takes, in which heightened 
choreography and incantation suggest, with 
veiled bitterness, dreams of freedom that 
remain mere dreams. Lauren Wolkstein’s 
film “Beemus, It’ll End in Tears” starts with a 
droll tale of Mt. St. Helens erupting during a 
high-school gym class to stage an uproarious 
lampooning of the class’s coach, the ultimate 
petty martinet. This sequence is also a cho-
reographic wonder, with its comedic stag-
ing of the crabbiest of crab walks. Nuotama 
Bodomo offers, in lo-fi video, “Everybody 

Dies!,” a sharply satirical parody starring 
Tonya Pinkins as Ripa the Reaper, the host 
of a children’s show being broadcast from the 
so-called Republic of Black Death. Bodomo 
avoids the pitfalls of sketch comedy, pushing 
the subject to scathing, tragic extremes that 
leave laughter far behind.—Richard Brody 
(Streaming on the Criterion Channel.)

Family Plot
For his valedictory film, from 1976, Alfred 
Hitchcock rummages through themes and 
details from his whole career, including the 
perfect crimes of “Shadow of a Doubt,” the 
erotic disguises of “Vertigo,” the possessed 
voices of “Psycho,” and even the gas-station 
conflagration of “The Birds,” to evoke a 
rolling boil of sex and violence beneath the 
bland surfaces of suburban placidity. The 
story is set in motion by a faux spiritualist 
(Barbara Harris) and her cabdriver boy-
friend (Bruce Dern), who have some real de-
tective work to do: an elderly woman wants 
them to find her late sister’s illegitimate son 

(William Devane), who, it turns out, may 
have murdered his adoptive parents, and 
who has a hand in other ongoing criminal 
schemes, aided by his naïve but willing wife 
(Karen Black). Hitchcock’s self-renewing 
bag of tricks includes an ingenious scene 
of vehicular wizardry—in effect, a one-car 
chase—as well as some brazenly on-the-nose 
plotting: the amateur investigators nearly 
come to grief from a street-side argument 
about their love life, and the dramatic cli-
max offers proof of the practical virtues of 
faking it.—R.B. (Streaming on Amazon and 
the Criterion Channel.)

The Host
Something is hiding in the River Han, in 
the middle of Seoul. As a result of industrial 
pollution, a small tadpole has grown not into 
a respectable frog but into a bad-tempered 
tadpole the size of a bus. Soon it leaves the 
river’s waters, snatching ordinary Koreans 
from the banks and carrying them off to its 
fetid home in the sewers. When a young girl 
is taken, her father, the hitherto hopeless 
Gang-du (Song Kang-ho), enlists the aid of 
his family and sets off to save her. Bong Joon-
ho’s monster movie, from 2006, is often funny 
and occasionally disgusting, but rarely does it 
strike you as ridiculous. By the end (which is 
happy, but only just), you feel threatened and 
drained, as you should after a grownup fairy 
tale, yet there are moments of surprising 
grace throughout—watch an apparition of 
the girl sneak into the midst of a communal 
meal. On the other hand, don’t go looking 
for mercy from the beast; this thing would 
treat King Kong like a typical bleeding-heart 
mammal. In Korean.—Anthony Lane (Re-
viewed in our issue of 3/12/07.) (Streaming on 
Pluto, Tubi, and other services.)

Red Rocket
Sean Baker’s latest exploit of picturesque 
populism is centered on Mikey (Simon Rex), 
a Los Angeles porn star nearing forty who, 
during the 2016 Presidential campaign, slinks 
home to Texas City after a two-decade ab-
sence. The unwelcome Mikey crashes with 
his estranged wife, Lexi (Bree Elrod), and 
her mother (Brenda Deiss), both unemployed 
crack users; Lexi has been supporting the 
household with prostitution. He finds his 
way into the local weed trade, and he seduces 
a seventeen-year-old high-school student 
called Strawberry (Suzanna Son), who works 
at a doughnut shop. (He tries to recruit her 
for porn films, too.) A pathological liar and 
an egomaniacal blowhard, Mikey makes 
trouble and enemies everywhere he goes; 
the ticking clock of the drama is whether 
he can lure Strawberry to leave with him 
before he meets his comeuppance. Baker 
films the tawdry doings in golden light and 
pristine framings; the actors, except for 
Rex, are mostly nonprofessionals who work 
gamely to infuse the caricatural script (which 
Baker co-wrote with Chris Bergoch) with 
heart and the director’s incurious camera eye 
with life, but their presence can’t overcome 
the movie’s vain attitudinizing.—R.B. (In 
theatrical release.)
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TABLES FOR TWO

Barbuto
113 Horatio St. 

With the original Barbuto, Jonathan 
Waxman nailed the formula for a great 
neighborhood restaurant: cool location, 
lack of pretension, seasonal pastas, killer 
chicken. It opened in 2004, pre-meat-
packing-district mania, on a quiet West 
Village corner below the photographer 
Fabrizio Ferri’s Industria studio—it 
didn’t hurt that models and celebrities 
might drop in after sessions—with 
garage doors that rolled up in clement 
weather and a chef ’s table in the tiny 
kitchen, open for all to see. What they 
saw was calm, genial Waxman himself, 
doing his thing at a double-decker oven 
created by the master oven-builder Nob-
ile Attie, making the traditional cuisine 
of the Italian Riviera feel fresh.

When Barbuto was forced to close, in 
May, 2019, after the building was sold, a 
collective cry went up from neighbor-
hood fixtures and restaurant lovers alike. 
Waxman, ever assuring, found a new 
spot a couple of blocks away. He told 
me recently, “To be truthful, after sixteen 
years of doing business in that space . . . 
The building was falling apart, so to go 

into a new space—well, it’s an old space, 
but it’s a new infrastructure—was really 
advantageous for us. The only bad thing 
was we opened in February of last year, 
COVID happened, and we were only open 
for three weeks. What’re ya gonna do?” 
After the shutdown, Waxman quickly 
decided that takeout wouldn’t work, and 
so he waited until it was safe to reopen. 
“Vaccines were a game changer,” Waxman 
said. “The mandates by the city—in terms 
of, We don’t have to be the bad cop—that 
really helped my industry.”

What’s new at the new Barbuto? Be-
sides the gargantuan room, lined with 
arched, brick-framed windows, not 
much. Barbuto means “bearded,” and the 
restaurant’s shaggy-dog logo, a likeness 
of Ferri’s (similarly well-bearded) Irish 
wolfhound, remains. Waxman has been 
cooking in élite circles since the seventies, 
when he worked at Alice Waters’s Chez 
Panisse, and there are roots to his past ev-
erywhere you look. Attie created an even 
bigger oven than the first one—a must 
for all the chickens Waxman serves. “I’ll 
have a dead chicken head on my grave, 
I’m sure,” he cracked. The dish evolved 
from a chicken frites that he cooked in 
1979, at Michael’s in Santa Monica; 
then he did a grilled boned chicken at 
his first New York restaurant, Jams, in 
the eighties. Barbuto’s Pollo al Forno, 
an homage to Judy Rodgers’s Zuni Café 
roast chicken for two (he and Rodgers 
worked together at Chez Panisse), is half 
a bird, grilled and drizzled with a salsa 
verde of anchovies, capers, garlic, olive 
oil, parsley, and whatever other herbs 

are around. “We don’t brine it,” Wax-
man said. “Just sea salt and fresh pep-
per, and we kind of baste it with its own 
liquid as it cooks. And the big deal is 
resting—for a minimum of half an hour.”

At brunch one cold afternoon, fluffy 
focaccia, an ideally lemony and garlicky 
bitter-lettuce salad with fried calamari, 
and a creamy bucatini carbonara were 
followed by a chewy-crusted smoked-
salmon pizza with avocado crème fraîche 
and smoked trout roe. The pizza was de-
scribed by the waiter—whose manner was 
so easygoing that it seemed as if he were 
just stopping by to chat—as an homage to 
“the chef ’s friend Wolfgang Puck.” Wax-
man said that when Puck opened Spago, 
in 1982, “I walked in one day and Wolf-
gang goes, ‘I’m making this Jewish pizza,’ 
and I said, ‘What are you talking about?’ 
It was a pizza bianca with no cheese, just 
a little bit of shallots and crème fraîche, 
this homemade smoked salmon and caviar 
on top. And I said, ‘You know what? This 
is the greatest thing I’ve ever had.’ ” The 
waiter also brought free champagne, be-
cause, he said, it was the right thing to do.

Signature items are indicated on the 
menu with a JW insignia, but there’s no 
need—almost all of the dishes have an 
iconic air. It’s unusual for a Manhattan 
restaurant to take up so much space, 
and, in spite of the view of the West Side 
Highway and the river beyond, it feels 
like you could be pretty much anywhere. 
But the Whitney is just a block away, and 
Waxman’s crispy rosemary potatoes are 
gold. (Dishes $5-$39.)

—Shauna Lyon
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COMMENT

WHO’S THE LAW?

The legal landscape of the past weeks 
and months has prompted ques-

tions of which people and entities are 
legitimate interpreters and enforcers of 
the law and what happens when you 
take the law into your own hands. Mis-
sissippi and other states took the recent 
changes in personnel on the Supreme 
Court as an invitation to defy the Court’s 
constitutional rulings on abortion, and 
those states now seem likely to prevail. 

During oral arguments in Dobbs v. 
Jackson Women’s Health Organization, 
last Wednesday, the three liberal Justices 
often seemed to be delivering dirges, as 
though they had accepted a loss and were 
speaking for posterity. Mississippi’s ban 
on abortions after fifteen weeks of preg-
nancy, which boldly flouts the Court’s 
precedents setting the line at around 
twenty-four weeks, is likely to be upheld 
by the conservative Justices. The argu-
ments offered scant reason for hope that 
Roe v. Wade will be reaffirmed; the new-
est conservative Justices, Brett Kavanaugh 
and Amy Coney Barrett, signalled no 
qualms about overruling Roe as wrongly 
decided, which would make a majority 
of at least five. At a time when the Court’s 
legitimacy appears extremely fragile, it 
is telling that the majority’s response to 
having the supremacy of the Court’s de-
cisions defied seems to be acquiescence 
and approval. 

The open challenge to the Court’s 
authority perhaps broadly reflects a spirit 
of legal self-help that is running through 
the land. For instance, we normally think 
that the role of law enforcement be-

longs to the states, not to random neigh-
bors, but two recent homicide cases ap-
peared to put vigilantism on trial. On 
November 19th, in Kenosha, Wiscon-
sin, Kyle Rittenhouse was acquitted of 
all charges for shooting three people, 
two fatally, during racial-justice protests 
in August, 2020. Rittenhouse, who was 
then seventeen, had travelled to Kenosha 
from his home in Illinois with a semi-
automatic weapon, purportedly to keep 
the peace and to prevent property de-
struction. The jury concluded that he 
shot his victims in self-defense, because 
he reasonably feared his own death or 
serious bodily harm. 

On November 24th, a jury in Geor-
gia rejected a self-defense claim, return-
ing murder convictions for three white 
men who, in February, 2020, chased down 
and shot Ahmaud Arbery, a Black man 
who was out jogging. The defendants 
claimed that they had pursued Arbery 
because they suspected him of commit-
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ting burglaries in the area, and that the 
fatal shots were fired in response to his 
allegedly reaching for a shotgun that one 
of them was pointing at him. They tried 
to justify the pursuit by invoking a Geor-
gia citizen’s-arrest law that authorized 
anyone who had “reasonable and prob-
able grounds of suspicion” to arrest an 
escaping suspected felon. The law has 
since been repealed, but similar laws have 
long existed in nearly every state.

Any vigilante revivalism today goes 
hand in hand with private citizens’ in-
creased ability to carry guns in public. 
The Supreme Court is currently consid-
ering the most important gun-rights case 
since it held, more than a decade ago, 
that the Second Amendment guaran-
tees an individual’s right to keep hand-
guns in the home for self-defense. On 
November 3rd, it heard arguments chal-
lenging a New York law that allows a li-
cense for the concealed carry of hand-
guns outside the home, but only upon a 
demonstration of “proper cause.” The 
perverse, self-fulfilling truth is that, as 
gun ownership has proliferated, an in-
dividual’s claim to need a gun for pro-
tection has become more plausible. But 
the idea that ordinary people need to 
carry guns flows directly from the tradi-
tion that champions the use of force by 
private citizens to uphold the law, in-
stead of—or even against—the state. 
Looking to the history of carrying arms 
in early America, the conservative Jus-
tices appear likely to extend the right to 
bear arms to toting guns on the street.

The spirit of vigilantism is also no-
table in a case that the Court is consid-
ering concerning a Texas law that bans 
abortions after roughly the sixth week 
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PARIS POSTCARD
MAMAN AT THE PANTHÉON

Three hours before Josephine Baker 
was inducted into the Panthéon last 

week, Brian Bouillon-Baker, one of her 
ten sons, was on the terrace of a café in 
Montparnasse. “We found out in May 
that they were likely going to nominate 
Maman,” Bouillon-Baker said. He had 
been summoned to the Élysée, along with 
the initiators of a petition urging President 
Emmanuel Macron to honor Baker’s con-
tributions to the performing arts, to the 
French Resistance, and to the fight against 
racism and anti-Semitism by elevating 
her to the Panthéon, France’s hall of “great 
men.” “We had been received by Macron’s 
counsellors, and, at the end of our ap-
pointment, Mrs. Macron came into the 
room,” Bouillon-Baker went on. The Pres-
ident was in Brussels. Bouillon-Baker re-
called, “She said, ‘The Élysée is calmer 
when he’s away; let me show you around 
myself. And, I can tell you—I know my 
husband, and his opinion is favorable.’ ”

The panthéonisation was a go, mak-
ing Baker the sixth woman, and the first 

woman of color, to be so recognized. 
Born in St. Louis in 1906, she is also the 
first American-born person (she became 
a French citizen in 1937) to be honored 
alongside the likes of Voltaire and Hugo. 

Baker and her husband, the band-
leader Jo Bouillon, adopted twelve chil-
dren from multiple countries. Having 
survived poverty and segregation in 
America, Baker wanted to assemble a 
“rainbow tribe” to serve as a living demon-
stration of unity. The children’s upbring-
ing, at Château des Milandes, a rambling 
castle in the Périgord, was unusual both 
in its eccentricity and in its strictness. In 
“Joséphine Baker, l’Universelle,” a new 
memoir, Bouillon-Baker compares Mi-
landes to “a perpetual summer camp”: 
peacocks, baboons, and tourists roaming 
the property; a regimen of cod-liver oil, 
Sunday flannels, evening prayers (“Ga-
blaiss mummy”); an injunction against 
musical training. “Maman was a Dem-
ocrat in American politics, but she was 
conservative as a mother,” Bouillon-Baker 
said. (He was born Brahim, in Algeria, 
but Baker called him Brian.) An actor, 
he is the only member of the tribe to have 
gone into showbiz. “Never big roles,” he 
said. “I work regularly, dubbing voices.” 

Bouillon-Baker’s fiancée, Sabine Des-
forges, stopped by the café on her way 
back from getting her hair blown out.

“It’s a little too beehive,” Desforges 
said. “But it’ll come down.”

“A mix of Lauren Bacall and Cath-
erine Deneuve,” Bouillon-Baker said.

At three-thirty, they got into a car 
heading for the Panthéon. Both wore 
masks imprinted with a 1945 photograph 
of Baker as an officer in the women’s 
auxiliary of the Free French Air Force. 
(“Negro DANCER Reported Dead Is 
Living in Morocco,” a 1942 article that 
appeared in the Times proclaimed, re-
porting, “She lives in the splendor of an 

 Brian Bouillon-Baker

of pregnancy. S.B. 8 specifically does not 
allow state officials to enforce the law, 
authorizing only private citizens to do 
so, by suing an abortion provider for 
damages of ten thousand dollars for each 
procedure performed—what several Jus-
tices referred to, during oral arguments 
on November 1st, as a “bounty.” The law 
was designed to circumvent its being 
challenged in federal court. The argu-
ments were about whether a state may 
indeed insulate unconstitutional laws 
from federal-court review simply by del-
egating their enforcement to the gen-
eral public. An amicus brief filed by civil-
rights organizations linked S.B. 8 to “the 
violent history of citizen’s arrests and 
racist vigilantism in the South.” 

For the most part, even the conser-
vative Justices seemed offended by Tex-
as’s gambit, not least because Texas had 
to admit that liberal states could use the 
same enforcement scheme to insulate 
unconstitutional restrictions on gun rights 

from challenge. The Court will likely 
push back and allow abortion providers 
to pursue a constitutional challenge to 
S.B. 8 in federal court. But the ground 
on which such a challenge could ulti-
mately have been expected to succeed 
will have radically shifted. Unconstitu-
tional when it went into effect, S.B. 8’s 
six-week ban may well be constitutional 
in several months’ time, even if its en-
forcement mechanism is not, if the Court 
issues a decision in Dobbs that overturns 
Roe. Yet, notwithstanding what publicly 
transpired during the Dobbs oral argu-
ments, a compromise might still be ham-
mered out behind the scenes, in which 
Chief Justice John Roberts enables a 
basic right to abortion to remain, while 
allowing Mississippi and other states to 
ban abortion as early as fifteen weeks, 
and leaving it for another day to decide 
how much before that is too early.

During last week’s arguments, Jus-
tice Sonia Sotomayor lamented, “Will 

this institution survive the stench that 
this creates in the public perception that 
the Constitution and its reading are just 
political acts?” The stench, so to speak, 
is a by-product of the unresolved am-
bivalence within the legal system about 
who has the authority to decide what 
the law should be. The conservative Jus-
tices seemed eager to “return” the ques-
tion of abortion to the people. But the 
point of a fundamental constitutional 
right is that it shouldn’t be at the peo-
ple’s mercy, particularly when the com-
position of the Court itself has been 
shifted through political means for this 
purpose. The spectacle of states bra-
zenly flying in the face of the Court’s 
constitutional precedents, shortly fol-
lowed by the Court’s discarding those 
precedents to make illegal actions legal 
after all, would effectively communi-
cate that the Supreme Court is not, in 
fact, supreme. 

—Jeannie Suk Gersen
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COLORING THE GRAY LADY

The artist Fred Tomaselli turned off 
a radio blasting NPR in his East 

Village studio the other day, settled into 
a creaky swivel chair, and described where 
he’d spent his early-pandemic, after his 
studio assistant “fled to Vermont.” “My 
work’s usually really heavy—I can’t lift 
it myself,” he said. “So I was, like, fuck 
it, I’m going to take my studio and put 
it in my guest bedroom in Williams-
burg and just make little drawings that 
are sort of a deep dive into the emer-
gency of COVID, because every day was 
a banner headline. In March it was, like, 
BOOM BOOM BOOM—every day was 
just an earthquake.” 

In that bedroom, he scanned front 
pages of the Times, printed them on 
watercolor paper, and painted and col-
laged over them, creating bright-colored 
patterns often reminiscent of groovy 
stained-glass windows. Eventually, he 
began to move components around, mis-
matching headlines and photographs. A 
number of these works are being shown 
by the London-based gallery White Cube, 
in a digital exhibition that runs through 
December 26th.

Holed up in Williamsburg, Tomaselli, 
who is sixty-five, tinkered, gardened, 
biked, boogie-boarded, fly-fished, and 
birded. “It was like being back in high 
school,” he said. (He grew up in Cali-
fornia, “in the shadow of Disneyland—I 
had Tinker Bell flying in the night sky 
outside my house, amid the fireworks.”) 
He went on, “I’m a big birder, and I 
never really had a chance to focus on 
my back yard before. But I think I got 
seven new back-yard birds during the 
pandemic. I had a Nashville warbler and 
a Wilson’s warbler in my plum tree—
like, on the same tree, at the same time!” 

Prints of the newspaper works hung 
behind Tomaselli, who wore a checked 
flannel over a gray T-shirt, black jeans, 
and sneakers. One, from September 29, 

2021, featured a photo of a yellow bird, 
onto which he had affixed yellow flow-
ers, and around which he’d added a leafy 
pattern, all under the headline “COVID 
Misinformation Creates Run on 
Animal Medicine.”

He asked his new assistant, Ryan, to 
dig up the actual paper from that day—
“He knows where shit is.” The top head-
line read “Military Advised Biden to 
Extend Afghan Presence” and was 
paired with a photo of a scowling General 
Mark A. Milley. Beneath the fold was 
the bird, captioned “The Maui nukupu‘u, 
last seen in 1996, is one of 22 animals 
joining the list of lost species. Page A17.”

Tomaselli’s birding-life list, which 
he’s kept since the nineties, has about 
four hundred species. He wandered over 
to stacks of boxes and flat-file drawers, 
and began pulling out other collections. 

“I have every New York Times since 
2005,” he said. “This file is ‘collage ma-
terial, humans,’ so this is like plastic de-
tritus and eyeballs and noses and lips and 
hands and feet and mouths.” All of these 
had been scanned, reprinted, cut out, and 
arranged by color and size, for ease of 
collaging. Other drawers and boxes were 
labelled “Map Prints,” “pads o’ paper,” and 
“POT” (as in the leaves, which he presses 
and uses in his work).

“Hey, Ryan,” he called. “Do you know 
where my insects are?” 

“Like, real insects?” Ryan asked, while 
continuing to excise scanned images of 
bird feet with an X-Acto knife. 

“Wait, look, here’s some monarch- 
butterfly wings,” Tomaselli said. “There 
was a big praying mantis in my butter-
fly bush, and it would kill butterflies and 
you would find the wings. And I thought, 
Well, the mantis is giving me a present.” 
He paused. “On the other hand, mon-
arch-butterfly populations are crashing, 
so that bums me out.”

Near the flat files hung a centuries-old 
Tibetan thangka (depicting, per To-
maselli, “the union of compassion and 
wisdom on this sundial dancing on ig-
norance”), slightly damaged by yak-oil 
smoke. Allen Ginsberg—another thangka 
collector—died upstairs. “Two floors, but, 
like, directly,” Tomaselli noted.

He pointed to a foam-board maquette 
of a building, the U.S. Embassy in Bang-
kok, for which he’s designing an ellip-
tical mosaic. Beside it was a reject, fea-
turing a mosaic owl. “I was gonna do 

Arab house and is driven to market be-
hind a team of spanking bays, but her 
life is quiet and simple, friends say.” In 
fact, she had been setting up a liaison 
center for the French Resistance.) 

As the car neared the Panthéon, 
Bouillon-Baker gazed down Rue Souf-
flot, where a coffin—filled with soil from 
St. Louis, Paris, Milandes, and Monaco, 
where Baker is buried—would be borne 
along a red carpet. Bouillon-Baker said 
that he was “excited, joyous, proud.” He 
only wished that the public, gathering 
in freezing mist, could get closer. “The 
most beautiful homage she could have 
had was that of the street,” Akio Bouil-
lon, another of Baker’s sons, said later.

Inside the Panthéon, rustles of excite-
ment. Practically the entire government 
was in attendance, as were eight of Ba-
ker’s children: a generation of stolid French 
people dressed in warm scarves and puffer 
jackets, the fruit of an American in a ba-
nana skirt. “Stereotypes, Joséphine Baker 
takes them on,” Macron said, in the eulogy 
that he delivered from the monument’s 
nave. “But she shakes them up, digs at 
them, turns them into sublime burlesque. 
A spirit of the Enlightenment ridicul-
ing colonialist prejudices to music by Sid-
ney Bechet.”

The occasion was political, of course, 
coming in an election season and at a 
moment when French people of color 
are questioning the disjuncture between 
the national creed of universalism and 
their experiences of racial discrimina-
tion. “Yesterday as today, France cher-
ishes Black Americans while subjecting 
its own nationals to twenty times more 
police checks when they are perceived 
as Arab or Black,” the journalist Rokhaya 
Diallo wrote, in a Baker-themed edition 
of L’Obs, pointing out that, while France 
was swooning over Baker, it was exhib-
iting her own colonized ancestors in hu-
man zoos. At the podium, Macron held 
Baker up as a fighter for “the equality 
of all before the identity of each.” It was 
possible to interpret his emphasis on her 
embrace of universalism as a rebuke of 
the “wokisme” that some members of the 
government believe is eroding national 
cohesion. “Ma France, c’est Joséphine,” he 
concluded, playing on the lyrics of Ba-
ker’s hit “J’Ai Deux Amours.”

When the sun set in New York, the 
Empire State Building glowed bleu, blanc, 
rouge in Baker’s honor. Bouillon-Baker 

went to sleep happy: “Her native coun-
try was remembering her at last.”

—Lauren Collins





vest, thick-framed black glasses, and a 
hat emblazoned with the words “The 
Starry Night.” Walking to their seats, 
his companion, the writer Ben Detrick 
(sweater, fraying khakis, gray sneakers), 
spotted a small shrine inside the arena 
and posed for a photo. It was a wall 
panel commemorating “the Dunk,” in 
1993, when John Starks scored over Mi-
chael Jordan during a playoff game. 
(The Knicks, being the Knicks, won 
the game, then lost the series.) “The 
vibe here is like the basement of a mid-
dle school,” Detrick said, after paying 
his respects. Translation: still better than 
a Nets game.

Kuo and Detrick run a company called 
Cookies Hoops, which is like a support 
group for the basketball-obsessed. There’s 
a podcast, an apparel line, a newsletter, 
an annual three-on-three tournament, 
and a new book, called “The Joy of Bas-
ketball.” Written by Detrick and illus-
trated by Kuo, it’s an encyclopedia: part 
art book, part social commentary, part 
desk reference. The entries are alphabet-
ical, listing players (“Durant, Kevin”), 
teams, and miscellaneous themes (“Feral 
Bigs,” “Ninja Headbands,” “Load Man-
agement”). Under “Knicks 4 Life,” there’s 
one of Kuo’s trademark charts, plotting 
the emotions of Knicks fans on a color 
spectrum ranging from “Relying on hope/
faith” (very bad) to “Raving under bridges” 
(kinda good). A full-page illustration de-
picts the Starks dunk, with the rim made 
to look like a halo. “The Knicks reflect 
the self-identity of the New Yorker—

this, but I just found out that owls are 
considered bad luck there,” he said. 

He’d made a Times-manipulation 
work about the late Barry the Owl, of 
Central Park fame. In Tomaselli’s piece, 
Barry is paired with the headline “Fac-
ing Afghan Chaos, Biden Defends 
Exit.” “They don’t really make any sense 
together, but it just felt right,” he said. 
“I saw Barry; I see all the celebrity birds.” 
The mandarin duck? “I saw that duck 
before it was famous! And I was, like, 
it’s an escaped pet, big fucking deal. And 
then the mandarin duck became a thing, 
in the news, and I was, like, that duck is 
fake! You know you can buy them on 
the Internet for a hundred and fifty 
bucks. They’re, like, ornamental ducks 
you can have in your ornamental pond 
in your back yard in Connecticut.”

—Emma Allen
1

BACKCOURT DEPT.

BALLERS

When the New York Knicks re-
cently hosted the Houston Rock-

ets, the worst team in the N.B.A., two 
superfans decided to visit Madison 
Square Garden. “The really bad teams 
are almost as rewarding as watching a 
LeBron game,” one of them, the artist 
Andrew Kuo, said. He wore a puffy 

past and present,” Detrick writes. “It is 
basketball funneled through Fran Lebo-
witz, wearing Lugz boots and shoveling 
a bacon, egg, and cheese into her maw 
while smoking a loosie.”  

Clutching beers, Kuo and Detrick 
settled in for a slow game. The Rockets 
turned the ball over eight times in the 
first nine minutes. “You can see the idea 
of an N.B.A. team,” Detrick said. Mid-
way through the first quarter, Whoopi 
Goldberg appeared on the jumbotron. 
“It’s the patron saint of the Knicks,” Kuo 
said. Detrick lifted his sweater to reveal 
a T-shirt with Goldberg’s face on it. 
“Didn’t even plan that,” he added. 

Knicks optimists expecting an easy 
night were proved wrong by halftime. 
The score was tied. “I don’t get mad any-
more,” Kuo said. “Linsanity made me a 
better person.” This was a reference to 
an eleven-day stretch, in 2012, during 
which a Harvard-educated benchwarmer 
named Jeremy Lin stunned the city, and 
the league, with a bout of dominant play. 
(Lin, Jeremy: “Before each game there 
was a sense that, tonight, the spectacle 
would capsize in flames, and yet, for two 
weeks, it did not.”) 

“Cookies” is hoops slang for a nifty 
steal—and a hallmark of the Kuo-Det-
rick backcourt. Several years ago, the two 
were arguing on Twitter about advanced 
metrics without actually having met. 
“I’m Ben, from the internet,” Detrick 
told Kuo when they finally did. They 
became friends on the night-life circuit; 
Kuo was d.j.’ing and Detrick was work-
ing for the Styles section of the Times. 
In 2015, Detrick started a basketball pod-
cast for Vice, but Kuo was wary. “I was 
a painter. I didn’t want anything to do 
with this,” Kuo said. “I had to come out 
as a basketball fan. I had to say, ‘I, too, 
am a baller.’ ” 

Now, during a trip to the concession 
stand, they were discussing edits to the 
footage they’d shot from their recent 
tournament. Local businesses field teams 
(Williamsburg Pizza, Lucien), but the 
level of play can be suspiciously high 
(Ringers: European pros, Division 1 play-
ers, Royal Ivey). At this year’s tourna-
ment, Kuo appreciated one group play-
ing for the Drunken Canal, the downtown 
gossip paper: “They seemed hungover 
from the night before, but young enough 
to ball. Wiry shooters!” (The Canal says 
that only its managers were hungover.)“Whatever confidence I once had in him is now gone.”
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Kenny G

1

SMOOTH OPERATOR DEPT.

SURPRISE GUEST

A few hours before the local première 
of the new documentary “Listen

ing to Kenny G,” its subject, Kenny G, 
the bestselling instrumentalist in Amer
ican history, strolled around the shop
ping mall at Hudson Yards, the biggest 
mixeduse private realestate develop
ment in American history, poised to de
light passersby. He carried an instru
ment case and wore a snappy blue suit; 
as ever, his lush profusion of springy 
curls were neatly parted on the side. (“I 
know for a fact that if I cut my hair my 
career will go right down the toilet,” he 
says, in the film.) Near a garlandstrewn 
escalator landing by a Uniqlo, he laid 
his case down, popped it open, and ex
tracted a soprano saxophone—the same 
one, the documentary explains, that he’s 
played since high school, in the seven
ties. He did some confident improv, then 
segued into a smoothjazzy “Deck the 
Halls.” Heads began to turn. 

A young man from Brooklyn, whose 
parents were visiting from Georgia, 
waved. “Hey, Kenny!” he said cheerfully. 
Kenny nodded at them. As he finished 

The Knicks, who had fallen behind, 
were starting to sober up. Kuo and Det
rick shared concerns about the state of 
Nerlens Noel’s right knee. 

Detrick: “He looks hurt.”
Kuo: “When the lockdown hap

pened last year, my gallery closed. I 
made portraits of N.B.A. players to 
keep the lights on. I made one of Noel. 
He’s our whole season!” 

Organ music blared as the Knicks 
narrowed the deficit. “The spectre of 
Billy Joel really encompasses this whole 
place,” Kuo said. With five and a half 
minutes left, Noel skied for a block; the 
ball wound up in the hands of the Knicks 
guard Alec Burks, who made a three to 
tie the game. “Will you guys ever for
get the night the Knicks came back 
against the Houston Rockets?” Kuo 
asked with a grin. Detrick replied, “We 
get to live through history.” 

—Jonathan Blitzer

“Deck the Halls,” he called after a woman 
with a riot of brown curls, wheeling a 
suitcase. “I like your hair!” he said. She 
didn’t notice. Another passerby, Liz 
Monte, was more impressed. “Oh, my 
goodness,” she whispered, with a slight 
Caribbean accent. “He was my first con
cert!” (Chicago, the nineties.) Monte, a 
massage therapist for the Milwaukee 
Bucks, was having a big week:“We’re 
here to play a game tonight; a couple 
days ago we went to the White House 
and met the President.” Now she was 
off to Lululemon. “Thanks, Kenny!” she 
said, from the escalator. A security guard 
took a video selfie; Kenny G played some 
licks into his camera. Next, he surveyed 
the “ambience” of a glassy foyer by Tod’s, 
snapping his fingers to sample the acous
tics. “Not bad!” he said. “It’s really more 
about the vibe.” 

A rapidfire sopranosax “Over the 
Rainbow” riff filled the air, and a crowd 
circled the spectacle from a respectful 
distance, looking alternately excited and 
confused. A tourist in a green poncho, 
visiting from North Carolina, took a 
video for her superfan husband; a back
packwearing schoolboy with his mother 
got a fist bump; two businesscasual 
Londoners, “looking at a few things” in 
New York for work pertaining to an en
tertainment company in Saudi Arabia, 
didn’t realize that they were also look
ing at Kenny G. “That’s mental. Abso
lutely mental!” one said. “I thought he 
was awfully good.” A Hudson Yards 
employee nervously asked what was 
going on; she, too, was startled to be
hold Kenny G in the foyer. The gath
ering’s boldest attendee, a fluffy white 
dog named Katsu (“It means, like, lit
tle chickenpork fried cutlets?” his owner 
said), trotted into the circle, cocked his 
head, and stared, mesmerized; then he 
bounced up and embraced Kenny G’s 
pant leg. The crowd laughed.

“Listening to Kenny G,” just released  
on HBO Max, is directed by Penny Lane, 
and styled as a romp through both his 
popularity—he near singlehandedly 
instigated the genre of smooth jazz 
(“When you hear that word ‘easy listen
ing,’ it almost sounds bad,” he says)—
and his being popularly scoffed at, like 
a Fabio of music. (The critic Ben Rat
liff describes Kenny G’s sound as “a cor
porate attempt to soothe my nerves”; in 
an old “SNL” joke about Kenny G’s 

Christmas album, Norm Macdonald 
says, “Happy Birthday, Jesus! Hope you 
like crap!”) A few biographical details 
are surprising: early gigs as a sideman 
for Barry White, Liberace (“We never 
really hung out,” he said), and the cir
cus; a breakthrough “Tonight Show” 
spot; the ubiquity of his song “Going 
Home” in China, where it is played on 
P.A. systems to mark the end of the 
workday. What does he love about music?  
“I don’t know if I love music that much,” 
he says in the film—what he loves is 
practicing. And golf. 

The impromptu Kenny G party con
cluded outside, near the Vessel. Another 
crowd formed; a courier wearing catear  
headphones got off his skateboard and 
took a video. Kenny G played “Twinkle, 
Twinkle, Little Star” to a baby in a stroller, 
who dozed off. (He’s got music that 
“makes the babies” and music that “puts 
them to sleep!” he says.) A young blond 
guy stopped in his tracks. “This is so 
dope,” he said. “I went to his concert 
way back in 2009, in Warsaw.” He was 
with his parents, who were visiting from 
Poland. Kenny G played “Songbird,” to 
oohs and ahs, thanked everyone, and 
smilingly made his way off, eager fans 
trailing him. “I pitched a Pied Piper Dis
ney movie to Jeffrey Katzenberg once,” 
he mused, walking away. What did he 
hope viewers would take from his cur
rent movie? He thought for a second. 
“To inspire somebody who wants to be 
good at something,” he said. 

 —Sarah Larson 



F
or fi fty years, Doctors Without 
Borders, also known by its 
French name, Médecins Sans 

Frontières, has provided lifesaving 
medical care around the globe to 
the people who need it most. The 
organization—which has teams 
running some four hundred and 
fi fty projects in more than seventy 
countries—is known for its ability 
to respond rapidly to medical 
emergencies in even the most 
remote locations. But Doctors 
Without Borders teams are now 
confronting a humanitarian crisis 
in Mexico that is being actively 
worsened by the United States 
government’s policies, as thousands 
of migrants and asylum seekers 

have been turned away by the U.S. 
and remain trapped in dangerous 
cities throughout Mexico. 

The Trump Administration 
eff ectively dismantled the U.S. 
asylum system and erected barriers 
to discourage as many migrants 
and asylum seekers as possible 
from coming to the United 
States. In the last few years, these 
migration policies, combined with 
the COVID-19 pandemic and an 
escalation in cartel violence, have 
pushed an already fraught situation 
toward a crisis point. Women, 
children, and entire families who 
fl ed extreme violence and poverty in 
their home countries of Honduras, 
El Salvador, and Guatemala—the 
so-called Northern Triangle of 
Central America—have increasingly 
relied on dangerous routes in search 
of safety. It’s not only people from 
elsewhere in Central America 
who have been uprooted: Doctors 
Without Borders staff  are also 
seeing Mexicans who have fl ed 
from dangerous states such as 
Guerrero, where the organization 
also operates. 

“We have seen an increase in all 
forms of violence against migrants, 
ranging from sexual violence 
to extortion and destruction of 

documents,” Marcos Tamariz, 
Doctors Without Borders’ deputy 
head of mission in Mexico and 
Central America, said. 

In the face of such overwhelming 
challenges, Doctors Without 
Borders has worked quickly to 
meet the evolving needs of people 
on the move. In Mexico City, 
staff  members run a clinic for 
migrants and refugees who have 
been exposed to extreme violence, 
such as torture, kidnapping, rape, 
and further psychological abuses. 
The organization’s teams also 
provide medical and mental-health 
care through mobile clinics along 
the migration route in northern and 
southern Mexico, including in
 the dangerous border cities of 
Reynosa, Matamoros, and Nuevo 
Laredo. In these places, migrants 
are often forced to sleep on 
the streets or in makeshift shelters 
in overcrowded and unsanitary 
conditions, where they are 
vulnerable to robbery, kidnapping, 
and other threats. Doctors Without 
Borders also works in Guerrero 
state, providing care to people 
who have fallen victim to violence 
between armed groups. Many of 
these patients live in isolated 
regions and would otherwise have 
no access to health care.

Despite the United States’ 
obligations under international 
law to provide refuge for people 
seeking asylum due to violence 
or persecution in their home 
country, the U.S. government 
persists in implementing policies 
that are designed to turn people 
away. The continuation of these 
containment policies only deepens 
the vulnerability of asylum 
seekers, exposing them to the risk 
of further violence and 
exacerbating their needs.

One of the most damaging U.S. 
policies still in place is Title 42, 
a public-health order issued in 
March, 2020, which uses the 
COVID-19 pandemic as a 
pretense to rapidly expel people 
and essentially close the border to 
all asylum seekers. “President Biden 
must rescind Title 42 and swiftly 
restart the asylum process, including 
at ports of entry, while implementing 
evidence-based measures to 
safeguard public health during the 
COVID-19 pandemic,” Dr. Carrie 
Teicher, the director of programs 
for Doctors Without Borders 
in the United States, said. “The 
Administration’s failure to restore 
asylum processing is currently 
keeping thousands of asylum seekers 
stranded in situations of uncertainty 
and violence in Mexico and across 
Central America.” 

Restricting safe and legal pathways 
to asylum tends to drive up the 
number of irregular crossings 

between offi  cial ports of entry. 
“We all remember the huge waves 
of migrants going to Europe in 
2014 and 2015—it’s exactly the 
same thing that we’re seeing here 
over and over again,” Tamariz said. 
“Several governments in this region 
have expressed their willingness 
to be more open and humane, but 
have proven to be completely the 
opposite. It’s quite evident that they 
know what the answer is, but the 
actions are not refl ecting that.”

Doctors Without Borders 
representatives in the U.S. have 
fi ercely advocated for the current 
Administration to fulfi ll its pledges 
to rapidly rebuild the U.S. asylum 
system and ensure a safe and 
humane immigration policy. The 
organization urges people around 
the world to pay attention to the 
ongoing challenges facing refugees, 
asylum seekers, and migrants, and to 
work to fi nd solutions. The medical 
and humanitarian needs of people 
on the move cannot be ignored. 
“We are an emergency humanitarian 
organization, responding in the most 
independent and neutral manner 
that we can,” Tamariz said. “But we 
must also push for changes across 
the region to help protect migrants 
and asylum seekers.”
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As the Biden Administration continues to push 

back asylum seekers, how is the medical humanitarian 

organization helping people forced to flee?
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lifesaving care to the people around the 
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ANNALS OF MONEY

COIN TOSS
A Welshman has lost the key for half a billion dollars’ worth of bitcoin. 

BY D. T. MAX

ILLUSTRATION BY CARL BURTON

I f things had gone just a bit differ-
ently, James Howells might today 

be as rich as the Queen of England. 
The decisive moment, he now thinks, 
occurred one evening in August, 2013, 
when he was twenty-eight and at home 
with his family in Newport, a small 
city on the Welsh coast. Howells and 
his partner, Hafina, were raising three 
children, and family trips—like the 
one that they had taken to Disneyland 
Paris—were fun but exhausting. So  
he had made plans to treat himself  
to what he called a “lads’ vacation”: a 
trip with friends to a resort in Cyprus. 
Howells, an engineer who helped main-
tain emergency-response systems for 

various communities in Wales, often 
worked from home, and that night he 
decided to neaten up his office. As he 
recently recalled to me, “The thought 
process was: I’m going to be drinking 
every day. I don’t want to be on a hang-
over and cleaning this mess up when 
I get back.”

At around 10:30 P.M., Hafina peeked 
into Howells’s office. “She wanted to 
have a fag with me,” he remembers. 
“The office area, with the window open, 
was the smoking zone.” She chatted 
with Howells as he chose which items 
to discard. “I’m chucking this out, put-
ting this back in—bunch of cables, 
bunch of paperwork, broken mouse.” 

In a cluttered desk drawer, he found 
two small hard drives. One, he knew, 
was blank. The other held files from 
an old Dell gaming laptop, including 
e-mails, music that he’d downloaded, 
and duplicates of family photographs. 
He’d removed the drive a few years 
earlier, after he’d spilled lemonade on 
the computer’s keyboard. Howells 
grabbed the unwanted hard drive and 
threw it into a black garbage bag. 

Later, when the couple slid into bed, 
Howells asked Hafina, who dropped 
off their kids at day care each morn-
ing, if she would mind taking the trash 
to the dump also. He remembers her 
declining, saying, “It’s not my fucking 
job—it’s your job.” Howells conceded 
the point. As his head hit the pillow, 
he recalls, he made a mental note to 
remove the hard drive from the bag. 
“I’m a systems engineer,” he said. “I’ve 
never thrown a hard drive in the bin. 
It’s just a bad idea.”

The next day, Hafina got up early 
and took the garbage to the landfill 
after all. Howells remembers waking 
upon her return, at around nine. “Ah, 
did you take the bag to the tip?” he 
asked. He told himself, “Oh, fuck—
she’s chucked it,” but he was still groggy, 
and he soon fell back asleep. 

In Cyprus, Howells didn’t have as 
much fun as he had expected. His 

mates noticed that he wasn’t drinking 
his share, and upon returning to Wales, 
he told me, he was “in a shit mood, 
and couldn’t figure out why.” 

A couple of months later, Howells 
realized what was bothering him. He 
came across a BBC news story about 
a twenty-nine-year-old Norwegian man 
who had just used profits he’d made as 
a bitcoin holder to put a down payment 
on a four-hundred-thousand-dollar 
apartment in Oslo. When plans for 
bitcoin were first introduced, in 2008, 
it was one of a number of new cryp-
tocurrencies being touted as substi-
tutes for government-issued money. 
Initially, most people had treated bit-
coin as a curiosity, but it had since risen 
significantly in value, and was now 
starting to find acceptance as some-
thing you could actually use for buy-
ing and selling things. 

Howells had known about bitcoin 
from the start. Almost five years ear-Officials have repeatedly resisted James Howells’s pleas to excavate the local dump.
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lier, shortly after the cryptocurrency 
was developed, he’d learned about it in 
an online forum. The Bitcoin system, 
which operated by linking individual 
computers together to form a vast, se-
cure network, appealed to him imme-
diately. It reminded him of two appli-
cations he’d liked: Napster, the rogue 
service for sharing music f iles, and 
Seti@home, which allowed users to 
combine the power of their computers 
to search for extraterrestrial life. How-
ells downloaded free software that made 
it possible to acquire bitcoin. He would 
lend his computer’s processing capabil-
ities to help the Bitcoin system create 
a permanent record of network trans-
actions, and, in return, the program 
would let him keep some currency. A 
private key—a unique chain of sixty-
four numbers and letters—granted him 
exclusive access to his bitcoin stash. He 
soon set his gaming laptop to spend 
the overnight hours “mining bitcoin,” 
as the process came to be called.

The first time he mined, Howells’s 
computer was one of only five on the 
network. He told me, “I know this be-
cause when you’re in a Bitcoin network 
it tells you, on the bottom right, ‘You 
are connected to x amount of nodes,’ 
or machines.” He mined at night, off 
and on, for a couple of months. But 
the mining took a lot of processing 
power, causing the laptop to overheat. 
The computer’s whirring fan began to 
irritate Hafina, and he decided to stop. 
“It wasn’t worth putting up a fight,” he 
remembers. The coins had no value at 
the time, and there was no reason to 
think that they ever would. “It was just 
mining for fun,” he said. “It was an ex-
periment.” The electricity required to 
keep his computer going had cost him 
about ten pounds. 

Howells threw himself into other 
side projects. The son of a carpenter, 
he was handy. For his children, he 
turned an upstairs room into an elab-
orate replica of Minecraft, the video 
game. The kids loved it, he told me. 

Half a year later, the spilled lem-
onade destroyed his gaming laptop. 
He transferred some of the hard drive’s 
contents to a new iMac, but he did 
not bother with the bitcoin folder. 
“There was no Bitcoin version on 
Apple at the time, so there was no rea-
son,” he recalls. He then extracted the 

hard drive and put it in the desk drawer. 
According to the BBC article, the 

Oslo man had bought the apartment 
partly by selling a thousand bitcoins, 
which were then worth about a hun-
dred and seventy thousand dollars. By 
the time Howells ended his mining 
project, he had accumulated eight thou-
sand coins—and in the fall of 2013 that 
stash was worth about $1.4 million. 
Howells’s salary at his engineering job 
was a small fraction of that, and he 
sometimes had to get up at 3 A.M. and 
travel long distances to make repairs to 
a town’s emergency-response system. 
Panicked, he checked his desk drawer. 
In it, he found the empty hard drive—
not the one with the bitcoin folder.

B itcoin was first proposed in Octo-
ber, 2008, by Satoshi Nakamoto—a 

pseudonym, for one person or perhaps 
several. No central bank or organiza-
tion would control bitcoin, a purely 
digital currency. The total amount of 
money minted would be capped at 
twenty-one million coins and could 
not be changed.

Digital currencies had been pro-
posed before, but none had truly taken 
off: they either had flaws in their tech-
nical design or did not find enough 
early adopters. Nakamoto framed his 
proposal, with its focus on decentral-
ization and the limit on the total 
amount of bitcoin, as a shrewd response 
to the financial crisis of 2008. Central 
banks had tried to ward off a depres-
sion by flooding their economies with 
money, a move that had spurred busi-
ness activity but had also created the 
potential for runaway inflation to de-
crease the value of people’s savings. Na-
kamoto declared that bitcoin could cor-
rect this flaw. In an early crypto forum, 
he explained that a fundamental draw-
back of conventional currencies was 
that their buying power depended on 
the whims of the government that 
backed them: “The central bank must 
be trusted not to debase the currency, 
but the history of fiat currencies is full 
of breaches of that trust.”

Howells read Nakamoto’s proposal 
soon after it was posted. He was al-
ready skeptical of power and those who 
had it. The neoliberal years had not 
been good for Howells’s generation in 
Wales: the coal mines had closed, re-

ducing trade at the port, and Newport 
lacked jobs in other industries. “The 
elders own all the property,” Howells 
told me. “People of my generation just 
leave.” The bailout of big banks after 
the 2008 crash taught him that “the 
dollar, the euro, and the pound are 
scams—the whole system is a sham.” 
He was an ideal apostle for the techno-
utopianism of the Bitcoin system. “Me 
and Satoshi in 2009 both had the same 
vision,” Howells said.

Many of the first people who actu-
ally used bitcoin as money embraced 
the concept for a different reason: cryp-
tocurrency transactions were untrace-
able. If someone paid you in bitcoin, 
you could evade taxes. If you bought 
drugs with bitcoin, the money you spent 
couldn’t be tied to you. Governments 
shut out of the global banking system 
could use bitcoin to buy weapons on 
the black market. George Bernard Shaw 
once wrote, “Money is not made in the 
light.” Bitcoin, then, was generated on 
a moonless night, at the bottom of a 
deep pit. As Nakamoto speculated in 
an early post, bitcoin “would be con-
venient for people who don’t have a 
credit card or don’t want to use the 
cards they have, either don’t want the 
spouse to see it on the bill or don’t trust 
giving their number to ‘porn guys.’”

Illicit activity likely helped bitcoin 
appreciate in value, but Howells was a 
libertarian, not a mobster. He liked that 
the Bitcoin system was borderless and 
incorporeal, as the rest of his online 
life was. He had been on the Internet 
every day since his early teens. During 
the nineties, when Wales had a brief 
tech boom, his mother had worked in 
a computer-chip factory, and she now 
worked in a betting shop. An appetite 
for a volatile cybercurrency was in his 
blood. Though he had no plans to spend 
the bitcoin he mined, he was pleased 
that the government couldn’t track how 
much of it he had. On the Bitcoin net-
work, a central record, called a block-
chain, certifies the authenticity of all 
the coins that have been mined—close 
to nineteen million to date—but doesn’t 
reveal who has them. Imagine a list of 
all the world’s pieces of gold which 
lacks the names of their owners. 

The downside to the system’s ano-
nymity is that bitcoin is a tempting tar-
get for thieves. Just as Silas Marner tries 
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to insure that nobody knows where he’s 
stashed his gold, bitcoin owners spend 
a lot of time insuring that no one can 
hack their fortunes. Some prefer to de
posit their private keys in offline wal
lets—storage devices that are kept dis
connected from the Internet—where 
they’re more secure from hackers.

Bitcoin is also easy to lose. Conven
tional money comes full of safeguards: 
paper currency is distinctively colored 
and has a unique feel; centuries of de
sign have gone into folding wallets and 
zippered purses. And once your money 
is deposited in a bank you have a rec
ord of what you own. If you lose your 
statement, the bank will send you an
other. Forget your online password and 
you can reset it. 

The sixtyfourcharacter private key 
for your bitcoin looks like any other 
computer rune and is nearly impossi
ble to memorize. It can also be difficult 
to remember where you have stored the 
key. On Reddit, one user, writing in 
2019, complained that he had lost ten 
thousand bitcoins because his mother 
had thrown out his old laptop. Another 
early crypto user was irritated by a click
ing sound on his hard drive and un
thinkingly tossed it out. It contained a 
file with access to fourteen hundred bit
coins, which he had bought for twenty 
five dollars.  

From the start, users debated whether 
it was a feature or a bug of the system 
that bitcoin was so easy to lose. In a 
2010 post to an online forum, a new
bie named virtualcoin complained that 
bitcoin seemed risky. “If somebody’s 
losing his wallet (e.g. due to disk crash) 
he’s not able to get back his coins, is 
he?” the poster wrote. “They’re lost for
ever?” A more experienced owner named 
Laszlo Hanyecz, a Web developer in 
Florida, asked what the big deal was—
people lose their wallets in the ocean, 
and “it’s really not that significant.” Na
kamoto weighed in a few hours later, 
and he was unapologetic: “Lost coins 
only make everyone else’s coins worth 
slightly more.” 

According to Chainalysis, a firm spe
cializing in cryptocurrency data, in Bit
coin’s first twelve years about three and 
a half million coins—nearly a fifth of 
the coins mined to date—were lost. Na
kamoto himself dropped out of sight in 
2011, and he has apparently not claimed 

his own bitcoin, which is now worth an 
estimated sixty billion dollars.

Howells remembers thinking it was 
a good thing that there was no way to 
access your bitcoin without a private 
key, because it meant that no one could 
seize your bitcoin, either. As he saw it, 
any compromise in this principle would 
have rendered bitcoin pointless, because 
that would allow the government and 
the banks to penetrate, and ultimately 
dominate, the system. “Bitcoin doesn’t 
work on bailouts,” he told me. “It is 
what it is. You’re unlucky, mate! Same 
as I now think of myself.”

When Howells had his uhoh mo
ment, his hard drive was already 

buried under other people’s trash. He 
wanted to go to the dump, but he was 
embarrassed—and afraid that nobody 
would believe his story. “Explaining 
Bitcoin at the time was not easy,” he 
recalls. So for about a month he told 
no one, and watched helplessly as the 
bitcoin market soared, and with it the 
value of his lost holdings. He remem
bers saying to himself, “Oh, shit—this 
is turning into a bigger and bigger mis
take.” Around the time that his bitcoin 
became worth six million dollars, he 
confessed to Hafina. She was shocked 
to learn of the potential windfall, and 
encouraged him to go to the dump to 
see if anything could be done. When 
he told the manager there that he’d 
accidentally thrown away about four 
million pounds, he got a lot of head 
shakes, but eventually the manager 
took him to an elevated spot to sur
vey the site: the mounds of churned 
earth, the depot where trash was mixed 
with soil, the grassedover areas of re
tired landfill. Howells’s heart sank: he 
saw ten to fifteen soccer pitches’ worth 
of garbage. How could he possibly sift 
through it all? 

But then the manager gave him 
some cheering news. Dumps were not 
filled randomly—like computers, they 
had an architecture. Newport had or
ganized its dump into different cells: 
asbestos was deposited in one loca
tion, general household trash in an
other. It would not be impossible to 
pinpoint the area where the hard drive 
was buried, then disinter it. All he 
needed was the city’s permission. 

Howells went home and examined 

the dump on Google Maps. “There’s 
only a certain amount of space,” he 
told himself. “The amount of rubbish 
is finite. The object is findable.” He 
was like the protagonist of Poe’s story 
“The GoldBug,” William Legrand, 
when he first cracks a coded message 
on a piece of parchment and sees a 
huge treasure within his grasp. How
ever, Legrand needs only a shovel to 
start digging. When Howells called 
the city’s refuse division and left a mes
sage asking to launch a search, nobody 
called back.

By now, he had asked in a Bitcoin 
forum if there was another way to get 
his private key without physically re
covering his drive—even though, he 
told me, “I knew there wasn’t.” On Twit
ter and other sites, he fielded many 
amazed responses. To some, the ease 
with which the coins had come to How
ells seemed like a fantasy or a story from 
an already distant past: Nakamoto had 
designed bitcoin mining so that it re
quired more and more computer power 
as the number of unmined coins de
creased. “Did you really mine 7500 bit
coins in only a week?” one commenter 
asked. (Today, according to a Times re
port, it would require an American home 
with average electricity consumption at 
least thirteen years to mine a single bit
coin.) Others were eager to lend a hand 
in recovering his drive. “Email me,” one 
wrote. “I’ll help you find your coins and 
make a movie about it, no cost to you 
and we’ll have a blast.” Another offered 
help in finding a team of psychics and 
“a few diggers who will do the dirty 
work.” A young woman at the Univer
sity of Bristol wanted to make Howells 
a subject of her dissertation, in which 
she hoped “to investigate the ‘affective 
atmospheres of cryptocurrency.’ ” 

A reporter from the Guardian got 
wind of Howells’s story. At first, New
port officials said that if they found the 
drive they would of course give it back, 
but later they adopted a more hard
line stance. How could Howells be sure 
that the hard drive had been placed in 
the landfill? In any case, they cautioned, 
the drive was likely unusable: it would 
have been destroyed en route to its nox
ious burial place. And, besides, the en
vironmental risk of a retrieval would 
be too great.

Howells studied the technology be



hind hard drives and came to believe 
that the city officials were wrong. Al-
though the covering of the drive was 
metal, the disk inside was glass. “It’s 
actually coated in a cobalt layer that is 
anti-corrosive,” Howells told me. He 
conceded that the hard drive would 
have been subjected to some compact-
ing when it was layered in with soil 
and other trash. But, however rough 
the process, it might not have frac-
tured the disk and destroyed the drive’s 
contents. Howells told me he’d learned 
that, in 2003, when the Columbia space 
shuttle plunged to Earth, one of its 
hard drives was “burned to a crisp,” 
but its data could still be retrieved. 
“They managed to recover ninety-nine 
per cent of the data,” he said. At one 
point, Howells reached out to the com-
pany that NASA had contracted with: 
Ontrack, a data-recovery firm based 
in Minneapolis. According to How-
ells, the company estimated that, if the 
disk hadn’t cracked, there was an 
eighty-to-ninety-per-cent chance that 
the data he needed could be salvaged. 
Howells’s bitcoin folder, which con-
tained only his private key and the his-
tory of his transactions on the net-
work, took up a tiny amount of disk 
space—“just thirty-two kilobytes!” he 
told me. He was certain that, as long 
as that part of the disk was undam-
aged, he could recover his fortune. 

As Howells tried to ready a plan to 
present to officials in Newport, the 
value of the cryptocurrency kept ris-
ing. More and more garbage piled on 
top of the hard drive, and the private 
key for his bitcoin sank deeper and 
deeper. In 2017, the city rejected his re-
quest to attempt an exhumation, cit-
ing an adviser’s statement: “There ap-
pears to be no practical way that the 
drive could be recovered.” 

By the beginning of 2018, Howells 
had more than a hundred million dol-
lars buried in the Newport dump. He 
kept pleading his case to city officials. 
He called his local member of the 
Welsh Parliament, in Cardiff, and of 
the British Parliament, in London. He 
thought of suing Newport, but such 
moves, commonplace in America, are 
rare in the United Kingdom. “I’m not 
a court person,” Howells told me.

As a systems engineer, he knew how 
to organize a project, and through the 

years he assembled an increasingly so-
phisticated strategy for f inding the 
hard drive. He met with potential in-
vestors, and eventually made arrange-
ments with two European business-
men who agreed to support a recovery 
operation. Howells would get only 
about a third of the proceeds. He had 
hoped for a much higher sum; the 
money was his, after all. He recalls 
being told, “James, that’s not how it 
works.” He also consulted with com-
panies that could perform targeted 
landfill removals. He became increas-
ingly convinced that this was a realistic 
path. (“They probably move more dirt 
in one season of ‘Gold Rush: Alaska’ 
than would be required for this oper-
ation,” he told me.) This past January, 
he obtained a letter from Ontrack tes-
tifying that the drive was likely recov-
erable, and, after the Newport dump 
manager who’d explained to him the 
architecture of the landfill retired, How-
ells enlisted him as an expert.

Earlier this year, as the value of each 
bitcoin passed thirty-five thousand 
dollars, and Howells’s holdings ex-
ceeded two hundred and eighty mil-
lion dollars, he made a public offer to 
give Newport a twenty-five-per-cent 
cut of the proceeds, which could be 

earmarked for a COVID-19 relief fund. 
The city did not accept his offer. “The 
attitude of the council does not com-
pute, it just does not make sense,” How-
ells complained to the Guardian. Across 
the Internet, commenters generally 
did not take a sympathetic view of 
Howells’s situation. “Your loss fool,” a 
poster on the Web site WalesOnline 
declared. “This is the ultimate defini-
tion of a ‘Loser,’ ” another wrote, add-
ing, “Wondering how this guy even 
survived into adulthood.” 

For Howells, it was a particularly 
cruel twist that he could not get a se-
rious meeting with Newport officials 
despite having become arguably the 
city’s most famous resident. He had 
thought that he was striking a blow 
for the little guy by mining bitcoin; 
now it was clear that, in Newport at 
least, little guys still had no power. “It’s 
my own local team who are screwing 
me over!” he told me. “It’s not bank-
ers, it’s not somebody from a far dis-
tance—it’s the people I’ve grown up 
with and lived with.” 

This past May, Howells finally was 
granted a Zoom meeting with two city 
officials, one of whom was responsible 
for Newport’s waste and sanitation 
services. She listened politely to his 

“I brought a book just in case chatting with you  
turns out not to be the right option for me.”
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proposal to recover the bitcoin, at no 
cost to the city, but was not persuaded. 
As he recalls it, she informed him, “You 
know, Mr. Howells, there is absolutely 
zero appetite for this project to go 
ahead within Newport City Council.” 
When the meeting ended, she said 
that she would call him if the situa-
tion changed. Months of silence fol-
lowed. (A spokesperson for the city 
council told me that the official per-
mit for the site does not allow “exca-
vation work.”)

Earlier this fall, I went to see Howells 
in Newport. We had been talking 

and texting for nearly a year, mostly 
on the messaging app Telegram. He 
had been by turns evasive and defen-
sive, often coming across as an unyield-
ing cyber libertarian. Tech shaped his 
world view. At one point, I asked him 
what he thought about the still novel 
COVID-19 vaccines. He replied, “Some-
thing I’ve learnt from IT world . . . don’t 
ever get the first version.” This past 

January, when online brokerage com-
panies restricted trading in GameStop 
stock in order to limit its price rise, 
Howells wrote to me, “It shows once 
and for all, in plain view of everyone 
watching, that the game (life) is com-
pletely and utterly rigged against the 
little guy.” While we affably fenced, 
the value of a bitcoin rose to sixty-three 
thousand dollars in April, then slumped 
to thirty thousand dollars in July, then 
rose again. 

On October 21st, the day I arrived 
in Newport, the value of a bitcoin had 
just hit a new peak: nearly sixty-seven 
thousand dollars. Howells met me by 
the train station, wearing jeans and a 
crisp sweatshirt from Lonsdale. He 
drives a twenty-year-old BMW con-
vertible that he bought before his bit-
coin days. He is small and fit, with a 
skin-fade haircut and a light-brown 
half beard. The over-all effect was of 
concision and capability.

Moments after we sat down in a 
coffee shop, he pulled out his phone 

and showed me an app that he uses to 
track his holdings. Under the rubric 
“Unspent Coins” was the current value 
of his bitcoin: $533,963,174. The previ-
ous day, he noted, he’d made twenty 
million dollars. We had Welsh pan-
cakes, and he paid with cash. He ex-
plained, “Using credit cards is kind of 
enabling the opposition, if you see what 
I mean.”

We next went on a tour of New-
port, and he told me about the city’s 
history of finding lost objects, a topic 
on which he was very well informed. 
As we drove across the River Usk, he 
mentioned that, in 2002, while the city 
was building a new arts center along 
its banks, workers had dug up a fif-
teenth-century Iberian sailing ship. 
The next day, we visited the local an-
tiquities museum, where he showed 
me a cooking pot, likely belonging to 
a Roman soldier, that had been bur-
ied in a nearby field. From the shat-
tered remains trickled a trail of coins. 
Howells compared them to his buried 
hard drive, then corrected himself: the 
coins were not like bitcoin at all. Some-
times, he explained, messengers and 
go-betweens had clipped off a bit of 
precious metal to repay themselves for 
the trouble of handling transactions. 
“People stole from the coins,” he said. 
The percentage of silver in Roman 
coins kept declining, setting off run-
away inflation. “It’s similar to what the 
central banks are doing today,” he said. 
The widespread use of bitcoin, he as-
sured me, would prevent a similar eco-
nomic collapse.

We went to the dump. It was a bu-
colic site between an estuary and docks 
where, many years ago, ships had been 
loaded with Welsh coal. Derricks stood 
idle. To get to the landfill, we had to 
drive past some city off ices—“the 
enemy,” Howells joked. Newport felt 
rickety: faded signs on small busi-
nesses, empty land where factories had 
once stood. As he drove, Howells 
mused on why the local officials had 
refused to allow him to dig up his 
hoard. He theorized that the dump 
had not been following environmen-
tal regulations, and that unearthing a 
section of landfill could embarrass the 
city and make it vulnerable to lawsuits. 
“Who knows how many dirty baby 
nappies are buried out there?” he asked.

“We are here to witness Jacob, who screamed at his Xbox  
for four hours just this morning, become a man.”

• •
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He drove to the area where he had 
estimated that his hard drive would 
likely be. We passed through an open 
gate and stopped in a paved lot. This 
large, empty space looked like it was 
destined for some sort of industrial 
development by the city, but Howells 
wanted it to serve first as the com-
mand headquarters for his excavation 
project. We got out. “This plot of land 
is called B-21,” he said—a propitious 
number. “How many bitcoins exist? 
Twenty-one million!”

The sun was shining, an unusual oc-
currence in Wales in the fall. He pointed 
at an incline about a hundred feet away: 
at the top was a tufted hill with gauges 
inserted in it, to measure gas release. 
“The total area we want to dig is two 
hundred and fifty metres by two hun-
dred and fifty metres by fifteen metres 
deep,” he told me, with excitement. “It’s 
forty thousand tons of waste. It’s not 
impossible, is it?”

A fter our visit to the dump, How-
ells invited me to his house, so 

that I could see a PowerPoint presen-
tation he’d delivered, on Zoom, to the 
Newport officials. His project, he told 
me, was budgeted at five million pounds, 
but “there is scope for additional fund-
ing.” He calculated that a crew of twen-
ty-five could complete the job in nine 
months to a year. As he spoke, his dog, 
Ruby, ran back and forth at our feet. 
Before he showed me the slides, we 
went down the street to buy beer and 
crisps at the nearest convenience store. 
He had equipped the cashier to accept 
bitcoin a few years ago, but it had not 
proved a success. “No one used it but 
me,” Howells said, shrugging. He gave 
the proprietor two pounds, and a pound 
that he owed from an earlier visit.

We returned to his house. On a wall 
of the living room, above his computer, 
was a gold-and-black Bitcoin clock. Its 
hands were stopped. Howells checked 
his holdings. He was down twenty-two 
million dollars that day, but he was 
unperturbed. “I expected this,” he said. 
“Whenever it shoots up so fast, you al-
ways have to expect it to come down 
a little. In fact, I expect it to come down 
a lot more.”

He loaded the PowerPoint presen-
tation and pulled up a slide titled “Con-
sortium Members.” An avatar of How-

ells was at the center, with a pickaxe 
and a bag of gold. Another slide de-
picted a flowchart of the process by 
which his hard drive would be returned 
to him: dump trucks would carry items 
from the pit to a hopper, which would 
feed them onto a conveyor belt, from 
which “the material would pass under 
a large 3-D object detection system to 
identify all hard drive objects for man-
ual retrieval.” The object detector was 
an X-ray machine outfitted with arti-
ficial-intelligence software. “It can spot 
a gun inside a truck!” Howells told me. 
All detritus would be loaded onto forty-
ton trucks and then, according to New-
port’s preference, would be reburied, 
incinerated, or sent to China.

I said that surely there was an eas-
ier way. The whole point of bitcoin was 
that it was immaterial. It was the eight 
thousand bitcoins that he was after, 
and they were the product of a com-
puter algorithm. It was a matter of pub-
lic record that someone owned them. 
Why not just run the system backward 
to the day that Howells mined his coins, 
and let him re-mine them?  

Howells recoiled. My proposal re-
minded him, he said, of the worst mo-
ment in cryptocurrency history. In 2016, 
the managers of a competing crypto-
currency platform, Ethereum, agreed 
to restore the equivalent of sixty mil-
lion dollars to one of the currency’s 
holders, after the money was stolen 
through a vulnerability in the system’s 

code. Howells had publicly disagreed 
with this decision at the time—he has 
been very active on crypto social-media 
sites—and when Ethereum’s holders 
split into two camps he sided with 
those who refused to acknowledge the 
rollback. Howells told me, with con-
siderable passion, “Just for the record, 
if somebody came along and said, ‘We 
can get your five hundred million by 
doing it this way,’ I’d say, ‘No, thank 
you.’ Because if they can do it that way 

for my coins, then they can do it that 
way for anyone’s coins. And then, if 
the government asked them to seize 
someone’s coins, guess what? They 
could do that as well.”

To my surprise, the loss of his hard 
drive had not dimmed Howells’s in-
terest in cryptocurrency. He had set 
his father up with a small amount of 
crypto, and had even returned to min-
ing for himself a few years ago, using 
a set of ten S9s—powerful processors 
that he ran day and night for a year 
and a half. But the economics of bit-
coin mining had changed too much to 
make it worthwhile: the cost of the 
electricity exceeded the value of what 
he mined. The venture was another 
failure for him. 

His notoriety as a bitcoin miner 
made him feel like a potential target: 
“Most intelligent people know that 
I’ve lost my coins, but the bozo local 
drug dealer with his friends, they don’t 
know that. That’s what worries me.” 
He explained that he kept the private 
keys for some of his crypto in offline 
wallets that were stored outside the 
house—or “off site,” as he put it. That 
way, if a thief broke in and demanded 
them, he wouldn’t be able to hand them 
over. This safety measure also prevented 
him from impulsively divesting him-
self of his holdings: to sell crypto, you 
need the relevant private key. Despite 
everything, he was still in it for the 
long haul.

Howells took me up to the second 
floor, to see where the hard drive 

had been. The dog patrolled the stairs. 
“Ruby was basically the kids’ dog,” he 
explained. “And when we split up, and 
they left, she didn’t want to take the 
dog.” It turned out that Hafina had left 
several years ago with their children. I 
asked him if the bitcoin loss had played 
a role in their breakup. “The truth?” he 
said. “I tried publicly, and within my 
normal life, not to blame her, but I 
think subconsciously I did.”  

Looking around, you could see that 
time had stood still in the house since 
then. There was dust on everything. 
The Minecraft-inspired wallpaper 
he’d installed to please the children 
was peeling. The blue-and-white paint 
was chipping. The sheets on the bunk 
beds were crumpled and stale, as if 
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the kids had left in a hurry and never 
come back.

He told me that his children were 
into other things now, and didn’t visit 
anymore. He did not wish to discuss 
any romantic relationships that he’d 
had since Hafina left. “I try to keep to 
myself,” he told me. “Women are costly.” 

Howells was no longer employed. 
For more than a year after the loss of 
the hard drive, he had continued at his 
job as a systems engineer. To make the 
workday tolerable, he’d limited how 
often he consulted the bitcoin-track-
ing app. He’d even tried to avoid driv-
ing routes that took him by the dump. 
But, eventually, the memory of the 
money he had thrown away overpow-
ered his work ethic. “I kind of lost the 
motivation,” he explained. 

Earlier, he had told me that his fa-
vorite movies were “Fight Club” and 
“The Matrix”—typical fare for a young 
man with his beliefs. Now he men-
tioned the horror franchise “Final Des-
tination,” in which the smallest mis-
takes—a loose screw, a malfunctioning 
pool drain—lead to gruesome deaths. 
The lesson, he said, was “how one lit-
tle thing can have a knock-on effect.” 
He told me he could imagine a differ-
ent past for himself, one without trou-
ble. “For example, if this bitcoin thing 
hadn’t happened, I’d probably still be 
with my ex-partner,” he said. “And now 
married. Living a completely different 
life, as we would have done on our orig-
inal trajectory.” And if he had mined 
the bitcoin and not thrown away the 
drive? “We’d still be living happily ever 
after—living on a yacht. She was my 
girl, you know what I mean? We’d been 
together since I was twenty and she 
was twenty-two.” 

Hafina, who confirmed Howells’s 
account of how the hard drive wound 
up in the dump, says that the relation-
ship ended “not because of the bitcoin” 
but for other reasons.

Howells’s efforts to recover the 
money had clearly taken a toll on him. 
Like Poe’s Legrand, he was “infected 
with misanthropy, and subject to per-
verse moods of alternate enthusiasm 
and melancholy.” He had spoken to 
the press mainly in the hope that it 
might help him secure his treasure, and 
he admitted to me that some of his in-
terviews hadn’t been entirely honest. 

To throw potential thieves off his trail, 
he said, he had fudged the number of 
bitcoins he had mined. (He showed 
me his bitcoin ledger, confirming that 
the true number was eight thousand.) 
When I insisted on confirming infor-
mation directly with his business as-
sociates, he resisted, claiming that I 
might leak the information to a rival 
excavation team.  

If there is any lesson to be learned 
from people who missed out on a bit-
coin payoff, it’s that it’s more emotion-
ally healthy to try to let it go. In 2010, 
Laszlo Hanyecz, the Web developer in 
Florida, offered to pay ten thousand 
bitcoins to anyone who would sell him 
a couple of pizzas. Someone took him 
up on his offer, accepting the bitcoin 
and giving him two pies from Papa 
John’s. The value of the bitcoin Ha-
nyecz traded is now worth more than 
half a billion dollars. On the anniver-
sary of the pizza incident, May 22nd, 
he often re-states his lack of regret to 
an increasingly skeptical public and 
press. Hanyecz likes to note that he 
was working on bitcoin back when Na-
kamoto was active, and that at one point 
he asked him whether the system would 
be endangered if many of the bitcoins 
were lost. Nakamoto replied, “Think 
of it as a donation to everyone.” I asked 
Hanyecz if he had any advice for How-
ells. “Move on,” he said. “No sense in 
dwelling on what-ifs.” He added that 
it was not too late to buy fresh bitcoin 
and still make a handsome profit.

Hafina says that the loss of the bit-
coin never bothered her. She noted, “It 
has not been a physical thing. Money 
has never meant that much to me.”

Howells isn’t yet capable of such an 
equanimous response to his bad luck. 
His frustration isn’t about what he 
could buy with half a billion dollars, 
he explained. He hadn’t mined the bit-
coin to get rich: “It wasn’t about mak-
ing money. It was about changing 
money.” In the eight years since the 
hard drive went into the dump, he’s 
occasionally come across something 
expensive that he’s coveted. Two 
months ago, for instance, the owners 
of Manchester United offered up for 
sale a portion of their shares. But he 
did not strike me as a greedy man. 
What he could not seem to shake was 
the allure of the money itself. A stu-

pendous fortune had, against the lon-
gest odds, passed into his hands, and 
now it was gone.

Shortly after I returned home, How-
ells intensified his push for a response 

to his Zoom session with the Newport 
officials. In mid-November, he was told 
again that the project was too uncertain 
and the process too environmentally risky. 
“I appreciate that this is not the outcome 
you will have been hoping for,” the city’s 
chief executive wrote, with sedulous in-
difference. “But please be assured that 
your request has been carefully and ap-
propriately considered by the Council.”

Upset, Howells soon sent me a mes-
sage: “Jesus, if they had just met with 
me in 2013, Newport City would now 
look like f *cking Bel Air.” It hurt him, 
he said, that the city didn’t care that he 
had Ontrack and the former site man-
ager of the dump in his corner. For the 
first time in the year since I’d begun 
speaking to him, he wasn’t angry, elated, 
or determined: he seemed close to de-
spair. I tried to keep his spirits up, say-
ing that this was just Round One in a 
long-term fight. “More like the end of 
round #3 . . . and they are winning 6-10 
every round,” he wrote. “I don’t really 
know what else to try.”

Within a few days, he had bounced 
back. He was going to propose a feasi-
bility study to the city now, a proof of 
principle that a recovery operation could 
work. He told me that when he finally 
found his lost private key he planned to 
listen to Elgar’s “Pomp and Circum-
stance,” as a way of marking his gradu-
ation from bitcoin purgatory. In a text 
conversation, we had talked about the 
likelihood that the value of his stash 
would keep rising. “It’s not even a maybe,” 
he wrote. “Over time the price of bit-
coin against fiat will only go ONE way, 
up.” He foresaw a battle that might last 
“2/5/10 years.” He anticipated his for-
tune being worth one billion dollars, 
then two billion, and eventually five bil-
lion. That might finally motivate the 
city. Or maybe more publicity would. 
Or legislative pressure. Or better tech-
nology. On November 8th, his bitcoin 
had just risen to a new high: nearly five 
hundred and fifty million dollars. “I still 
hope and feel it can be done,” he told 
me. “And as long as I feel that I will keep 
trying. Does that make sense?” 
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A fter working a hundred hours a 
week on top of navigating a new 

culture and country, immigrant parents 
may not always have the time or the 
energy to share Hallmark aphorisms. 
But, if they love you, these are the ways 
they’ll let you know.

Silence

A picture is worth a thousand words, 
but silence from an immigrant parent 
after you’ve completed a task is worth 
a million. It means that you didn’t do 
anything wrong—yet! Now go clean 
the garage; someone is coming over for 
lunch in sixteen weeks.

Fruit cut up and delivered  

to you on a plate, unsolicited

The less necessary it is to cut up the 
fruit, the deeper their love for you. If 
they’re slicing bananas, you are the light 
of their lives.

Lack of physical touch

Physical touch may be an “official love 
language,” according to the Instagram 
Explore page, but trying to hug your 
stoic father at Patel Brothers is basically 
unacceptable P.D.A. Danny Tanner “Full 
House” hugs are science fiction.

Forcing you to do Kumon  

homework for three hours

That’s called quality time, O.K.? Sure, 
you’re not talking to each other, but 
your parents are sitting nearby, reading 

newspapers filled with misinformation 
and glaring at you every time you get 
up to pee, like they’re Amazon floor 
managers. That’s what love is all about.

Doing things you didn’t ask them to do

Is your gas tank suddenly full? (With 
gas from Costco, of course.) Are there 
seventeen bags of Famous Amos choc-
olate-chip cookies (which you casually 
mentioned you liked in 2006) in the 
cupboard? Did your mom hand you 
fifty dollars for a cup of coffee, to “cover 
tax”? Did your parents angrily stuff 
Vaseline, Ziploc bags, and dish sponges 
into your purse? Accept these gestures, 
whether you already have several tubs 
of Vaseline or not. And don’t you dare 
say thank you.

Bombarding your phone

An image of a f lower with “Good 
morning” written on it in a serif font. 
Memes about Jesus. Forwarded texts 
on WhatsApp. Fifteen missed calls. 
Consider each a reminder that you’re 
in their thoughts. And when you do 
finally answer the phone, only to sit in 
silence for an hour while being berated 
about not having kids yet, what they’re 
trying to say is that you are their rea-
son for existing.

Sending Google alerts  

about homicides in your area

“Your area” means anywhere within a 
three-hundred-mile radius of you. Sim-

ilar to their asking for the exact time 
you will be home, this will do abso-
lutely nothing to insure your safety, but 
it will make them feel better.

Roundabout questions

Immigrant parents, incapable of ask-
ing “How are you?,” will instead ask 
when you last had the oil changed in 
your car, or if you mailed in your tax 
return yet. Also: Have you eaten? Have 
you been incorporating enough milk 
into your diet? Whatever amount of 
milk you’ve been drinking, it’s wrong. 
If they really want you to open up, they’ll 
put on a movie from the sixties and ex-
plain the plot in excruciating detail until 
you interrupt them with an update on 
your relationship status.

Killing mosquitoes

Who else would murder for you? And 
who else would do it with a forty-two-
hundred-volt tennis racquet? You can 
ask for no deeper love.

Arguing with you, then feeding you

It would be ideal if you were hungry 
every fifteen minutes so that they could 
feed you. And nothing makes people 
hungrier than a shouting match about 
politics. 

Asking about a friend you haven’t thought 

of since the Bush Administration

How’s Corinne doing? You have no 
idea. They may not know the names 
of any of your current friends or your 
job title, but what their interest in 
Corinne really indicates is that they 
care about you. That’s right: it was never 
about Corinne.

Going the extra eight thousand  

miles for you

They left behind the only life they’d 
ever known to move to a foreign place 
called Paris, but in Ohio. They accept 
their new reality of not following the 
metric system and being served tea 
without milk in it. They said goodbye 
to their friends, family, and entire net-
work to adapt to a culture where they 
must keep up with both the Kardashians 
and the Geico cinematic universe. They 
did all this just to give their kids the 
opportunities they never had—to grow 
up safely, go to a good school, and eat 
funnel cake at Six Flags. 

HOW IMMIGRANT  
PARENTS SAY “I LOVE YOU”

BY MEGHANA INDURTI
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THE CONTROL OF NATURE

A NEW LEAF
Could tinkering with photosynthesis prevent a global food crisis?

BY ELIZABETH KOLBERT

ILLUSTRATION BY DERRICK SCHULTZ

This story begins about two billion 
years ago, when the world, if not 

young, exactly, was a lot more impres-
sionable. The planet spun faster, so the 
sun rose every twenty-one hours. The 
earliest continents were forming—Arc-
tica, for instance, which persists as bits 
and pieces of Siberia. Most of the globe 
was given over to oceans, and the oceans 
teemed with microbes. 

Some of these microbes—the group 
known as cyanobacteria—had mastered 
a peculiarly powerful form of alchemy. 
They lived off sunlight, which they con-
verted into sugar. As a waste product, 
they gave off oxygen. Cyanobacteria were 
so plentiful, and so good at what they 

did, that they changed the world. They 
altered the oceans’ chemistry, and then 
the atmosphere’s. Formerly in short sup-
ply, oxygen became abundant. Anything 
that couldn’t tolerate it either died off 
or retreated to some dark, airless corner. 

One day, another organism—a sort 
of proto-alga—devoured a cyanobacte-
rium. Instead of being destroyed, as you 
might expect, the bacterium took up 
residence, like Jonah in the whale. This 
accommodation, unlikely as it was, sent 
life in a new direction. The secret to 
photosynthesis passed to the alga and 
all its heirs. 

A billion years went by. The planet’s 
rotation slowed. The continents crashed 

together to form a supercontinent, Ro-
dinia, then drifted apart again. The alga’s 
heirs diversified. 

One side of the family stuck to the 
water. Another branch set out to colo-
nize dry land. The first explorers stayed 
small and low to the ground. (These 
were probably related to liverworts.) 
Eventually, they were joined by the an-
cestors of today’s ferns and mosses. There 
was so much empty space—and hence 
available light—that plants, as one bot-
anist has put it, found terrestrial life “ir-
resistible.” They spread out their fronds 
and began to grow taller. The rise of 
plants made possible the rise of plant-eat-
ing animals. During the Carboniferous 
period, towering tree ferns and giant 
club mosses covered the earth, and in-
sects with wingspans of more than two 
feet flitted through them.

Some two hundred million years later, 
in the early Cretaceous, plants with flow-
ers appeared on the scene. They were 
so fabulously successful that they soon 
took over. (Charles Darwin was deeply 
troubled by the sudden appearance of 
flowering plants in the fossil record, de-
scribing it as an “abominable mystery.”) 
Later still, grasses and cacti evolved. 

Through it all, plants continued to 
make a living more or less the same way 
they had since that ancient cyanobac-
terium took up with the alga. Photo-
synthesis remained remarkably stable 
over thousands of millennia of natural 
selection. It didn’t change when humans 
began to domesticate plants, ten thou-
sand years ago, or, later, when they fig-
ured out how to irrigate, fertilize, and, 
finally, hybridize them. It always worked 
well enough to power the planet—that 
is, until now.

S tephen Long is a professor of plant 
biology and crop sciences at the Uni-

versity of Illinois Urbana-Champaign 
and the director of a project called Re-
alizing Increased Photosynthetic Effi-
ciency, or RIPE. The premise of RIPE is 
that, as remarkable as photosynthesis 
may be, it needs to do better. 

At seventy-one, Long is thin and 
fit, with a craggy face and a voice so 
soft it borders on a murmur. He grew 
up in London in a working-class fam-
ily and attended what he describes as 
“not the best” high school. (It’s since 
been closed.) One of the teachers at It is often said that the world now needs a Second Green Revolution.
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the school stood out—a plant enthu-
siast who took her students on frequent 
field trips. Inspired, Long decided to 
study agricultural botany at the Uni-
versity of Reading. Midway to his de-
gree, he took a year off to work for a 
British food company, Tate & Lyle, 
which owned sugarcane plantations in 
the Caribbean and did a lot of sugar 
refining. Some at the company thought 
it might be possible to dispense with 
the plantations and even the cane and 
coax plant cells to produce sugar in vats. 
The idea didn’t pan out—“It never be-
came economically feasible,” Long told 
me when, in July, I went to visit him 
at his office—but it got him interested 
in the mechanics of photosynthesis. 

Photosynthesis takes place within a 
plant’s chloroplasts—tiny organelles 
that are the descendants of that origi-
nal captured cyanobacterium. When a 
photon is absorbed by a chloroplast, it 
initiates a cascade of reactions that con-
vert light into chemical energy. These 
reactions are mediated by proteins, 
which are encoded by genes. Through 
a second series of reactions, the chem-
ical energy is used to build carbohy-
drates. This requires more proteins. 
Photosynthesis has been called “one of 
the most complex of all biological pro-
cesses,” and when Long was starting 
out a great deal was still unknown about 
how, exactly, it worked. Gradually, using 
new molecular tools, researchers suc-
ceeded in filling in the gaps. Photo-
synthesis, they learned, requires the 
completion of some hundred and fifty 
discrete steps and involves roughly that 
number of genes.

The more that was discovered about 
the intricacies of photosynthesis, the 
more was revealed about its inefficiency. 
The comparison is often made to pho-
tovoltaic cells. Those on the market 
today convert about twenty per cent of 
the sunlight that strikes them into elec-
tricity, and, in labs, researchers have 
achieved rates of almost fifty per cent. 
Plants convert only about one per cent 
of the sunlight that hits them into 
growth. In the case of crop plants, on 
average only about half of one per cent 
of the light is converted into energy that 
people can use. The contrast isn’t really 
fair to biology, since plants construct 
themselves, whereas P.V. cells have to 
be manufactured with energy from an-

other source. Plants also store their own 
energy, while P.V. cells require separate 
batteries for that. Still, researchers who 
have tried to make apples-to-apples (or 
silicon-to-carbon) calculations have con-
cluded that plants come out the losers.

Long went on to get a Ph.D., and 
then took a teaching job at the Univer-
sity of Essex, on England’s east coast. 
He became convinced that photosyn-
thesis’s inefficiency presented an oppor-
tunity. If the process could be stream-
lined, plants that had spent millennia 
just chugging along could become cham-
pions. For agriculture, the implications 
were profound. Potentially, new crop 
varieties could be created that could 
produce more with less. 

“All of our food, directly or indirectly, 
comes from the process of photosyn-
thesis,” Long told me. “And we know 
that even our very best crops are only 
achieving a fraction of photosynthesis’s 
theoretical efficiency. So, if we can work 
out how to improve photosynthesis, we 
can boost yields. We won’t have to go 
on destroying yet more land for crops—
we can try to produce more on the land 
we’re already using.”

Other biologists were skeptical. 
Surely, they observed, if there were a 
way to improve photosynthesis that was 
truly viable, and not just theoretical, 
then, at some point during the past sev-
eral hundred million years, plants would 
have hit upon it. What their argument 
missed, Long thought, were the exigen-
cies of evolution itself. To be preserved, 
biological systems don’t have to be op-
timized. They just have to be functional.

“Evolution is not really about be-
ing productive,” Long told me. “It’s 
about getting your genes into the next 
generation.” 

In 1999, Long decided that he would 
create his own version of photosyn-

thesis. By this time, he’d moved to the 
University of Illinois, where many of 
the major discoveries about the process 
had been made. Long’s idea was to build 
a computer simulation that would model 
each of the hundred and fifty-odd steps 
in photosynthesis as a differential equa-
tion. The effort dragged on for years, in 
part because Long’s program kept crash-
ing. Eventually, he got in touch with a 
computer scientist who worked for NASA 
on rocket engines.

“He said, ‘Oh, I had exactly the same 
problem, and this is the routine I used,’” 
Long recalled. “And we worked with 
him and used that routine, and, bingo, 
it worked.” Because photosynthesis is 
so complicated, and because the math 
involved is also complicated, Long’s 
model requires a phenomenal amount 
of computing power. To simulate the 
performance of a single leaf over the 
course of a few minutes, it must make 
millions of calculations.

Once his model, which he dubbed 
e-photosynthesis, was up and running, 
Long could create new leaves without 
the bother of actually growing any-
thing. He could probe the weaknesses 
of photosynthesis and test possible fixes. 
What would happen, for example, if a 
certain gene were ginned up to pro-
duce more of a certain enzyme? Would 
this accelerate photosynthesis or just 
gum up the works? The model would 
analyze the results of each virtual in-
tervention, or hack. “Of course, ninety-
nine times out of a hundred you’re mak-
ing things worse,” Long said. 

It was the hundredth hack that kept 
things interesting. Long found that, by 
rejiggering certain steps, nature could 

be improved upon. In 2006, he pub-
lished a paper outlining half a dozen 
“opportunities for increasing photosyn-
thesis.” Among the people intrigued by 
the idea were some high-level staff 
members at the Bill and Melinda Gates 
Foundation. In 2011, the foundation in-
vited Long and some of his colleagues 
to Seattle to discuss their work. Six 
months later, the foundation invited the 
group back. Long and his collaborators 
spent a week on Bainbridge Island, in 
Puget Sound, drawing up a funding 
proposal, and on the last day of their 
stay they presented their pitch to Bill 
Gates. In 2012, the foundation awarded 
them twenty-five million dollars, and 
RIPE was created. Later, the project re-
ceived additional funding from Brit-
ain’s Foreign, Commonwealth, and De-
velopment Office and from the Foun-
dation for Food and Agriculture, a joint 
public-private venture based in Wash-
ington, D.C. 

“It will take multiple innovations to 
solve the global food crisis,” Gates told 
me via e-mail. These include seed va-
rieties that can better withstand drought, 
crops that can better fight off disease, 
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and “game-changing discoveries that 
will lead to better harvests.”

One of the opportunities that Long 
identified in his 2006 paper involves a 
process known as nonphotochemical 
quenching, or N.P.Q. Obviously, plants 
need light, but, like us, they can suffer 
from too much of it. N.P.Q. enables 
them to protect themselves by dissipat-
ing excess light as heat. The problem is 
that N.P.Q. is sluggish; once initiated, 
it’s slow to stop, even as light conditions 
change. Long’s model suggested that 
some clever genetic modifications could 
make the process nimbler. 

Researchers at RIPE set about test-
ing this proposition on tobacco plants, 
which are sort of the lab rats of the ag 
world. They inserted three extra genes 
into the plants, then raised them in 
greenhouses. The modified plants did, 
indeed, outperform ordinary tobacco 
plants—they grew faster and put on 
more weight. The team then ran field 
trials. Long nervously awaited the out-
come. The results were even better than 
he’d hoped: the modified plants outper-
formed the control plants by up to 
twenty per cent. 

When the resulting paper was pub-
lished, in Science, it made news around 
the world. “Genetic breakthrough,” the 
BBC declared. Long was interviewed 
by the Big Ten Network, which, in ad-
dition to airing the con-
ference’s sporting events, 
sometimes does features on 
Big Ten professors. He told 
the interviewer that the day 
the results of the field tri-
als came in was one of the 
most exciting of his life. 
“Don’t tell my wife that,” 
he added. The network 
showed the clip on the jum-
botron during a University 
of Illinois football game. Long and  
his wife, Ann, were watching at home. 

“I got an elbow in the ribs for that,” 
he recalled.

In 1967, two sober-minded men pub-
lished a book with a sensational title: 

“Famine—1975!” The authors, William 
and Paul Paddock, were brothers; Wil-
liam was an agronomist, Paul a retired 
Foreign Service officer. “A collision be-
tween exploding population and static 
agriculture is imminent,” the Paddocks 

wrote. They declared, “The conclusion 
is clear: there is no possibility of im-
proving agriculture . . . soon enough to 
avert famine.”

Many experts shared their anxiety. 
In the mid-sixties, the global popu-
lation was growing by more than two 
per cent a year, which is believed to 
be the highest rate in human history. 
In a number of developing countries—
Brazil and Ethiopia, for instance—
the annual rate was closer to three per 
cent. Agricultural production wasn’t 
keeping up. 

“The world food situation is now 
more precarious than at any time since 
the period of acute shortage immedi-
ately after the second world war,” the 
director-general of the United Nations 
Food and Agriculture Organization, 
Binay Ranjan Sen, wrote. He warned 
that unless dramatic action was taken 
“Malthusian correctives” would “inex-
orably come into play.” 

“Famine—1975!” was followed by 
“The Population Bomb,” by the Stan-
ford biologist Paul Ehrlich, published 
in 1968. Ehrlich, too, declared disaster 
unavoidable. “The battle to feed all  
of humanity is over,” he wrote. “In the 
1970’s the world will undergo famines—
hundreds of millions of people are going 
to starve to death in spite of any crash 
programs embarked upon now.” Ehr-

lich became a regular guest 
on the “Tonight Show,” and 
“The Population Bomb” 
sold more than two mil-
lion copies. 

The catastrophe failed 
to materialize. Ehrlich and 
the Paddocks were wrong 
about the future of agri-
culture. Even as they were 
writing, the seeds—both 
literal and metaphorical—

were being sown for what would be-
come known as the Green Revolution. 

At the vanguard of the revolution was 
Norman Borlaug, a plant pathologist 
who worked for the Rockefeller Foun-
dation at an agricultural-research station 
in Mexico. By painstakingly breeding 
wheat over the course of two decades, 
he developed a series of highly produc-
tive, disease-resistant varieties. The va-
rieties were unusually stocky—they’d 
been bred using dwarf strains—and this 
allowed them to put more energy into 

their kernels and less into their stalks. 
As the varieties were adopted, yields shot 
up; in the two decades following the 
publication of “Famine—1975!,” wheat 
production in Mexico nearly doubled. 
During the same period in India, it more 
than tripled. 

Building on Borlaug’s work, breed-
ers in the Philippines created high-yield, 
semi-dwarf strains of rice, which led to 
similar productivity increases. This work 
was motivated as much by political im-
pulses as by humanitarian ones; boost-
ing rice output might be described as 
the “hearts and bellies” approach to 
fighting Communism in Asia. 

For his efforts, Borlaug was awarded 
the Nobel Peace Prize in 1970. “More 
than any other single person of this age, 
he has helped to provide bread for a 
hungry world,” the chairwoman of the 
Norwegian Nobel Committee stated.

Like most revolutions, the green one 
had unintended consequences. The 
new, high-yield varieties were needy; 
to realize their full potential, they re-
quired plenty of fertilizer, pesticides, 
and water. These “inputs,” in turn, re-
quired money. The bulk of the bene-
fits thus accrued to those with resources. 
Farms became bigger and more mech-
anized, developments that often cost 
the very poorest agricultural workers 
their livelihoods. Research suggests that 
the new varieties, combined with the 
agricultural practices they promoted, 
exacerbated inequality. 

“The availability of 60% cheaper rice 
would be little consolation to someone 
who had lost 100% of their income as 
a result of the Green Revolution,” Raj 
Patel, a research professor at the Uni-
versity of Texas at Austin, has written.

The ecological costs, too, were high, 
and by many accounts these are still 
growing. Fertilizer runoff has filled riv-
ers and lakes with nutrients, producing 
algae blooms and aquatic “dead zones.” 
Increased pesticide use has had the per-
verse effect of doing in many of the ben-
eficial insects that once kept pests in 
check. The demands of irrigation have 
emptied aquifers. In the northern In-
dian state of Punjab, an early center of 
the Green Revolution, groundwater is 
being pumped out so much faster than 
it can be replenished that the water table 
is falling by about three feet a year. Ex-
perts have warned that, if current rates 
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of pumping continue, in twenty-five 
years the state, which is sometimes re-
ferred to as “the food bowl of India,” 
could be reduced to a desert. 

“The situation is alarming,” Rana 
Gurjit Singh, a member of Punjab’s 
Legislative Assembly, observed a few 
months ago. “It is time to wake up.”

It is often said that the world now 
needs a New Green Revolution, or a Sec-
ond Green Revolution, or Green Revo-
lution 2.0. The rate of yield growth for 
crops like wheat, rice, and corn appears 
to be plateauing, and the number of peo-
ple who are hungry is once again on the 
rise. The world’s population, meanwhile, 
continues to increase; now almost eight 
billion, it’s projected to reach nearly ten 
billion by 2050. Income gains in coun-
tries like China are increasing the con-
sumption of meat, which requires ever 
more grain and forage to produce. To 
meet the expected demand, global agri-
cultural output will have to rise by al-
most seventy per cent during the next 
thirty years. Such an increase would be 
tough to achieve in the best of times, 
which the coming decades are not likely 
to be. Recent research suggests that cli-
mate change has already begun to cut 
into yields, and, as the planet warms, the 
bite will only get bigger. (Agriculture it-
self is a major contributor to climate 
change.) Devoting more land to farm-
ing isn’t really an option, or, at least, not 
a good one. Most of the world’s best soils 
are already under cultivation, and mow-
ing down forests to plant corn or soy-
beans would lead to still more warming. 

“At no other point in history has ag-
riculture been faced with such an array 
of familiar and unfamiliar risks” is how 
a recent report from the Food and Ag-
riculture Organization put it.

“We need to up our game,” Enock 
Chikava, who grew up on a ten-acre 
farm in Zimbabwe and now serves as 
the interim director for agricultural de-
velopment at the Gates Foundation, 
told me. “We can’t continue business 
as usual.”

One day while I was in Urbana, Long 
took me to visit RIPE’s test fields. 

This was in the midst of one of last sum-
mer’s brutal heat waves, and to avoid the 
midmorning sun we met up at 8 A.M. 
Even so, it was sweltering. 

RIPE’s test plots are to the average 

farm what a Tesla is to a Model T. 
Looming above the plots are hundred-
and-fifty-foot-tall metal towers strung 
with guy wires. The wires are controlled 
by computerized winches imported from 
Austria—a setup that was originally 
devised to f ilm professional sports 
matches. RIPE’s setup carries sensors 
that, among other things, shoot out laser 
beams and detect infrared radiation. 
When I visited, the sensors had just 
been installed; the idea was to track the 
plants’ progress on a day-to-day basis. 

Long led me over to a plot sur-
rounded by an electric fence. It was di-
vided into forty identical rectangles, 
each studded with white tags. The rect-
angles were planted with different strains 
of genetically modified soybeans, which 
had been tweaked in much the same 
way that the tobacco plants had, to speed 
up N.P.Q. Long bent over some rows 
labelled E27. 

“I might be imagining, but it looks 
like these are a little bit taller,” he said. 
He quickly added, “You’ve got to be 
very careful at this stage, though.” In 
the summer of 2020, the tweaked soy 
plants had produced significantly more 

soybeans than the control ones did. 
E27 had performed particularly well. 
But was this just a fluke? “We’re hop-
ing to get the definitive answer this 
year,” Long told me. 

In another plot, tobacco plants were 
growing low to the ground. These, he 
explained, represented an effort to ad-
dress a different drag on photosynthe-
sis, involving the enzyme RuBisCo. 

To make sugars, plants use carbon 
dioxide they’ve taken in from the air. 
RuBisCo, which is believed to be the 
most abundant enzyme on the planet, 
in effect grabs the CO

2
 and sends it on 

to the sugar-making process. Like 
N.P.Q., RuBisCo is slow. Even more 
significantly, it’s error-prone. Some-
times, like an assembly-line worker who 
picks up the wrong part, it grabs a mol-
ecule of oxygen instead of carbon di-
oxide. (Presumably, RuBisCo makes 
this mistake because at the point it was 
first synthesized, billions of years ago, 
there was hardly any oxygen around to 
worry about.) When RuBisCo acciden-
tally picks up O

2
, the plant produces a 

compound that’s toxic, which it then 
has to get rid of. The exercise is quite 

“As long as they’re giving me the option, I’m  
going to keep on camping from home.”

• •
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costly: it’s estimated that it can reduce 
the efficiency of photosynthesis by forty 
per cent. Using genes from bacteria and 
algae, the RIPE team has developed “by-
pass” tobacco plants, which break down 
the toxic compound in fewer steps. 

Long pointed to a muddy plot nearby. 
Had I arrived a few weeks earlier, he 
said, I would have found “bypass” po-
tatoes growing there. These had been 
destroyed by heavy rains, and now it 
was too late in the season to replant. 
“It’s kind of been wrecked,” he said, 
with a sigh.

From the fields, we drove to an enor-
mous greenhouse. Before entering it, 
we had to put on lab coats and sterile 
booties. Near the door were benches of 
tobacco plants wrapped in cellophane. 
The rest of the greenhouse was filled 
with long rows of what looked like DVD 
players. These turned out to be high-
tech scales connected to a precision ir-
rigation system. Plants could be placed 
on the scales and given measured sips 
of water; then they’d be automatically 
weighed to see how much bulk they’d 
put on. More than four hundred plants 
could be tested at once, and the results 
would quickly reveal which specimens 
with which genetic changes were the 
best performers. Someone f lipped a 

switch, and a set of cameras mounted 
on scaffolding began to creep over the 
rows. The cameras, I was told, would 
produce a continuous stream of data 
about the plants, so that everything 
down to the curve of their leaves could 
be studied.

Since its founding, in 2012, RIPE has 
expanded to include almost a hundred 
researchers across four continents. Long’s 
hope is that, in addition to the N.P.Q. 
and bypass tweaks, the project will come 
up with half a dozen other ways to “im-
prove” photosynthesis. A team in Aus-
tralia is looking at how to speed carbon 
dioxide’s journey to RuBisCo, and a 
team in England is looking at what hap-
pens right after RuBisCo does its job. 
The next step would be to get these ge-
netic modifications into globally signif-
icant crop plants—in addition to soy 
and potatoes, RIPE is working with corn, 
cowpeas, and cassava—and then into 
local varieties. (Farmers in different parts 
of the world plant different strains of 
corn and cassava that have been bred 
for local conditions.)

Long is particularly keen on get-
ting photosynthetically souped-up seed 
to farmers in sub-Saharan Africa, a re-
gion that didn’t much benefit from the 
yield gains of the original Green Rev-

olution. Today, more than two hun-
dred million people there are chron-
ically undernourished.

“If we can provide smallholder farm-
ers in Africa with technologies that 
will produce more food and give them 
a better livelihood, that’s what really 
motivates the team,” Long told me. 
One of the Gates Foundation’s stipu-
lations is that any breakthroughs that 
result from RIPE’s work be made avail-
able “at an affordable price” to compa-
nies or government agencies that sup-
ply seed to farmers in the world’s 
poorest countries. 

Before any of RIPE’s creations could 
be planted in sub-Saharan Africa, 
though, or anywhere else, for that mat-
ter, all sorts of licenses would have to 
be obtained. (The gene-editing tech-
niques that Long and his colleagues are 
using are themselves often patented.) 
Then the altered genes would have to 
be approved by the relevant agency in 
the nation in question, and the alter-
ations would have to be bred into local 
varieties. So far, only a handful of Af-
rican countries have O.K.’d genetically 
modified crops, and most of the approv-
als have been for G.M. cotton. A re-
cent study noted that at least two dozen 
G.M. food crops—some modified for 
insect resistance, others for salt toler-
ance—have been submitted to regula-
tory agencies in the region but remain 
in limbo.

“A host of viable technologies con-
tinue to sit on the shelf, frequently due 
to regulatory paralysis,” the study ob-
served. (In the U.S., practically all of 
the soy and corn grown is genetically 
modified; other approved G.M. food 
crops include apples, potatoes, papayas, 
sugar beets, and canola. In Europe, by 
contrast, G.M. crops are generally 
banned.) Meanwhile, to the extent that 
attitudes toward G.M. foods have been 
surveyed in sub-Saharan Africa, a ma-
jority of people seem to be leery of them. 
A recent study conducted in Zimbabwe, 
for example, found that almost three-
quarters of the respondents believed 
them to be “too risky.” And smallholder 
farmers don’t have enough land to leave 
buffer zones, which means that, if they 
grow G.M. crops that cross-pollinate, 
these could mix with, or contaminate, 
their non-G.M. neighbors.

When I asked Long about the ad-

“All the quarters, now!”

• •



visability of developing genetically mod-
ified varieties for use in countries that 
don’t particularly seem to want them, 
he told me that, at a meeting with RIPE 
researchers, a similar question had been 
posed to Bill Gates. 

“His response was ‘Well, things might 
change if these predictions of food short-
ages come to pass,’” Long said. “ ‘And, 
if they do come to pass, it’s going to be 
too late to do this research.’”

Some thirty million years ago, a 
plant—no one knows exactly which 

one, but probably it was a grass—came 
up with its own hack to improve pho-
tosynthesis. The hack didn’t alter the 
steps involved in the process; instead, 
it added new ones. The new steps con-
centrated CO

2
 around RuBisCo, ef-

fectively eliminating the enzyme’s op-
portunity to make a mistake. (To extend 
the assembly-line metaphor, imagine 
a worker surrounded by crateloads of 
the right parts and none of the wrong 
ones.) At the time, carbon-dioxide lev-
els in the atmosphere were falling—a 
trend that would continue more or less 
until humans figured out how to burn 
fossil fuels—so even though the hack 
cost the plant some energy, it offered 
a net gain. In fact, it proved so useful 
that other plants soon followed suit. 
What’s now known as C4 photosyn-
thesis evolved independently at least 
forty-five times, in nineteen different 
plant families. (The term “C4” refers 
to a four-carbon compound that’s pro-
duced in one of the supplemental steps.) 
Nowadays, several of the world’s key 
crop plants are C4, including corn, mil-
let, and sorghum, and so are several of 
the world’s key weeds, like crabgrass 
and tumbleweed. 

C4 photosynthesis isn’t just more ef-
ficient than ordinary photosynthesis, 
which is known as C3. It also requires 
less water and less nitrogen, and so, in 
turn, less fertilizer. About twenty-five 
years ago, a plant physiologist named 
John Sheehy came up with what many 
other plant physiologists considered to 
be an absurd idea. He decided that rice, 
which is a C3 plant, should be trans-
formed into a C4. Like Long, Sheehy 
was from England, but he was working 
in the Philippines, at the research in-
stitute where, in the nineteen-sixties, 
breeders had developed the rice varie-

ties that helped spark the Green Rev-
olution. In 1999, Sheehy hosted a meet-
ing at the institute to discuss his idea. 
The general opinion of the participants 
was that it was impossible.

Sheehy didn’t give up. In 2006, near-
ing retirement, he pulled together a 
second meeting on the topic. Again, 
the attendees were skeptical. But this 
time around they decided that Shee-
hy’s scheme was at least worth a try. 
Jane Langdale, a plant biologist from 
Oxford, was among the researchers at 
the second meeting. “There was a sense 
that it was now or never,” she said re-
cently, when I spoke to her over Zoom. 
“We were either going to have to get 
younger people interested in this or 
lose the opportunity.” Thus was born 
the C4 Rice Project, which Langdale 
now heads. (Sheehy died in 2019.)

The C4 Rice Project could be thought 
of as RIPE’s edgier cousin. It, too, is 
funded by the Gates Foundation, and 
it, too, aims to feed the world by reën-
gineering it from the chloroplast up. 
“Given that the C4 pathway is up to 50% 
more efficient than the C3 pathway, in-
troducing C4 traits into a C3 crop would 
have a dramatic impact on crop yield,” 
the project’s Web site observes.

What makes the work so challeng-
ing is that C4 plants don’t just go 

through extra steps in photosynthesis; 
they have a different anatomy. Among 
other things, the veins in the leaves of 
C4 plants are much more closely packed 
than those in C3 plants, and this spa-
cing is crucial to the enterprise. The 
C4 Rice Project involves thirty re-
searchers in five countries. Some of the 
scientists are focussed on transform-
ing the plant’s leaves, others on alter-
ing its biochemistry. 

“We’re working to try to do these 
two things in parallel,” Langdale ex-
plained to me. “But ultimately we have 
to do them both.”

The project has run into lots of ob-
stacles; still, it has inched forward. Lang-
dale’s lab has succeeded in producing 
rice plants with a greater volume of 
veins in their leaves, though the volume 
is still not quite high enough. Other 
labs have developed rice plants that gen-
erate the crucial four-carbon compound; 
these plants, however, don’t take the 
next step, which is to give up one of the 
carbons to be grabbed by RuBisCo.

“When we started, everybody thought 
we were mad,” Langdale said. “And it 
has not been an easy journey. But I think 
now people look and think, You know—
they actually are making progress.

“I don’t know whether we’ll ever 
make rice with the full C4 anatomy and 

“I got you a gift.”
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the biochemistry,” she continued. “But 
I do think along the way we are going 
to find things that improve yield and 
improve efficiency, even if it’s not the 
full shebang.”

A few days after I spoke to Lang-
dale, three Punjabi villagers were 

hit by a truck at the site of a demon-
stration near New Delhi. (The victims 
were all women in their fifties and six-
ties.) During the past year, hundreds 
of thousands of farmers in India have 
protested against the government of 
Prime Minister Narendra Modi, and 
for months tens of thousands have been 
camped out along the roads leading 
into the capital. 

In an immediate sense, the target of 
the farmers’ ire is a set of laws pushed 
through Parliament by Modi’s party; 
these, they fear, could lead to an end 
to government price supports. In a 
deeper sense, though, the tensions go 
back to the Green Revolution. To en-
courage farmers to plant the higher-
yielding, thirstier varieties of rice and 
wheat, the Indian government intro-
duced the price-support system, in the 
nineteen-sixties. Now the subsidies 
have produced gluts of these commod-
ities, even as growing them is deplet-
ing the country’s aquifers, and the gov-
ernment wants to prod farmers to move 
away from the crops it once prodded 
them to plant. To the country’s mil-
lions of farmers, most of whom own 
fewer than five acres, changes in the 
status quo seem likely to lead only to 
more misery.

“Many people would argue that the 
price supports that are currently given 
are barely adequate to cover the costs 
of production,” Sudha Narayanan, a re-
search fellow at the International Food 
Policy Research Institute’s office in 
New Delhi, told me. But farmers de-
pend on the supports to at least set a 
floor on their incomes: “They are seen 
as a kind of insurance.” Late last month, 
in a surprise move, Parliament voted 
to repeal the laws, but that has not put 
an end to the protests; farmers are now 
calling for an extension of price sup-
ports to other crops. 

How to produce a second Green 
Revolution without repeating, or com-
pounding, the mistakes of the first is a 
question that dogs efforts to boost 

yields, particularly in the Global South. 
With climate change, the challenges 
are, in many ways, even steeper than 
they were in the nineteen-sixties. The 
research institutes that helped drive the 
original Green Revolution, which in-
clude the International Maize and 
Wheat Improvement Center, in Mex-
ico, where Norman Borlaug was sta-
tioned, and the International Rice Re-
search Institute, in the Philippines, 
where John Sheehy worked, are part of 
a consortium called CGIAR. (The 
name comes from the Consultative 
Group on International Agricultural 
Research.) CGIAR is in the midst of 
restructuring itself. 

“Fundamentally, the reorganization 
is about trying to attack what we call 
twenty-first-century problems, paying 
attention to the critique of the Green 
Revolution,” Channing Arndt, a divi-
sion director at the International Food 
Policy Research Institute, which is part 
of CGIAR, told me. The Green Rev-
olution “definitely brought a lot of cal-
ories,” he continued. “But it also brought 
pollution and other problems, which 
we don’t want to repeat.”

One way to look at RIPE and the C4 
Rice Project is as efforts to bring twenty-
first-century tools to bear on twenty-
first-century problems. For better or 
worse, we now have the ability to tin-
ker with life at the most basic level, and 
this opens up all sorts of possibilities, 
from treating genetic disorders to man-
ufacturing biological weapons. Crop 
plants that make fewer mistakes in pho-
tosynthesis, or that complete the pro-
cess more efficiently, would produce 
more food per acre, potentially with 
fewer inputs. Not only humans would 
benefit; so, too, would the myriad spe-
cies whose habitats would be spared. 
“Twenty years from now, this could be 
making a major difference,” Edward 
Mabaya, a research professor at Cor-
nell, told me. 

But, in many ways, the twenty-first 
century’s problems are holdovers from 
the nineteenth and twentieth centu-
ries, and it’s not clear whether the new 
tools are a better match for them than 
the old. As Mabaya, who also serves as 
the chief scientific adviser for the Af-
rican Seed Access Index, pointed out 
to me, researchers have already devel-
oped plenty of improved varieties for 

sub-Saharan Africa, using conventional 
breeding methods. 

“Most of the varieties, maybe eighty 
per cent of them, just end up on the 
shelf,” he said. “They never reach small-
holder farmers.” (The Access Index, 
which is working to identify the choke 
points in African seed systems, is an-
other group funded, in part, by the 
Gates Foundation.) 

Vara Prasad, a crop scientist at Kan-
sas State University and the director of 
one of its Feed the Future Innovation 
Labs, made much the same point to 
me: a majority of the smallholder farm-
ers in Africa and South Asia aren’t 
planting the improved varieties that  
already exist. Sometimes the issue is 
cost. For instance, with hybrids, the 
seeds can’t be saved, and have to be re-
purchased every year; though the extra 
yield should cover the expense, small-
holder farmers may just not have the 
cash. Sometimes the obstacles can be 
difficult even to identify. 

“We always talk about the tech-
nologies, but we ignore the social 
piece,” Prasad told me. “We need to 
understand the barriers to adoption, 
and we don’t have a clear understand-
ing of those.

“I’ve looked at the RIPE project,”  
he went on. “Are there anthropologists  
on it? Any economists? Any nutrition 
folks? Gender-empowerment folks? 
We really need to be thinking about 
social innovation here, not only bio-
physical innovation—and I’m a bio-
physical scientist.”

Borlaug himself warned against 
putting too much faith in technology 
to solve society’s ills. In his Nobel 
Lecture, in 1970, he called the Green 
Revolution a “temporary success”; if 
the population continued to climb, 
this success, he feared, would prove 
“ephemeral.” 

“There are no miracles in agricul-
tural production,” he said. And, even if 
production could keep up with popu-
lation growth, there would remain the 
issue of distribution, of bridging the 
great global divide between the haves, 
who “live in a luxury never before ex-
perienced,” and the have-nots, who send 
their kids to bed hungry.

“It is a sad fact that on this earth at 
this late date there are still two worlds,” 
Borlaug observed. 



LEADING VALUE 

BRAND

THE ONLY ONE WITH OUR

SHAPEWEAR FABRIC FOR

COMFORT & 
PROTECTION,
GUARANTEED

†

THE ONLY THING STRONGER THAN US, IS YOU.™

† 3

®/™ r

Stay up to 100% leak-free 
in our softest, 

smoothest underwear.

Get a sample at Depend.com



38	 THE NEW YORKER, DECEMBER 13, 2021

A REPORTER AT LARGE

AN ACCIDENTAL REVOLUTIONARY
The woman who challenged Belarus’s dictatorship.

BY DEXTER FILKINS

O
n the north side of Indepen
dence Square, in the Belarusian 
capital of Minsk, is the House 

of Government—a row of cuboid white 
buildings, each with a checkerboard of 
identical black windows. Members of 
parliament go in through the main en
trance, passing a towering statue of Lenin 
and a forlorn line of trees that stand amid 
several acres of pavement and brick. Peo
ple who want to visit the Central Elec
tion Commission use a small entrance 
to the right. On the afternoon of Au
gust 10, 2020, Sviatlana Tsikhanouskaya 
went in through the smaller entrance, to 
complain that her victory in the Presi
dential election had been stolen. 

Tsikhanouskaya was not a career pol
itician; she was the daughter of a truck 
driver, a mother of two who had set 
aside a career as an English teacher in 
order to help her deaf son learn to speak. 
An improbable series of events had pro
pelled her to challenge President Alex
ander Lukashenka, the last dictator in 
Europe, for the leadership of Belarus. 

A few months before, Tsikhanou
skaya’s husband, a journalist named 
Siarhei Tsikhanouski, had declared his 
own candidacy against Lukashenka, 
whom he had relentlessly derided as 
an incompetent autocrat, a “cockroach” 
who was despoiling the country. For 
years, Lukashenka had regularly staged 
Presidential elections, and each time 
claimed an easy victory. This time, 
though, there was a strong popular re
action, inspired in part by Siarhei’s re
ports. He was arrested and thrown into 
a “punishment cell,” a dank concrete 
box without a window. Hundreds of 
others had already been imprisoned for 
questioning the regime.

With Siarhei in jail, Tsikhanouskaya 
decided to run herself. At first, she was 
reluctant. When I met her recently, she 
radiated earnest charm: her face is broad, 
framed by straight brown hair, her voice 
plain and strong. “I am accidental,” she 

told me. “I am not building my career, I 
am not settling scores, I do not know 
the language of politics, I do not like this 
business. I am doing this for the Bela
rusian people, and for my husband. They 
jailed him for nothing.” 

Tsikhanouskaya’s platform consisted 
of only three demands: freedom for po
litical prisoners; a new constitution that 
reduced the powers of the Presidency; 
and fresh elections. But her speeches were 
galvanizing. “State officials have failed to 
understand that it’s not individual can
didates but the people who threaten their 
power,” she told a boisterous crowd in 
Minsk. “And the people are fed up with 
living in humiliation and fear.” 

Lukashenka declined to debate 
Tsikhanouskaya, and evidently didn’t 
consider her enough of a risk to have 
her arrested. “Our constitution was not 
written for a woman, and our society 
isn’t ready to vote for a woman,” he told 
a gathering at a tractor factory in May. 
“The President will be a man, I am more 
than sure.” But, with surprising speed, 
Belarusians took her side against the re
gime. The opposition adopted a white
andred flag—a symbol of Belarus’s brief 
first attempt at independence, in 1918—
which Lukashenka has since banned. 
They also began wearing white ribbons, 
as a signal of support. Tsikhanouskaya’s 
rallies drew enormous crowds. “We set 
up a stage and a microphone in a field, 
and five thousand people came,” a press 
aide named Gleb German told me. 

On Election Day, August 9th, Be
larusians flocked to the polls, with hun
dreds of thousands wearing white rib
bons on their wrists. Tsikhanouskaya 
and her allies were certain that she had 
won. But, that night, Lukashenka de
clared that he had captured more than 
eighty per cent of the vote—a prepos
terous claim, which brought outraged 
protesters to the streets. As Tsikhanou
skaya implored the crowds to remain 
peaceful, Lukashenka’s riot police threw 

stun grenades, beat and teargassed dem
onstrators, and arrested thousands.

The next day, with the streets again 
swarming with protesters, Tsikhanou
skaya and her lawyer, Maxim Znak, ap
proached the election commission to 
file her protest. Near the entrance, they 
found a cordon of security officers in 
dark suits, with guns at their belts; two 
men were waiting inside. They recog
nized one of them as Andrei Pavlyu
chenko, a notorious enforcer who has 
served as Lukashenka’s head of security 
and his chief of Internet police. 

The men told Znak to step away, 
then led Tsikhanouskaya to a dark room 
and closed the door. “Your campaign is 
over,” Pavlyuchenko told her. They gave 
her a choice, she recalled. She could go 
to prison, leaving her son and daughter 
to be raised by others. Or she could leave 
the country immediately; a car was wait
ing. “All I could think about was my 
children,” she said. 

A few hours later, the two officials 
led Tsikhanouskaya toward a rear exit. 
On her way out, she passed Znak. “Sorry, 
Max,” she said as she was hustled out 
the door. 

The men drove Tsikhanouskaya across 
town, past throngs of protesters, some 
chanting her name. The chants were so 
loud that the car windows seemed to vi
brate. “Look what you have done,” one 
of the men said. Minutes later, they ar
rived at Tsikhanouskaya’s home, and the 
men told her to pack a bag. There she 
was joined by Maryia Maroz, her campaign 
manager. She, too, was being expelled. 

The men loaded them into Maroz’s 
car, with Pavlyuchenko in the passen
ger seat and police vehicles ahead and 
behind. At about 3 A.M., they arrived at 
the Lithuanian border, where Maroz’s 
two young children were waiting to meet 
her. Pavlyuchenko got out and told them 
to drive through the border post, which 
seemed prepared for their arrival. Tsikha
nouskaya thought for a moment that 
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For many Belarusians, Sviatlana Tsikhanouskaya’s distaste for politics made her an effective vehicle for yearning and anger.
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she might be shot, but the car kept mov-
ing, and she crossed into Lithuania. 

The next morning, two videos of 
Tsikhanouskaya surfaced online. She 
looked exhausted, sad, broken. In the 
first, made while she was being detained 
in Belarus, she told the protesters to go 
home, that the protests were over. In the 
second, recorded after she had fled the 
country, Tsikhanouskaya was free, but 
her message was even more final. She 
told the people of Belarus that she had 
been defeated. “I thought that this cam-
paign had really steeled me and given 
me so much strength that I could cope 
with anything,” she said, fighting back 
tears. “But I guess I am still the same 
weak woman that I always was.” Mo-
ments later, the video went dark.

When I visited Minsk, this past 
July, I expected to find a grim 

post-Soviet state, with concrete high-
rises and downtrodden workers plod-
ding the streets. I was half right. Much 

of the city center was hemmed in by 
brutalist buildings and Soviet monu-
ments; the Avenue of the Conquerors 
was shadowed by the Stela, a fifteen-
story obelisk with a knifelike point. In 
other neighborhoods, though, wide 
boulevards and outdoor cafés made 
Minsk feel as cosmopolitan as Berlin. 
I spotted only a few remnants of the 
protests: a white-and-red flag unfurled 
from a second-story window and 
quickly pulled back in; a procession of 
women dressed in white, who walked 
silently and soon disappeared. 

The iconography of the current re-
gime is far more present. One morning, 
as I rode in a taxi past a convoy of mil-
itary vehicles, my driver laughed and 
pointed. “Lukashenka,” he said. “Boom-
boom-boom-boom.” Lukashenka is 
sixty-seven, a bombastic figure with a 
huge square head, a closely trimmed 
mustache, and a thick neck that bulges 
against his dress shirts. “He has a kind 
of negative charisma,” Pavel Latushka, 

a former culture minister who fled Be-
larus last year after denouncing the re-
pression, told me. “From the moment 
you meet him, he is dominating you.” 
At cabinet sessions, his ministers are 
often afraid to meet his gaze. Once, La-
tushka told me, the President paused a 
discussion of government business to 
warn him, “If you ever betray me, I will 
strangle you with my own hands.” 

Lukashenka has often met challenges 
with threats. After he claimed victory 
over Tsikhanouskaya, Western nations 
imposed sweeping sanctions on his re-
gime. In response, Lukashenka oversaw 
a bizarre scheme to destabilize neigh-
boring states, in which tens of thou-
sands of people from Iraq, Afghanistan, 
and elsewhere were invited to use Be-
larus as a springboard for migrating 
west. As refugees clustered in desolate 
camps on the borders of Poland and 
Lithuania, much of Europe was em-
broiled in the crisis. By the time it was 
resolved, this fall, the election that set 
it off was largely forgotten in the West. 

Within his own country, Lukashenka 
has imposed a kind of harsh paternal-
ism. “He considers himself to be the 
protector of Belarus—from the West, 
from Russia, from extremists within,” 
a person who has known him for many 
years told me. “He thinks that every-
one else is an infant, a child, against his 
greatness.” Lukashenka, this person went 
on, has maintained order, mostly through 
the force of his will and the prodding 
of his security forces: “The streets are 
clean, people go to work. Belarus is still 
a Soviet state, and Lukashenka is a So-
viet personality.” The country’s fear-
some secret police force is still known 
as the K.G.B. 

Lukashenka, the only child of an 
abandoned mother, grew up in the vil-
lage of Kopys, in what was then the 
Belarusian Soviet Socialist Republic. 
He began his career as a minor Soviet 
functionary, working as a border guard, 
an ideological lecturer, and the head of 
a state-owned pig farm. When the So-
viet Union collapsed, in 1991, Russia 
became independent, and the Belaru-
sian Republic, shorn of its anchor, fol-
lowed. Lukashenka was thirty-seven.

Belarus had gained independence be-
fore, in the turbulent period near the end 
of the First World War, but it didn’t last 
long enough for a sense of national iden-

“Have you tried re-starting your computer?”
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tity to flourish. Between 1937 and 1940, 
most of the élite was wiped out, as Stalin-
ist purges swept the country. Many vic-
tims are buried in mass graves at Kura-
paty, a forest outside Minsk, which might 
hold as many as a quarter of a million 
people. Visiting there, I found crosses 
extending so deep into the pines that the 
farthest reaches were invisible in the shad-
ows. Belarusian nationalism was not so 
much suppressed as destroyed.

When independence came again, 
there was a chaotic period of adjust-
ment. Then, in 1994, Belarus held its 
first and only free election. Lukashenka 
ran as a populist, battling corruption; 
during the campaign, he wore the same 
jacket every day. In office, he promised 
to preserve the safety net and the sta-
ble employment of the old order, stand-
ing against the chaos besetting the post-
Communist states that had attempted 
rapid transitions to market economies. 
“We did not follow the path of destruc-
tion,” Lukashenka told Russian report-
ers in 2005. “We stood on the founda-
tion that was created in the Soviet Union, 
here, on this land, and began to build a 
normal economy.”

In the following years, Lukashenka 
pushed through constitutional changes 
that allowed him to consolidate power. 
Several of his political opponents dis-
appeared, and were presumed to have 
been murdered on his orders. In 2001, 
with the press silenced and parliament 
cowed, Lukashenka staged what was 
widely regarded as a rigged election; 
several others followed. “They decide 
ahead of time, Lukashenka is going to 
win eighty-eight per cent of the vote,” 
Jaroslav Romanchuk, who ran in 2010, 
said. Whenever protesters took to the 
streets, riot police cracked down. In a 
speech this summer, Lukashenka warned 
the country’s intelligentsia to stay out 
of politics: “Before you do something, 
think—watch your every step.” 

The key to Lukashenka’s survival 
was an unspoken Russian guarantee. 
Beginning in the nineteen-nineties, 
Russia agreed to sell Belarus vast quan-
tities of oil and natural gas at discounted 
prices. This arrangement insured Be-
larus a relatively high standard of liv-
ing, while allowing Lukashenka’s gov-
ernment to resell the oil products abroad 
at market prices. Prominent Belaru -
sians and Western diplomats estimated 

that over the years the profits to Rus-
sian and Belarusian energy companies 
amounted to tens of billions of dollars.

According to these officials, Lu-
kashenka, too, grew rich from the sale 
of Russian gas and oil, and from smug-
gling between Europe and Russia. A 
report for the U.S. Congress, published 
in 2006, estimated his personal wealth 
at a billion dollars. It has almost cer-
tainly grown since then; a former se-
nior Belarusian official put it closer to 
ten billion, adding that Lukashenka ran 
the country as “a family business.” 

Lukashenka’s officials remain loyal, 
in part because they are allowed to get 
rich, from smuggling, kickbacks, and 
whatever other means they can devise. 
Stanislav Luponosov, a former security 
officer who investigated organized crime 
and corruption, told me that Lukashen-
ka’s office and the K.G.B. routinely iden-
tified people not to pursue. “When that 
happened, one had to obey,” he said.

From the beginning, Lukashenka 
affirmed his country’s affinity with Rus-
sia, “our elder brother.” He made Rus-
sian the official language. Textbooks 
were rewritten to emphasize the shared 
culture of the two countries; immigra-
tion controls were all but eliminated. 
Lukashenka consistently downplayed 
Stalin’s crimes, once declaring, “I’m ab-
solutely not of the opinion that Stalin 
is the enemy.” A few years ago, he voiced 
approval of a restaurant built in Kura-
paty, overlooking the graves of Stalin’s 

victims. It was called Let’s Go and Eat.
In the late nineteen-nineties, Lu-

kashenka proposed uniting Russia and 
Belarus into one country, which he imag-
ined he would lead. Instead, Vladimir 
Putin came to power and began en-
croaching on Belarus’s independence. 
The two men often appeared together, 
Putin inscrutable and slight, and Lu-
kashenka flamboyant and imposing. But 
it was always clear who dominated; in 
a photo from 2018, Lukashenka stood 

with his legs wide apart to lower him-
self to Putin’s height. During a meet-
ing last year on the Black Sea, the Rus-
sian news media showed Lukashenka 
frolicking in the frigid waves, while Putin 
stayed safely on dry land. State televi-
sion reported that Putin had asked him 
to get into the water. “Putin enjoys hu-
miliating him,” Latushka, the former 
minister, said. 

Still, Lukashenka flourished. An ice-
hockey fan, he sometimes played for the 
cameras, with conspicuous success. He 
fathered at least one child out of wed-
lock—a boy named Nikolai, who is 
widely believed to be his chosen succes-
sor. He has also maintained a string of 
mistresses. The woman rumored to be 
his latest, Maria Vasilevich, was crowned 
Miss Belarus in 2018. (Vasilevich has de-
nied that the relationship is romantic.) 
The pair appeared together at hockey 
matches and at a formal dance. Early in 
2019, Lukashenka awarded her a state 
medal for contributing to a “spiritual re-
vival” in Belarus. In that year’s elections, 
which resulted in a sweep for parties 
loyal to Lukashenka, Vasilevich won a 
seat in parliament. 

Sviatlana Tsikhanouskaya was born in 
1982, during the last years of Soviet 

dominion. She grew up in Mikashevi-
chi, a granite-mining town in southern 
Belarus, where her father drove a truck 
for a cement factory and her mother 
worked as a cook in a cafeteria. In free 
moments, her parents read as much as 
they could, but they had to be careful 
about what they discussed with their 
children. “Like every family, we talked 
about politics,” Tsikhanouskaya told me. 
“But in the kitchen, whispering, so no 
one could hear.” 

When Tsikhanouskaya was three 
years old, the Chernobyl nuclear plant 
melted down across the border, and a 
vast cloud of contamination spread. 
Some seventy per cent of the fallout 
landed on Belarus, and created an un-
precedented public-health crisis. Ra-
diation poisoned the rain, the grass, 
the milk and meat of cows. Thousands 
of people became ill. “We couldn’t es-
cape,” Tsikhanouskaya said. In the hope 
of fending off sickness, her mother had 
her drink red wine—one small glass  
a day. 

As a girl, Tsikhanouskaya studied 
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English, in an experimental program 
that used American textbooks, and 
the language inspired curiosity about 
the world. “I knew there was some-
thing more than what we were living,” 
she said. In 1996, when she was thir-
teen, a charity called Chernobyl Life-
line invited a group of Belarusian chil-
dren to spend the summer in Roscrea, 
Ireland, an ancient market town in 
County Tipperary. The children were 
selected because fallout had left them 
frail. Tsikhanouskaya was healthy, but 
her English teacher added her to the 
group anyway, because she was her 
star student. 

Henry Deane, one of the organiz-
ers of Chernobyl Lifeline, told me that 
the Belarusian children were fed hero-
ically, taken to doctors and dentists, and 
celebrated throughout Roscrea; when 
he organized garden parties for them, 
hundreds of locals came. On drives 
through the countryside, Deane put 
Sviatlana in the front seat, so that she 
could translate for the other kids. The 
conversations ranged broadly, across 
such contested subjects as God and pol-
itics. “Sveta was curious about every-
thing,” Deane said.  

Tsikhanouskaya returned to Ireland 
for three more summers, and was struck 
by how open and cheerful the citizens 
seemed. “I saw that people can be happy 
and polite every day—it’s not normal 
for Belarusians,” she said. “When I went 
home, I tried to be polite. I smiled. Peo-
ple thought I was strange.” 

After high school, Tsikhanouskaya 
enrolled in college in Mazyr, a small city 
two hours’ drive from her home town, 
and began training as an English teacher. 
As it happened, Siarhei Tsikhanouski 
owned a night club in Mazyr—one of 
a series of ventures, which also included 
organizing concerts and producing music 
videos. He and Sviatlana met at the club, 
in 2003. They were married a year later, 
and soon had two children. 

When their son, Korney, was born 
deaf, things changed. “I put my ambi-
tions aside,” Tsikhanouskaya said. The 
family moved to Minsk when Korney 
was two so that he could be given a co-
chlear implant. By then, though, he was 
behind his peers in speaking and com-
prehension. Tsikhanouskaya spent the 
next eight years teaching him, often 
working ten hours a day. “He had missed 

a critical window, when children learn 
how to talk, so progress was very slow,” 
she said. She recalled an existence that 
was “half isolated.” 

By 2020, Korney had caught up and 
was enrolled in a regular school. For 
the first time in years, Tsikhanouskaya 
had a measure of freedom. Then the 
coronavirus swept through Belarus. Al-
though the government insisted that 
the case numbers were low, the virus 
was ravaging the country. Vladimir Mar-
tov, an anesthesiologist in Vitebsk, told 
me that covid-19 patients flooded the 
city’s hospitals, overwhelming the stock 
of beds and oxygen. 

When Martov asked the Ministry 
of Health for help, he was reprimanded. 
“As a matter of policy, the coronavirus 
did not exist,” he told me. “Their slo-
gan was ‘Just wait, and it will go away.’” 
Last March, Martov gave an interview 
about the situation to Tut.by, the coun-
try’s most aggressive online newspaper. 
He was fired soon afterward, and, when 
his colleagues protested, they were told 
that nothing could be done. “It was in 
the hands of the President,” Martov told 
me. A few weeks later, Tut.by was shut 
down and its editor-in-chief arrested. 

In public appearances, Lukashenka 
derided his citizens for being afraid of 
COVID-19, suggesting that a hardy Slavic 
constitution could easily overcome the 
virus. “You should not only wash your 
hands with vodka but probably also 
drink forty to fifty grams of pure alco-
hol per day to poison the virus,” he said 
in a televised meeting. “It’s nice to watch 
on TV—people working on their trac-
tors, no one talking about the virus. 
There! The tractor will heal everyone!” 

The government’s assurances did not 
relieve Tsikhanouskaya’s fears. Though 
the schools stayed open, she pulled her 
children out; though Lukashenka didn’t 
wear a mask, she and her family did. 
“We were misinformed,” she said. In 
February, Lukashenka himself seemed 
to have contracted the virus. During a 
speech before the Belarusian People’s 
Congress, he lapsed into fits of cough-
ing, as the cameras for state television 
jerked away to pan the audience. “This 
infection has come to me again,” he 
said, between coughs. 

Many Belarusians told me the epi-
demic made them realize that Lukashenka 
and his ministers held ordinary people 

in contempt. An English tutor in Minsk, 
who asked to be identified only as Dmi-
try, said the virus killed so many of his 
peers that he drafted his own obituary. 
“Lukashenka started humiliating people, 
laughing at doctors, laughing at the dead,” 
he said. “In my opinion, that was when 
everything started.” 

As the pandemic raged, Siarhei 
Tsikhanouski was making a name 

for himself as an independent video 
journalist, with a show called “Coun-
try for Life”—a mocking reference to 
one of Lukashenka’s favorite sayings. 
Tsikhanouski was charismatic, and he 
was doing what no official in the re-
gime had done: travelling the country 
and talking to people about their lives. 
In the town of Hlybokaye, he inter-
viewed a woman who identified her-
self as Lyudmila. She wore a medical 
mask, which both announced her po-
sition on the COVID-19 epidemic and 
disguised her face. While Tsikhanouski 
held the microphone, Lyudmila deliv-
ered a ten-minute tirade; she com-
plained of pitted roads, substandard 
health care, scarce opportunities, high 
food prices, the lack of a coherent re-
sponse to the virus. Barely pausing for 
breath, she spoke directly to Lukashenka 
and his inner circle. “You are not mas-
ters—you are servants of the people,” 
she said. Then she addressed the audi-
ence. “All of the officials, they live like 
kings. They prosper, while you live in 
poverty.” She went on, “People, rise! . . . If 
we do nothing, you will all just die.”

Moments like this one exhilarated 
Tsikhanouski’s viewers. Normally, the 
government would not tolerate such 
overt criticism. But the show was dis-
tributed by an encrypted messaging 
app, Telegram, which was nearly im-
possible to block without entirely shut-
ting down both cell-phone and Inter-
net service. Across the country, Telegram 
hosted an explosion of activity: news 
channels, some funded from abroad; 
independent local reporters; citizens 
discussing the country’s direction. 

Many young Belarusians were also 
energized by travel to Europe; each year, 
the European Union granted about 
seven hundred thousand visas to Bela-
rusians. Among them was Oksana Za-
retskaya. In 2007, she was a young mother 
in Minsk when her husband was trans-
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ferred to a job at the United Nations 
office in Geneva. Zaretskaya was cap-
tivated by the Swiss system of local gov-
ernance, in which ordinary citizens in-
fluenced civic decisions, even on such 
questions as whether to buy a particu-
lar kind of fighter jet for the Air Force. 
“I participated in everything, every ac-
tivity,” she said. “I was so amazed to see 
these people engaging in political life.” 
She took exhaustive notes. “I wanted to 
create the same story in Belarus.”

In 2018, Zaretskaya’s family returned 
home, and she began giving talks on 

Swiss democracy and its local possibil-
ities. She formed a network of like-
minded friends, often communicating 
on Telegram. Their discussions facili-
tated what Zaretskaya described as “in-
ternal emigration”—leaving Belarus in 
their minds. “You create a life in the 
country that is not touched by the gov-
ernment,” she said. “You are trying to 
save your soul.” 

One of the places where this was 
possible was OK16, an arts center in 
Minsk. It was supported by Viktar 
Babaryka, the chairman of Belgazprom-

bank, one of the country’s largest finan-
cial institutions. Babaryka was known 
for leading a revival of Belarusian art; 
he had helped secure works by Marc 
Chagall and Chaim Soutine, both of 
whom were born in towns that are now 
part of Belarus. 

Babaryka, like others who gathered 
at OK16, found that the exchange of 
ideas about art led to larger questions. 
In early 2020, he declared that he would 
challenge Lukashenka for the Presi-
dency. As his campaign manager, he 
chose Maria Kalesnikava, an intense 
and charismatic woman who was OK16’s 
artistic director. 

Kalesnikava, trained as a flutist, had 
worked as a musician for twelve years 
in Germany. When she returned to visit, 
she would point out to her father, Al-
exander, that people in Europe enjoyed 
liberties that did not exist in Belarus. 
“Human rights, freedom—I didn’t un-
derstand them fully, and I did not fight 
for them,” Alexander told me. “One of 
the things that I have come to learn this 
year is that the children were smarter.”

Babaryka was an unprepossessing fig-
ure, whom Lukashenka dismissed as a 
“potbellied bourgeois.” But he was a 
wealthy member of the establishment, 
and his candidacy gave followers hope 
that things were about to change. Hun-
dreds of thousands of people came out 
to support him. Everywhere he went, he 
told audiences, “Belarus has woken up.” 

Others jumped into the race, includ-
ing a former diplomat named Valery 
Tsepkalo. In May, 2020, Siarhei Tsi-
khanouski announced his candidacy.  
In videos on YouTube and Telegram, 
Tsikhanouski had enumerated the 
crimes and failures of the Lukashenka 
administration, urging his viewers to 
“stop the cockroach!” The government, 
which was mostly middle aged or older, 
had been slow to register what was hap-
pening online. But, as Tsikhanouski’s 
popularity surged, the regime began 
harassing him. 

On May 6th, he was detained while 
campaigning in the city of Mogilev. 
The ostensible charge was participat-
ing in an anti-Russia demonstration, 
six months before. But the timing of 
the arrest suggested a different reason: 
it came just nine days before the dead-
line to file qualification papers. Tsikha-
nouski’s supporters, hoping to keep the 
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campaign viable, released a prerecorded 
video, in which he affirmed his candi-
dacy. “For twenty-six years, the dicta-
tor has been running the state, and  
running it with mismanagement and 
criminal negligence,” he said. But, with 
Siarhei in prison, someone had to file 
the paperwork for him. The task fell 
to Sviatlana. 

On May 14th, she visited the Cen-
tral Election Commission to register 
on his behalf, but officials refused to 
accept her signature. Tsikhanouskaya 
went home dismayed. “I thought it was 
over,” she said. That night, though, she 
hit on an idea: what if she filed to run 
for President herself ? Tsikhanouskaya 
filed her application hours before the 
deadline. When the commission’s judg-
ment was due, five days later, she re-
turned to the offices, carrying a speech 
to read if her candidacy was denied. 
The commission’s chairwoman seemed 
surprised by her presence. She asked if 
Tsikhanouskaya really intended to run 
for President, or if she would just serve 
as a “sparring partner” for her husband. 
Tsikhanouskaya replied, “I’ve dreamed 
of this all my life.” 

The same day, Siarhei was released 
from jail. Sviatlana told me that, 

when he arrived home, he was shocked 
to discover that his wife had decided to 
run for President. Although she was 
listed as the candidate, she promptly 
disappeared from public view. Siarhei 
began a whimsical campaign; on the 
trail, he posed with a life-size cutout of 
his wife. Sviatlana told me that her hus-
band didn’t really think that Lukashenka 
could be deposed. He was running a 
protest campaign, in the hope of inspir-
ing his fellow-citizens. “He showed peo-
ple how to be brave,” she said.

Sviatlana did not consider herself 
the primary candidate. “It was Siar-
hei’s campaign,” she said. “Everyone 
understood this.” Still, there are indi-
cations that Siarhei was irritated by 
her place on the ticket. In a video re-
cording, he can be seen talking to Svi-
atlana by phone while driving with a 
friend. She was reading a list of local 
campaign coördinators. “Have you got 
it wrong again?” he said. “Read on, 
please. People are waiting!” He signed 
off, “O.K., see you, Mrs. Presidential 
Candidate.” Before he finished, Sviat-

lana had hung up on him. He turned 
to his friend and said, “I have to put 
up with it now.”

Under Belarusian rules, anyone run-
ning for President needed to collect a 
hundred thousand signatures to qual-
ify. In past elections, this was a desul-
tory phase of the campaign. This time, 
Belarusians lined up by the thousands 
to give their signatures; together, Tsikha-
nouskaya, Babaryka, and Tsepkalo col-
lected more than half a million. Each 
candidate represented a distinct con-
stituency: Babaryka, professionals and 
young people; Tsepkalo, government 
workers; and Tsikhanouskaya, people 
from the towns and villages. 

With popular enthusiasm surging, 
Lukashenka tried to seize control of 
the election. On May 29th, Tsikhanouski 
was arrested again, charged this time 
with assaulting a police officer; videos 
show that the confrontation was staged 
when he was attacked by an unidenti-
fied woman. Babaryka was also arrested, 
on charges that he had embezzled from 
his bank. Tsepkalo was denied a spot 
on the ballot; he later fled the country. 
Suddenly, Lukashenka was the only 
major candidate remaining. 

Members of the defunct campaigns 
decided to draft Sviatlana, whose name 
was still on the ballot, to lead a com-
bined effort. They found her reluctant, 
conscious that her husband’s aides didn’t 
respect her. “She was actually crying—
it was very emotional,” a former aide 

told me. But she agreed. “I am doing 
it for my husband and the people who 
supported him,” she said. 

Only three weeks remained until the 
election, and Tsikhanouskaya had no 
training in politics. “She knew noth-
ing—literally nothing,” her aide Anna 
Krasulina told me. “We told her, ‘You 
will need a political platform,’ and  
she said, ‘What is a political platform?’ 
We told her she would need to meet 
journalists. She asked, ‘Why do I have 

to meet journalists?’ ” On the stump, 
though, she was f luent and forceful, 
portraying herself as an ordinary citi-
zen stifled by an unresponsive autocrat. 
“I’m tired of enduring, I’m tired of being 
silent, I’m tired of living in fear!” she 
told a crowd in Minsk. “What about 
you?” The crowd roared back. 

There was no time to plan. “We did 
everything on our knee,” Tsikhanou-
skaya said. “I was lost, really.” A part of 
her still wished that she were at home. 
“I would rather be with my children 
and my husband, frying up cutlets,” she 
told supporters. The team decided on 
a minimal platform. Tsikhanouskaya 
said that her career in politics would 
last no longer than it took to accom-
plish the release of political prisoners, 
new elections, and the writing of a new 
constitution. “This put a lot of her po-
tential rivals at ease,” another former 
aide told me.

Maria Kalesnikava, the flutist who 
had run Babaryka’s campaign, signed 
on to join her. So did Tsepkalo’s wife, 
Veronika. At their first public appear-
ance, a photographer captured the three 
of them, each making a distinct gesture: 
Kalesnikava forming a heart with her 
f ingers, Tsepkalo f lashing a V, and 
Tsikhanouskaya holding up a fist. The 
photo went viral, and they began re-
peating the pose wherever they went. 
The crowds grew quickly. Gleb Ger-
man, the press aide, recalled, “It was like 
riding a big wave. Everyone just had 
this feeling that this is the moment we’ve 
been waiting for, for twenty-six years.”

Skeptical observers suggested that 
Tsikhanouskaya was merely the bene-
ficiary of unusual circumstances. “The 
people would have supported whoever 
was in her place,” Igor Ilyash, a jour-
nalist in Minsk, told me. “She was a 
symbol.” But, to many Belarusians, her 
distaste for politics made her a more 
effective vehicle for yearning and anger. 
Tsikhanouskaya suggested that the right 
political model for the moment was not 
an intellectual like Václav Havel, the 
Czech playwright turned President, but 
a relatable victim of historical circum-
stance, like Princess Diana. “She con-
nected with ordinary people,” she said.

The country and the candidate were 
remaking themselves at the same time, 
Zaretskaya suggested. “When your qual-
ities are not necessary, they are sleep-
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ing inside you,” she told me. “Sviatlana, 
and many Belarusians, are now in ex
actly this position, when the times and 
the conditions demand the special qual
ities that we’ve been hiding.” Tsikha
nouskaya’s role in the campaign required 
extraordinary resilience. Supporters of 
the regime threatened to kill her, and 
to harm her children. Terrified, she sent 
the kids to Lithuania, where her mother 
met them. Police arrested volunteers for 
the campaign, and eventually its man
ager, Maryia Maroz. “Many times, she 
told us, ‘I am quitting, I cannot do this,’” 
one of her aides, Anton Radnyankou, 
recalled. 

As the election neared, Tsikhanou
skaya and her aides sensed that a nation 
where civic engagement had been effec
tively outlawed was turning suddenly 
political. Andrei Vaitovich, a reporter 
who had been working abroad for French 
media, returned home and was struck 
by what had happened. “The only thing 
anyone was talking about was the elec
tion,” he told me. “That’s when I knew 
that the country was changing.” 

After Lukashenka declared victory, 
demonstrations spread from Minsk to 
cities and towns across Belarus. The 
government shut down the Internet 
and deployed riot police, many of them 
wearing large round helmets that hid 
their faces; protesters called them “cos
monauts.” Luponosov, the former in
vestigator, told me that the Ministry of 
the Interior ordered police to “beat and 
maim” the protesters. (In the next twelve 
months, they would make as many as 
thirtyfive thousand arrests, carrying 
detainees away in black vans.) 

Tsikhanouskaya urged the authori
ties to show restraint, but she felt in
creasingly responsible for the people 
who agitated on her behalf. With pro
tests roiling, reporters pressed her about 
her plans to try to contain the violence. 
“The situation is starting to get out of 
control,” she snapped. “My appear
ance—would it strengthen the protests 
or would it, on the contrary, calm them 
down? I don’t know. I don’t know what 
to do next.” 

When Tsikhanouskaya arrived in 
Lithuania, she was met by bor

der guards and taken to a safe house in 
Vilnius. She had nothing with her ex
cept her clothes and a small bag con

taining her son’s spare hearing aid. She 
felt that she had abandoned the pro
testers and assumed that they would 
shun her. “People believed in me,” she 
told me. “I felt like I had betrayed them.”

But several of her aides followed her 
across the border, and, when Tsikhanou
skaya saw that the demonstrations were 
carrying on, she gathered herself. Within 
days, she had declared herself the leader 
of democratic Belarus. “I am ready to 
take responsibility and act as a national 
leader during this period so that the coun
try calms down and enters a normal 
rhythm,” she said in a video message.

Tsikhanouskaya had no money, no 
government, and almost no staff, but 
sympathizers began showing up to help. 
One of them was Valery Kavaleuski, a 
former Belarusian diplomat who was 
living in northern Virginia and work
ing for the World Bank. He told me 
that, when Tsikhanouskaya arrived in 
Vilnius, he decided to quit his job and 
join her, living on his savings until money 
for salaries could be raised. 

Tsikhanouskaya began touring the 
capitals of Europe, demanding that lead
ers withhold recognition of Lukashenka. 
In Berlin, meeting Chancellor Angela 

Merkel, she wore a navy suit, borrowed 
at the last minute from a Belarusian styl
ist in Vilnius. “She didn’t have any 
clothes,” the stylist, Tatiana Chaevskaya, 
told me. “We had to tell her that a head 
of state couldn’t wear the same outfit 
every day.” 

Her first weeks in exile amounted to 
a triumph of appearance over reality. “It 
was smoke and mirrors,” Kavaleuski said. 
She created a stream of images—in Ber
lin with Merkel, in Brussels with top 
E.U. officials, in Vilnius with the French 
President, Emmanuel Macron—that 
made her look like a European leader. 
On September 8, 2020, she warned the 
Council of Europe that “countries or 
parties that make deals with Mr. Lu
kashenka do so at their own risk.” Ten 
days later, the European Parliament voted 
to deny recognition to Lukashenka’s gov
ernment after his term ended in Novem
ber, effectively declaring Tsikhanouskaya 
the lawfully elected President of Belarus. 

Soon after the election, at a construc
tion conglomerate in the city of 

Hrodna, a worker called out to a gath
ering of several hundred colleagues, 
“Don’t be shy, raise your hand—who 

“None of this research would have been possible without all  
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voted for Alexander Lukashenka? No-
body gets hurt.” A couple of executives 
raised their hands. Then the worker 
asked, “Who voted for Tsikhanouskaya?” 
A sea of hands went up, as the crowd 
roared.

Maryia Maroz believed that in the 
days around the election Lukashenka’s 
regime was close to collapse. “The sys-
tem was shaking,” she said. When she 
was in prison, she told me, her guards 
brought her coffee and let her listen to 
the radio. “I think we were close.” 

Even after the demonstrations sub-
sided, residents of Minsk’s Central Dis-
trict continued to tend a small court-
yard that they had decorated with art 
work and white and red ribbons. The 
locals called it Change Square. Resi-
dents congregated, singing protest an-
thems and discussing how to make their 
communities better. “Before the pro-
tests, people had never been active in 
their neighborhoods. People did not 
even talk to each other,” a resident named 
Olga Kucherenko told me. “For the first 
time, people were talking about how to 
fix things in their lives, like how to im-
prove a playground. And the govern-
ment was opposing it.” 

One night in early November, sev-
eral agents of the regime appeared at 
Change Square, wearing civilian clothes 

and masks, and started to cut down the 
ribbons. Residents asked them to stop. 
Kucherenko’s cousin, an Army veteran 
and aspiring artist named Raman Ban-
darenka, came down from his apart-
ment to join his neighbors. A confron-
tation ensued, and the masked men 
pulled him into a van and sped away. 

Five hours later, Bandarenka’s mother, 
Elena, heard her doorbell ring. It was a 
group of officials, saying that her son 
had been taken to a nearby hospital. 
When she arrived, he was in a coma, 
brain-dead. A doctor told her that Ra-
man had been beaten, and that the back 
of his head had been crushed. “The doc-
tor told us it was a professional job,” 
Kucherenko told me. 

Bandarenka was one of at least six 
civilians killed by security forces; hun-
dreds, perhaps thousands, had been hos-
pitalized for injuries. Thousands more 
were beaten, and some were raped with 
nightsticks and tortured as well. No one 
in the police was arrested or charged.

In September, as Maria Kalesnikava, 
Tsikhanouski’s campaign partner, was 
walking near her home, masked men 
forced her into a van. They took her and 
two other campaign officials to the bor-
der with Ukraine, handed them their 
passports, and told them to cross. In-
stead, Kalesnikava ripped up her pass-

port and climbed out the car window. 
“I won’t leave the country,” she declared. 
The agents, rattled, dragged her back 
to Minsk, where they put her in jail and 
charged her with trying to overthrow 
the government. She was sentenced to 
eleven years in prison. Maxim Znak, the 
lawyer who had accompanied Tsikha-
nouskaya to the election commission, 
was given ten.

As the upheaval continued, the spec-
tre of Russian intervention loomed. Lu-
kashenka and Putin spoke regularly, with 
Putin hinting that he would invade if 
necessary to keep Belarus from slipping 
out of the Russian orbit. In late August, 
he raised the possibility of sending Rus-
sian forces in to help the government. 
“For now, there is no such necessity, and 
I hope there won’t be,” he said. 

By the time of my visit to Minsk, this 
past July, Lukashenka had reasserted 

control. The remaining members of the 
opposition were presumed to be under 
surveillance. One night, I met a West-
ern diplomat, one of a few left in the 
country, at a public park, where we sat 
on a bench and talked. After about 
twenty minutes, the diplomat suggested 
we get up: “There’s a guy on the other 
side of the park who has been watching 
us the whole time.” 

The country’s journalists were even 
more embattled. One of them told me 
during my visit that she left home every 
morning carrying a “prison pack,” a 
knapsack with provisions in case she 
was arrested: a toothbrush, socks, un-
derwear. As I was arranging to meet 
Yahor Martsinovich, the editor of Nasha 
Niva, one of the country’s leading news-
papers, he disappeared into police cus-
tody. Most of the journalists I spoke to 
believed that it was only a matter of 
time before they were taken in, but none 
seemed willing to censor themselves—
or were even necessarily convinced that 
it would make them safer if they did. 
“As a journalist in Belarus, your free-
dom no longer depends on what you 
publish. It depends only on whether 
they want to take you,” Pavel Sviardlou, 
the editor of the independent broad-
caster Euroradio, told me. “This situa-
tion makes us free.” 

One target of the regime was an or-
ganization called Viasna, which for 
years has documented violations of civil 

“Sorry, y’all—no locals. This is a tourists-only bar.”
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and human rights. I rode with the dep-
uty chairman, Valentin Stefanovich, as 
he went to meet a man whose brother 
had been killed in police custody. Four 
Viasna activists were already in prison, 
and Stefanovich was anticipating a full-
scale crackdown. “I think they intend 
to clean the country of all independent 
media and civil-society groups,” he said. 

As we drove, Stefanovich detailed 
the government’s recent actions—six 
hundred political prisoners detained, 
hundreds of people beaten or tortured 
in custody, thousands fired from their 
jobs. “Survival is the most important 
thing for Lukashenka,” Stefanovich said, 
“because he can’t imagine his life with-
out power.” 

Evidence suggested that political pris-
oners were being widely mistreated. 
“This whole year, they’ve been trying 
to make me regret what I did,” Maria 
Kalesnikava, the campaign manager, 
wrote to the BBC from her cell. “I’ve 
been in hot and then cold cells, with-
out air or light, without people. A whole 
year with nothing.”

With the protests suppressed, Lu-
kashenka moved to expunge any trace 
of dissent; he even purged school cur-
ricula of books by Aleksandr Solzhenit-
syn and by Svetlana Alexievich, the 
Nobel Prize-winning author who was 
one of the revolt’s leaders until she fled 
the country, last year. In May, Luka-
shenka ordered a fighter jet to force 
down a Ryanair passenger plane, in order 
to arrest a journalist named Raman 
Pratasevich and his girlfriend. Pratase-
vich was beaten in jail and forced to 
confess in a surreal televised interview. 

Lukashenka also launched a cam-
paign against opponents outside the 
country. One tactic was to use Interpol, 
the international police agency, to gather 
intelligence on dissidents living in exile 
and to issue arrest warrants on trumped-
up charges. European governments 
picked up at least two such people, but 
released them once they realized the 
mistake. Lithuanian officials told me 
that they were worried about Tsikhanou-
skaya’s security; the location of her home 
was a secret, and not even her closest 
aides had been there. In August, a Be-
larusian activist helping dissidents flee 
the country was found hanging from a 
tree in Kyiv. 

In July, just after I left Belarus, secu-

rity forces embarked on a nationwide 
crackdown of civil society, closing fifty 
N.G.O.s in a single day—ranging from 
groups trying to protect human rights 
to organizations helping the disabled. 
Police arrested several people I had in-
terviewed, including Stefanovich, Vias-
na’s deputy chairman. In the past, Be-
larusian dissidents were usually released 
after a few days or weeks, but this time 
was different; family members were not 
allowed to visit detainees, and were given 
no information about charges against 
them. Stefanovich’s wife took her chil-
dren to Georgia. “We are thinking it 
will be a long time,” she told me. 

When the European Union stiff-
ened economic sanctions, Lu-

kashenka gave a rambling hour-long 
speech, in which he accused the West 
of conspiring to topple his government. 
“Look at the unprecedented pressure 
on the country today, how they want 
to aggressively teach us a lesson, put us 
in our place, provoke us using the dirt-
iest methods and techniques. All this 
escalation, impotent rage, and envy arise 
from their failure to stage an insurrec-

tion and coup d’état in Belarus,” he said. 
Cut off from the E.U., Lukashenka 

worked to strengthen his ties to Rus-
sia. In September, he and Putin met  
for the sixth time in a year; Putin an-
nounced that he would lend Belarus 
six hundred million dollars, promised 
to maintain the flow of cheap natural 
gas, and said that the two countries had 
agreed to more closely align their tax 
and legal systems. 

When reporters for Belarusian state-
media outlets began resigning, Russian 
journalists arrived to replace them. In 
September, the two countries under-
took a military exercise that involved 
two hundred thousand troops; the 
armies simulated a NATO invasion and 
a Russian-led response. The Russian 
military opened two joint training cen-
ters in Belarus, putting Lukashenka’s 
security forces increasingly under Rus-
sian control. “Lukashenka knows he is 
a hostage,” Latushka, the former min-
ister, said. 

Many Belarusians worried that Putin 
had his eyes on valuable state-owned 
assets, including oil refineries and pot-
ash-processing plants, which Russian 
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oligarchs have expressed interest in buy-
ing. According to a former senior mem-
ber of the Lukashenka regime, a joint 
team of Russian and Belarusian offi-
cials has begun meeting regularly to 
make important decisions on the coun-
try’s security. 

Western officials told me that a for-
mal merger of the two countries was un-
likely, if only because such a move could 
ignite a popular rebellion. “He’s made 
himself much more vulnerable to pres-
sure from Russia,” a second Western 
diplomat in Minsk told me. By crush-
ing dissent, Lukashenka seemed to be 
mimicking his Russian benefactor, and 
thus obviating the need for Russian 
intervention. 

Latushka told me that Putin had 
tacitly approved the scheme to funnel 
migrants to Poland, Lithuania, and Lat-
via. (A Kremlin spokesperson denied 
this, saying, “President Putin and Rus-
sia have nothing to do with the migrant 
crisis.”) In late spring, the first of thou-
sands of Iraqis began arriving in Minsk, 
lured by a promise that they would be 
allowed to migrate to Europe. During 
my visit, I found myself waiting out a 
downpour under an awning with a mid-
dle-aged man dressed in a cheap suit. 
He told me that he was from Iraq. When 
I asked how he’d come to be in Belarus, 
he grew flustered—“I have to go”—and 
hurried off into the rain.

European officials told me that the 
Iraqis were driven in government buses 
to the Lithuanian and Polish borders, 
where they were ushered across. By late 
summer, hundreds of migrants a day 
were crossing the frontiers. “Lukashenka 
has weaponized migration,” Gabrielius 
Landsbergis, the Lithuanian foreign 
minister, told me. The migrants were 
obliged to pay local officials as much as 
five thousand dollars apiece to reach 
the border, so it seemed likely that peo-
ple inside the regime were profiting. 
On Lukashenka’s watch, some six thou-
sand migrants crossed into neighbor-
ing countries. 

Tsikhanouskaya, following the de-
velopments from outside Belarus, ar-
gued that the scheme was merely a 
symptom of Lukashenka’s ruthlessness. 
“Supposing this abuse of migrants is 
somehow stopped, do you really be-
lieve the regime’s threats beyond its 
borders will end there?” she asked the 

European Parliament. “Do not let the 
regime manipulate migrant smuggling 
in order to obscure the human-rights 
catastrophe inside the country. Both 
Belarusians and migrants are now hos-
tages of the regime.”

In November, under diplomatic pres-
sure, Lukashenka stopped openly en-
couraging migrants to come to Belarus, 
and began sending some home. But 
there were indications that he was 
merely pausing his operation; thousands 
of migrants remained in Belarus. “They 
have dialled it down,” the second West-
ern diplomat told me. “But they could 
dial it back up whenever it suits them 
to do so.” 

This summer, Tsikhanouskaya came 
to New York’s Battery Park and ad-

dressed several hundred Belarusian 
Americans. The Statue of Liberty stood 
in the background; a sea of red-and-
white 1918 f lags waved in the crowd. 
“Over the past year, your actions have 
directly shaped the events unfolding in 
Belarus,” she said. “Your demonstrations, 
your conversations with journalists and 
politicians, your assistance through sol-
idarity funds—even from so far from 
home, you are participating fully in the 
life of our common motherland.” 

Her words, though true enough, 
could have been uttered by nearly any 
exile leader in the past century. In the 
history of political exile, leaders forced 
to flee their countries have often been 
able to expect two things: they will usu-
ally be safe, and they will nearly always 
be irrelevant. After Poland was cap-
tured by Communists, the Polish gov-
ernment in exile met in London draw-
ing rooms for fifty years, but it took a 
group of dockworkers in Gdansk to 
spark a revolution. A handful of exiles 
have returned to power, including Aya-
tollah Ruhollah Khomeini, in Iran; Ho 
Chi Minh, in Vietnam; and Lenin, in 
Russia. But few of them effected change 
without the military at their backs, and 
even fewer established democracies.

Tsikhanouskaya and her aides are 
determined to avoid the fate of simi-
larly situated groups before her. “We are 
not a government in exile,” she said. Her 
organization occupies a single floor of 
an office building in Vilnius, with about 
thirty employees; exiled Belarusians from 
Poland, Ukraine, and Lithuania meet 

with her staff regularly. She said that 
her team was trying to build a perma-
nent opposition inside Belarus. Her staff 
is in regular contact with dozens of peo-
ple; if, as many expect, Lukashenka calls 
a nationwide referendum to reaffirm his 
rule, they are talking about organizing 
a campaign of protest votes. Allies of 
Tsikhanouskaya’s circulate dissident  
literature, including the weekly Honest 
Newspaper; at least a million copies have 
been distributed in Belarus. I saw one 
in the stairwell of the building where I 
stayed in Minsk, stuck to the wall with 
decals of the 1918 flag. 

There are limits to what Tsikhanou-
skaya’s movement can accomplish from 
afar. “If you want a beautiful picture—
of demonstrations, of protesters—we 
can call people to the streets,” she said. 
“But how many victims will it cost us?” 
Yet, she added, even a regime as repres-
sive as Lukashenka’s had limited means 
available to control a population that it 
had already lost. “Lukashenka can’t keep 
on arresting people anymore,” she said. 
“Now, when he arrests one person, two 
more step forward.” 

The journalist Igor Ilyash, a veteran 
of many police detentions, believes that 
Lukashenka’s government has entered 
a long period of instability. “It can keep 
its power now only by violence,” he told 
me. “History shows it’s almost impos-
sible to continue with force and vio-
lence for very long.” 

At times, the regime’s efforts to as-
sert control seem merely to demonstrate 
how little power it has. After the pro-
tests, the phrase “Long live Belarus” was 
banned. But during my visit I heard 
people call it out on the street, signal-
ling their allegiance. By contrast, in two 
weeks in Belarus, I saw just one public 
display of support for the regime: a 
middle-aged man, wearing shorts and 
dress shoes, evidently drunk, wandered 
up to my café table in Minsk. “Long 
live Lukashenka,” he said, and then 
belched and wandered off.

The most important pillar of Lu-
kashenka’s government is the security 
forces. At the height of the protests, 
some officers quit in frustration; a few 
threw their uniforms in the trash. But 
there was little other visible evidence 
of dissent. Aliaksandr Azarau, who until 
two years ago was a senior official in 
the Ministry of the Interior, told me 
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that police officers had been given gen
erous bonuses to keep going. The in
stitution is still largely intact, he said: 
“Most people in the security forces have 
not made up their minds.” 

In September, I was invited to sit in 
on a video conference of local leaders 
inside Belarus. But, by the time of the 
meeting, about a dozen of the leaders 
had been arrested. Others had fled the 
country; they suspected that the regime 
had placed a mole among them. “Peo
ple are quite scared,” one of the partic
ipants on the call told Tsikhanouskaya. 
“They are packing their suitcases.”

Some opponents of Lukashenka have 
attempted a more forceful response. In 
the past six months, Belarusian officials 
have arrested several people who had 
smuggled weapons into the country, in 
the hope of setting off a revolt. Vadim 
Prokopiev, an exile leader who lives in 
Warsaw, told me that he thought Tsi
khanouskaya’s measured approach was 
doomed. “I am pushing her and push
ing her,” he said. “But they prefer talking.” 

A senior official in the Biden Ad
ministration told me that it was diffi
cult to foresee an early end to the Lu
kashenka regime. In July, Tsikhanouskaya 
visited the White House; the U.S. tight
ened sanctions soon afterward, and did 
so again this month. But more assertive 
measures to remove Lukashenka seem 
likely to provoke a regional confronta
tion. Putin will not relinquish his influ
ence in Belarus without a fight. “She 
needs to think about the long game,” 
the official said.

Tsikhanouskaya said that she had no 
wish to confront Russia; she hoped that 
some accommodation would be possi
ble. Still, she conceded that it was Eu
rope, not Russia, that could provide a 
vision of the country’s future: “Europe’s 
experience in guaranteeing the rule of 
law, human rights, an independent ju
diciary, and free media are of primary 
importance to the new, reborn Belarus.” 

The political situation makes fund 
raising difficult. Tsikhanouskaya’s group 
gets very little money from supporters 
in Belarus, where the government has 
tracked down donors and put them in 
prison. The team’s initiatives are sup
ported by Western N.G.O.s and by pri
vate contributors, mostly Belarusians 
living abroad; the Lithuanian govern
ment also provides security, office space, 

and housing. But, if the group accepts 
money directly from the U.S. govern
ment, it risks being depicted in Belarus 
as a puppet of the West. 

Lukashenka’s regime already seems 
determined to smear Tsikhanouskaya. 
In July, Grigory Azarenok, an anchor 
on stateowned TV, called her a “mus
tached cow” and a “dastardly woman” 
with “a rotten stench.” Of Tsikhanou
skaya’s visit to the White House, Aza
renok said, “Such bootlicking, such ser
vility, such joy.” He cut to scenes of 
bombing in Ukraine, which he falsely 
claimed were caused by Americans—a 
prelude to what Tsikhanouskaya’s ef
forts would bring.

Despite the odds, the opposition 
professed optimism that Lukashenka 
couldn’t continue such intense repres
sion indefinitely. “When he begins  
to reform, it will all unravel,” Franak 
Viačorka, a political adviser, told me. 
I found a similarly upbeat mood in
side Belarus, even after waves of ar
rests. Many opposition members cited 
the example of Havel, who was a po
litical prisoner six months before be
coming President. Among the hope

ful was Olga Kucherenko, whose cousin 
Raman Bandarenka had been killed in 
police custody. “We’re going to win,” 
she said. 

Last month, I spoke to Tsikhanou
skaya again. When I asked if she could 
picture herself fighting the Lukashenka 
regime five years from now, she recoiled. 
“I can’t imagine this,” she said. “That 
my children will go five years without 
their father—absolutely not.” 

Lukashenka seems to have settled 
in for the long haul. With the possibil
ity of open protests cut off, Tsikhanou
skaya said that it was impossible to  
predict how long he could hold on: “It 
could last a long time—many months.” 
But she maintained that his adminis
tration was mortally wounded, its le
gitimacy beyond repair. “The regime 
has cracked, and the crack is widening. 
Processes are going on inside the re
gime that we cannot see.” With the op
position shut out of the homeland, the 
decisive blow might come from within. 
“The regime is trapped by its own ac
tions—there’s no one left to blame,” she 
said. “Someone inside the inner circle 
may decide that the time has come.” 

“My design aesthetic is ostentatious minimalism.”
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PROFILES

THE STRAIGHT MAN
“Succession” ’s Jeremy Strong wants to know what’s so funny.

BY MICHAEL SCHULMAN

W
hen Jeremy Strong was a 
teen-ager, in suburban Mas-
sachusetts, he had three 

posters thumbtacked to his bedroom 
wall: Daniel Day-Lewis in “My Left 
Foot,” Al Pacino in “Dog Day After-
noon,” and Dustin Hoffman in “Rain 
Man.” These weren’t just his favorite 
actors: their careers were a road map 
that he followed obsessively, like Eve 
Harrington casing out a trio of Margo 
Channings. He read interviews that his 
heroes gave and, later, managed to get 
crew jobs on their movies. By his early 
twenties, he had worked for all three 
men, and had adopted elements of their 
full-immersion acting methods. By his 
mid-thirties, after fifteen years of hus-
tling in the industry, he’d had minor 
roles in a string of A-list films: “Lin-
coln,” “Zero Dark Thirty,” “Selma,” and 
“The Big Short.” He’d played a staffer 
in both the nineteenth-century White 
House and the twenty-first-century 
C.I.A. But, as he approached forty, he 
felt that his master plan wasn’t panning 
out—where was his Benjamin Brad-
dock, his Michael Corleone? 

“You come to New York, and you’re 
doing Off Off Broadway plays, and you 
are in the wilderness,” Strong told me, 
of his early career. “Your focus just be-
comes about the work and trying each 
time to go to some inner ledge. And you 
get used to people not noticing.”

Then it happened. In 2016, Kathryn 
Bigelow, the Oscar-winning director of 
“The Hurt Locker,” cast him in a big 
role, as a National Guardsman in her 
film “Detroit.” Around the same time, 
Strong had lunch with Adam McKay, 
who had directed him as a financial an-
alyst in “The Big Short.” McKay said 
that he was executive-producing a new 
HBO show called “Succession,” which 
he described to Strong as a “King Lear” 
for the media-industrial complex. McKay 
gave him the pilot script and said, “Tell 
me what role you connect with.” Strong 

picked Roman Roy, the wisecracking 
youngest son of Logan Roy, a Rupert 
Murdoch-like media titan. “I thought, 
Oh, wow, Roman is such a cool part,” 
Strong said. “He’s, like, this bon-vivant 
prick. I could do something that I hadn’t 
done before.”

That August, Strong, who was living 
in Los Angeles with his fiancée, went 
to film “Detroit.” He had done deep re-
search for the role, watching military 
documentaries and practicing marks-
manship at a shooting range. He ar-
ranged to miss part of his wedding-week 
festivities for the filming. But, after one 
day, Bigelow fired him. “I was just not 
the character that she had in her mind,” 
Strong said. “It was a devastating expe-
rience.” (Bigelow says that the charac-
ter wasn’t working in the story; after 
Strong pleaded with her, she came up 
with another part for him, as an attor-
ney.) Then he flew to Denmark to get 
married, staying at a castle called Drags-
holm Slot. That’s when he got the call 
that the “Succession” people had cast 
Kieran Culkin as Roman. 

Evidently, the role hadn’t been Mc-
Kay’s to give. Strong tried to let go of 
the fantasy he had pursued single-mind-
edly for decades. But the show’s creator, 
Jesse Armstrong, agreed to audition him 
for the role of Kendall Roy, the moody 
middle son and Logan’s heir apparent. 
“I’ve always felt like an outsider with a 
fire in my belly,” Strong told me. “And 
so the disappointment and the feeling 
of being thwarted—it only sharpened 
my need and hunger. I went in with a 
vengeance.” He tore through books about 
corporate gamesmanship, including Mi-
chael Wolff’s biography of Rupert Mur-
doch, and cherry-picked details he liked; 
apparently, Murdoch’s son James ties 
his shoes extremely tightly, which told 
Strong something about his “inner ten-
sile strength.”

At the audition, Strong, his shoes 
tied tight, read a scene between Ken-

dall and the C.E.O. of a startup that 
he’s trying to acquire. Armstrong was 
skeptical. He asked Strong to “loosen 
the language,” and the scene transformed. 
“It was about, like, Beastie Boys-ing it 
up,” Strong recalled. “I was missing the 
patois of bro-speak.” By the end of the 
day, he had the part. 

Kendall is the show’s dark prince, a 
would-be mogul puffed up with false bra-
vado. He is often ridiculous in his self-
seriousness, especially when he’s trying 
to dominate his indomitable father. Strong 
was perfectly cast: a background player 
who had spent his life aspiring, and often 
maneuvering, to fill the shoes of his act-
ing gods. “Kendall desperately wants it 
to be his turn,” Strong said. Last year, he 
won an Emmy Award for the role.

Strong, who is now forty-two, has the 
hangdog face of someone who wasn’t 
destined for stardom. But his mild ap-
pearance belies a relentless, sometimes 
preening intensity. He speaks with a slow, 
deliberate cadence, especially when talking 
about acting, which he does with a monk-
like solemnity. “To me, the stakes are life 
and death,” he told me, about playing 
Kendall. “I take him as seriously as I take 
my own life.” He does not find the char-
acter funny, which is probably why he’s 
so funny in the role. 

When I asked Strong about the rap 
that Kendall performs in Season 2, at a 
gala for his father—a top contender for 
Kendall’s most cringeworthy moment—
he gave an unsmiling answer about Ras-
kolnikov, referencing Kendall’s “mon-
strous pain.” Kieran Culkin told me, 
“After the first season, he said something 
to me like, ‘I’m worried that people might 
think that the show is a comedy.’ And I 
said, ‘I think the show is a comedy.’ He 
thought I was kidding.” Part of the ap-
peal of “Succession” is its amalgam of 
drama and bone-dry satire. When I told 
Strong that I, too, thought of the show 
as a dark comedy, he looked at me with 
incomprehension and asked, “In the sense 
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Adam McKay says of Strong’s portrayal of Kendall Roy, “He’s not playing it like a comedy. He’s playing it like he’s Hamlet.”

PHOTOGRAPH BY PAOLA KUDACKI
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that, like, Chekhov is comedy?” No, I 
said, in the sense that it’s funny. “That’s 
exactly why we cast Jeremy in that role,” 
McKay told me. “Because he’s not play-
ing it like a comedy. He’s playing it like 
he’s Hamlet.”

Actors try to find the real in the 
make-believe, but anyone who has 

worked with Strong will tell you that 
he goes to unusual lengths. Last year, 
he played the Yippie activist Jerry Rubin 
in Aaron Sorkin’s film “The Trial of the 
Chicago 7.” While shooting the 1968 
protest scenes, Strong asked a stunt 
coördinator to rough him up; he also 
requested to be sprayed with real tear 
gas. “I don’t like saying no to Jeremy,” 
Sorkin told me. “But there were two 
hundred people in that scene and an-
other seventy on the crew, so I declined 
to spray them with poison gas.” Be-
tween takes of the trial scenes, in which 
the Yippies mock Judge Julius Hoff-
man, played by Frank Langella, Strong 
would read aloud from Langella’s mem-
oir in silly voices, and he put a remote-
controlled fart machine below the 
judge’s chair. “Every once in a while, I’d 
say, ‘Great. Let’s do it again, and this 
time, Jeremy, maybe don’t play the kazoo 
in the middle of Frank Langella’s mono-
logue,’” Sorkin said.

Strong has always worked this way. 
In his twenties, he was an assistant to 
the playwright Wendy Wasserstein, typ-
ing up her manuscripts. At night, he 
performed a one-man play by Conor 
McPherson in a tiny midtown bar, play-
ing an alcoholic Irishman. Wasserstein 
discovered that Strong was spending a 
lot of time with her Irish doorman, 
studying his accent. Before Wasserstein 
died, in 2006—Strong was one of the 
few people who knew that she had lym-
phoma—she thought of writing a play 
based on him, titled “Enter Doorman.”

This fall, Strong was shooting James 
Gray’s film “Armageddon Time,” play-
ing a plumber based on the director’s 
father. Strong let his hair return to its 
natural gray—it’s darkened for “Suc-
cession”—and sent me videos of him-
self shadowing a real handyman for re-
search, repeating back terms like “flare 
nuts” in a honking Queens accent. Cos-
tumes and props are like talismans for 
him. In 2012, he played a possible vic-
tim of childhood sexual abuse in Amy 

Herzog’s “The Great God Pan,” at Play-
wrights Horizons. “There was a shirt 
he wore that was really important for 
him, and for compositional reasons we 
wanted to try it in a different color,” 
Herzog told me. “I remember him say-
ing that the shirt he was wearing had 
functioned as his armor, and this new 
shirt wasn’t like armor.” They let him 
keep the shirt.

Strong’s dedication strikes some col-
laborators as impressive, others as self-
indulgent. “All I know is, he crosses the 
Rubicon,” Robert Downey, Jr., told me. 
In 2014, Strong played Downey, Jr.,’s 
mentally disabled brother in “The Judge.” 
(To prepare, he spent time with an au-
tistic person, as Hoffman had for “Rain 
Man.”) When Downey, Jr., shot a fu-
neral scene, Strong paced around the 
set weeping loudly, even though he wasn’t 
called that day. He asked for personal-
ized props that weren’t in the script, in-
cluding a family photo album. “It was 
almost swatting him away like he was 
an annoying gnat—I had bigger things 
to deal with,” a member of the design 
team recalled. 

“I think you have to go through what-
ever the ordeal is that the character has 
to go through,” Strong told me. This ex-
treme approach—Robert De Niro shav-
ing down his teeth for “Cape Fear,” Leo-
nardo DiCaprio eating raw bison liver 
for “The Revenant”—is often described 
as Method acting, a much abused term 
that, in its classic sense, involves sum-
moning emotions from personal experi-
ence and projecting them onto a char-
acter. Strong does not consider himself 
a Method actor. Far from mining his 
own life, he practices what he calls “iden-
tity diffusion.” “If I have any method at 
all, it is simply this: to clear away any-
thing—anything—that is not the char-
acter and the circumstances of the scene,” 
he explained. “And usually that means 
clearing away almost everything around 
and inside you, so that you can be a more 
complete vessel for the work at hand.”

Talking about his process, he quoted 
the jazz pianist Keith Jarrett: “I connect 
every music-making experience I have, 
including every day here in the studio, 
with a great power, and if I do not sur-
render to it nothing happens.” During 
our conversations, Strong cited bits of 
wisdom from Carl Jung, F. Scott Fitz-
gerald, Karl Ove Knausgaard (he is a 

“My Struggle” superfan), Robert Du-
vall, Meryl Streep, Harold Pinter (“The 
more acute the experience, the less 
articulate its expression”), the Danish 
filmmaker Tobias Lindholm, T. S. Eliot, 
Gustave Flaubert, and old proverbs 
(“When fishermen cannot go to sea, 
they mend their nets”). When I noted 
that he was a sponge for quotations, he 
turned grave and said, “I’m not a reli-
gious person, but I think I’ve concocted 
my own book of hymns.”

We first sat down in April, at a restau-
rant in Williamsburg. Strong, an avowed 
foodie, seemed to know everyone who 
worked there. He was midway through 
shooting Season 3, and he wore Kendall’s 
brown corduroy jacket everywhere; 
Strong often borrows items from the 
wardrobe department, to help “elide the 
line” between fiction and life. He also 
wore a chain of good-luck charms that 
looked like dog tags, including one in 
the shape of the BT Tower, in London, 
which he used to gaze at from the win-
dow of the Royal Academy of Dramatic 
Art, where he took classes as an eighteen-
year-old. “It was like a prayer I had, not 
knowing if I would have the courage to 
be an actor,” he told me, over trout al-
mondine. He went on, “I can’t work in 
a way that feels like I’m making a tele-
vision show. I need, for whatever reason, 
to believe that it’s real and commit my-
self to that sense of belief.” 

Later, he told me that his recount-
ing of his “Succession” audition had 
been colored by Kendall. “The narra-
tive was: I’m determined, I’m a fighter, 
I’m full of doubt,” he said. “And those 
things are all true of Kendall. I think 
they’re maybe true of me, but they’re 
not, maybe, what I would have talked 
about if I weren’t in the middle of work-
ing.” I began to wonder if I’d been in-
terviewing an actor playing Kendall 
Roy or a character impersonating Jer-
emy Strong.

One spring morning, Strong was 
outside the Woolworth Building, 

in lower Manhattan, filming a short 
scene between Kendall and his ex-wife, 
Rava, played by Natalie Gold. Kendall 
is picking up his two small children to 
take them to Italy when Rava drops 
some unnerving news: the kids have 
told her that their nanny screams at 
them and steals money from wallets. 
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Like “Succession” at its best, the scene 
is full of passive-aggressive parries. 
“Great,” Kendall says, before ushering 
the kids into a Suburban. “You just 
planted fire ants in my brain.”

On the sidewalk, Jesse Armstrong 
hovered behind a monitor. “You’re see-
ing Kendall right at the end of the sea-
son, and it’s been a long and painful 
process,” he explained. In the Season 2 
cliffhanger, Kendall denounces his fa-
ther at a press conference, and he be-
gins Season 3 on a messianic high. Be-
fore the season started shooting, Strong 
was vacationing in Bora Bora and rode 
a Fliteboard, a motorized surfboard that 
provides a precarious sense of flight. 
He brought that sensation to Kendall, 
he told me: “He thinks he’s flying, but 
he’s about to fall any second.” By the 
eighth episode, when he’s off to Italy, 
his legal revolt against his father has 
sputtered. Armstrong told me, “That 
high Kendall had, the possibility of 
change, has dwindled, too. So he’s not 
in a great place.”

Strong walked through the scene 
with Gold, without emoting. Then he 
disappeared. He often refuses to re-
hearse—“I want every scene to feel like 
I’m encountering a bear in the woods”— 
despite the wishes of his fellow-actors. 
“It’s hard for me to actually describe his 
process, because I don’t really see it,” 
Kieran Culkin said. “He puts himself 
in a bubble.” Before I interviewed his 
castmates, Strong warned me, “I don’t 
know how popular the way I work is 
amongst our troupe.” Since Kendall is 
the black sheep of a warring family, 
Strong’s self-alienation may be a way of 
creating tension onscreen. Though the 
cast is generally loose and collegial, 
Strong, during Season 2, began going 
to the makeup trailer only when no other 
actors were there—“which I remember 
making everyone else roll their eyes,” a 
cast member told me.

When I asked Brian Cox, who plays 
Logan, the patriarch, to describe Strong’s 
process, he struck a note of fatherly con-
cern. “The result that Jeremy gets is al-
ways pretty tremendous,” he said. “I just 
worry about what he does to himself. I 
worry about the crises he puts himself 
through in order to prepare.” Cox, a clas-
sically trained British stage actor, has a 
“turn it on, turn it off” approach to act-
ing, and his relationship with Strong 

recalls a famous story about Laurence 
Olivier working with Dustin Hoffman 
on the 1976 film “Marathon Man.” On 
learning that Hoffman had stayed up 
partying for three nights before a scene 
in which he had to appear sleep-de-
prived, Olivier said, “My dear boy, why 
don’t you try acting?” Cox told me, “Ac-
tors are funny creatures. I’ve worked 
with intense actors before. It’s a partic-
ularly American disease, I think, this 
inability to separate yourself off while 
you’re doing the job.”

If Strong approaches his role as if it 
were Hamlet, Culkin plays Roman like 
an insult comic. “The way Jeremy put 
it to me is that, like, you get in the ring, 
you do the scene, and at the end each 
actor goes to their corner,” Culkin told 
me. “I’m, like, This isn’t a battle. This is 
a dance.” It’s possible that the mish-
mash of approaches adds to the sense 
of familial unease. Or maybe not. Culkin 
said, of Strong’s self-isolation, “That 
might be something that helps him. I 
can tell you that it doesn’t help me.” 
Recently, Strong, concerned about press 
reports suggesting that he was “diffi-
cult,” sent me a text message saying, “I 
don’t particularly think ease or even ac-
cord are virtues in creative work, and 
sometimes there must even be room for 
necessary roughness, within the bound-
aries dictated by the work.”

At the Woolworth Building, Strong 

reappeared in Kendall’s fleece and power 
sunglasses. He consulted with Arm-
strong: shades or no shades? Armstrong 
suggested that he whip them off mid-
scene, but Strong thought that would 
feel phony. “If we’re holding a mirror 
up to nature, then let’s not contrive 
things,” he said later. For Strong, such 
minutiae are important enough to slam 
the breaks on a shoot. “Whatever gets 
you through the night,” Armstrong told 
me. Between takes, a writer named Will 
Tracy recalled an earlier scene, which 
called for Kendall to meet a reporter 
over a Waldorf salad: “Jeremy said, ‘A 
Waldorf salad’s way too old-school. 
That’s something my dad would eat. It 
should be a fennel salad with a light 
vinaigrette.’ ” They changed the salad.

In the Rava scene, Kendall complains 
about his girlfriend, Naomi. During one 
take, Strong threw in a new line: “She, 
uh, thinks she’s on the ‘attractive edge 
of a co-dependent black hole,’ whatever 
the fuck that means.” The phrase was 
lifted from an e-mail that Armstrong 
had sent him about Kendall and Nao-
mi’s relationship. Strong hadn’t asked 
about repurposing it on camera. “Bet-
ter to ask forgiveness than to ask per-
mission,” he told me afterward. Ad-lib-
bing is permitted on “Succession,” but 
Strong’s improvisations often strike his 
co-stars as prepared speeches. Culkin 
recalled a scene from Season 1, with 

“I just realized—I’m indifferent to landscape.”

• •
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the two of them and Sarah Snook, who 
plays their sister, Shiv. The family is in 
New Mexico for group therapy, and 
Kendall, a recovering addict, goes on a 
bender. (Strong occasionally gets tipsy 
for scenes in which Kendall falls off 
the wagon.)

“He kept doing this speech that he 
had sort of written,” Culkin said. “All I 
remember is him saying 
‘rootin’-tootin’’ a lot. By the 
third take, he starts that 
speech again, and Snook 
looks at him, as Shiv, and 
goes, ‘Shut. Up. Kendall.’”

When Strong was done 
with the Rava scene, which 
was ultimately cut, we 
walked west on Park Place. 
At a corner, he ripped up 
his script pages and tossed 
them in a trash can. “This is my favor-
ite part of work,” he said. “It’s like a stay 
of execution every time you finish a 
scene and it goes O.K., and you can tear 
it up and let it go.”

I first met Strong in the summer of 
2003, just after graduating from Yale, 

where I was two years behind him and 
had seen him act in student plays. I got 
an internship at a film producer’s office, 
where Strong, then a day-jobbing the-
atre actor, worked as an assistant. The 
producer, an Israeli woman, would scream 
expletives into her phone all day, while 
the staff worked on preproduction for 
an indie film called “The Ballad of Jack 
and Rose.” Strong taught me how to use 
the copy machine.

As it turned out, “The Ballad of Jack 
and Rose” would change his life. The 
film, directed by Rebecca Miller, starred 
Miller’s husband, Daniel Day-Lewis, as 
an aging hippie living on an abandoned 
commune. Strong got himself hired as 
Day-Lewis’s assistant for the shoot, on 
Prince Edward Island. Day-Lewis was 
already legendary for his immersion 
techniques: staying in character between 
takes, building his own canoe for “The 
Last of the Mohicans.” He arrived in 
Canada early and helped the crew con-
struct the commune houses, since his 
character would have built them. (After 
he botched a window installation, the 
crew assigned him a dining-room table.) 
During the shoot, Day-Lewis lived in 
his own cottage, away from his family. 

Since his character wastes away from a 
heart ailment in the course of the film, 
he starved himself, eating a meagre vegan 
diet, and became so emaciated that 
Miller was alarmed.

Strong had driven up in his father’s 
car. Strapped in the passenger seat was 
Day-Lewis’s prop mandolin, which 
Strong recalled handling “like a knight 

errant guarding a relic.” 
Strong had turned down a 
chance to act at the Wil-
liamstown Theatre Festival, 
which, he said, felt in some 
ways like “an abdication of 
my path.” But he realized 
that this was an opportunity 
to be “the sorcerer’s appren-
tice.” He told me, “My job 
was essentially a disappear-
ing act, to be unobtrusive 

and on hand and play along with the 
game of it. I kept a diary, and, when I 
looked at it once, later, the thing that was 
clear was that my antennae were com-
pletely alight and absorbent.”

He got so engrossed in his menial 
tasks that some of the crew cruelly nick-
named him Cletus, after the redneck 
character on “The Simpsons.” “His whole 
brain was focussed on Daniel Day-
Lewis,” one person recalled. “I never re-
ally saw him unless he was standing out-
side Daniel’s trailer.” Miller remembered 
that Strong bought a lot of nuts and 
stashed them in Day-Lewis’s refrigera-
tor, “when Daniel was trying to starve 
himself to death. He was so concerned 
about him getting thinner and thinner 
that he was feeding him up.” Strong re-
membered the nut story differently, but, 
out of fealty to Day-Lewis, who is fiercely 
private, he would not elaborate.

Day-Lewis became an important 
mentor. Strong said, “At the end of the 
summer, he wrote me a note that I have 
still, that contains many of what have 
become my most deeply held precepts 
and beliefs about this work, and which 
I have treasured and will treasure until 
I die.” (Strong wouldn’t disclose what 
was in it.) Nearly a decade later, he was 
cast opposite Day-Lewis in “Lincoln,” 
as John Nicolay, the President’s personal 
secretary. Nicolay was “utterly devoted 
to Lincoln,” Strong said. “Those were 
easy shoes to fill.” When Strong won 
his Emmy, last fall, he wore a floppy 
taupe bow tied loosely around his neck—

nearly identical to the black bow that 
Day-Lewis wore to accept his Oscar for 
“My Left Foot.” 

Strong’s association with Day-Lewis 
had actually started before “Jack and 
Rose,” when he still had the poster shrine 
in his bedroom. When he was sixteen, 
he got a job in the greenery department 
of “The Crucible,” starring Day-Lewis, 
which was filming near where Strong 
lived. For one scene, he held a branch 
outside a window. In high school, Strong 
also interned for the editor of “Look-
ing for Richard,” released in 1996, in 
which Al Pacino ruminates on playing 
Richard III, and he worked in the sound 
department on Steven Spielberg’s his-
torical drama “Amistad,” for which he 
held a boom mike while Anthony Hop-
kins gave a speech as John Quincy 
Adams. When I asked how he got these 
jobs as a teen-ager, without connections, 
Strong said, “I just wrote letters.”

Unlike the ultra-privileged Roys, 
Strong grew up working class, in Bos-
ton. His father, David, worked in juve-
nile jails. His mother, Maureen, was a 
hospice nurse and a spiritual seeker; she 
would bring Strong and his younger 
brother (who now works for Zoom) to 
ashrams, or to an African Methodist 
Episcopal Church in Cambridge, where 
they were among the only white congre-
gants. Until Strong was ten, the family 
lived in a rough neighborhood in Jamaica 
Plain. “My parents felt tremendous eco-
nomic pressure, just trying to survive and 
tread water,” he said. “Often, it was some-
where I just wanted to get out of.” They 
kept a canoe on cinder blocks in the back 
yard; since actual vacations were a “pipe 
dream,” the boys would sit in the canoe 
and take imaginary trips.

In order to send their kids to better 
public schools, his parents moved the 
family to the suburb of Sudbury, which 
came as a culture shock. “I had never 
seen a Mercedes-Benz before,” Strong 
recalled. “It was a kind of country-club 
town where we didn’t belong to the coun-
try club.” To fit in, he did some quick 
character work, trading his Chicago Bulls 
jerseys and gold chains for J.Crew polo 
shirts. But the biggest change was that 
he got involved in Act/Tunes, a children’s 
theatre group, where, starting in fifth 
grade, he acted in musicals, including 
“Oliver!,” in which he played the Artful 
Dodger. His father picked up extra shifts 



as a security guard in order to finance a 
trip to L.A. Father and son stayed at the 
Oakwood apartments and paid a scammy 
manager to help Jeremy get auditions. 
Then they came home.

One of the other kids in Act/Tunes 
was the older sister of Chris Evans, the 
future Captain America. “I was probably 
nine, ten, going to my sister’s shows, and 
even then thinking, Damn, this kid is 
great!” Evans said, about Strong. He later 
went to Strong’s high school, and still 
speaks about him with the awe of a fresh-
man gaping at an upperclassman: “He 
was a little bit of a celebrity in my mind.” 
In “A Midsummer Night’s Dream,” 
Strong played Bottom to Evans’s Deme-
trius, and Evans has vivid memories of 
Strong playing identical twins in a Gol-
doni farce. “The cast would poke their 
heads through the curtain, just to watch 
him do his thing,” Evans said. “In the 
end, one of his characters drinks poison. 
I think every night the death scene grew 
by about thirty seconds.” 

Strong applied to colleges with a rec-
ommendation letter from DreamWorks, 
the studio that produced “Amistad,” and 
got a scholarship to Yale. He thought he 
would major in theatre studies, but, on the 
first day of Yale’s intro-to-acting class, 
the professor talked about Stanislavski 
and drew diagrams of circles of energy. 
“Something in me just shut down,” Strong 
said. “I remember feeling, I need to run 
from this and protect whatever inchoate 
instinct I might have.” He majored in 
English instead, while starring in extra-
curricular productions of “American Buf-
falo,” “Hughie,” and “The Indian Wants 
the Bronx.” These were all plays that Pa-
cino had done, as if Strong were check-
ing off boxes on his theatrical résumé. 
During his junior year, Strong even man-
aged to arrange for Pacino to come to 
campus to teach a master class. The heav-
ily promoted visit was largely sponsored 
by the Yale Dramat, the school’s under-
graduate theatre group. 

Many alumni recall the visit as a de-
bacle. Pacino’s acting advice was vague. 
Strong had appointed himself the inter-
mediary between the Dramat and Paci-
no’s office, and the costs of town cars, 
posters, and a celebratory dinner blew 
up the budget. To lure Pacino, Strong 
had persuaded the Dramat to concoct a 
prestigious-sounding award, and the stu-
dents commissioned a pewter chalice 

from Mory’s, a New Haven tavern, on 
which the winners’ names would be en-
graved each year. But Pacino took the 
chalice home, adding to the enormous 
bill. “Basically, in order for Jeremy to have 
his fantasy of meeting Al Pacino play out, 
he nearly bankrupted a hundred-year-
old college-theatre company,” an alum-
nus said. “But he had one wonderful night 
of getting to hang out with Al Pacino.”

Strong admits to being a “rogue agent” 
in the Pacino affair, but he doesn’t re-
member the cost overruns. “I never re-
ally felt accepted by the Dramat com-
munity,” he told me. Within the soap-
opera bubble of college theatre, his sheer 
determination was polarizing. “You al-
ways had the feeling that he was oper-
ating on some level that was past the level 
that you were at,” another classmate re-
called. “I’d never met anyone else at Yale 
with that careerist drive.” (Their gradu-
ating class included Ron DeSantis, the 
current governor of Florida.) Other peers 
recall a more ingenuous superstriver. One 
summer, Strong and five classmates went 
to L.A., where he had wangled an in-
ternship at the production office of Dustin 
Hoffman, hero No. 3. Strong didn’t have 
a car, so he got a colleague to loan him 
a prop Mercedes with a hole in the floor. 
On his first payday, a friend recalled, “Jer-
emy was, like, ‘Everybody, we’re going 
shopping!’ We went to Rodeo Drive, and 
he blew his whole paycheck on two shirts.” 
(Strong, citing his “fanatically fastidious 

aesthetic,” said that he was more likely 
to have shopped at Maxfield.)

Strong moved to New York three 
weeks before 9/11. He lived in a tiny apart-
ment in SoHo and waited tables at the 
restaurant downstairs. Friends remem-
ber the apartment as comically austere, 
with a mattress on the floor, piles of books 
and scripts, and a closet of incongruously 
high-end clothes; he had a Dries Van 
Noten suit and a Costume National 
hoodie that he wore to shreds, but few 
essentials. Strong said that he was living 
in what Sir Francis Bacon called “gilded 
squalor.” In addition to working at the 
restaurant, he was a room-service waiter 
at a hotel, and he shredded documents 
as a temp for a construction company. 
He would go to a FedEx store and cadge 
free cardboard envelopes, slip in head 
shots and tapes of monologues, and 
hand-deliver them to agencies. “The first 
year in New York was really hard,” he 
told me. “I don’t think I had any audi-
tions. It was this feeling of being cut off 
from your oxygen supply.”

At some point, Chris Evans, who 
had broken out with “Not Another Teen 
Movie,” got a call from Strong, who 
was looking for help getting represen-
tation. “I said, ‘Holy shit, Jeremy! First 
of all, I can’t believe that. Second of all, 
this is your lucky day,’” Evans told me. 
He had Strong meet his agent at C.A.A., 
but the guy never followed up; Holly-
wood is made for Chris Evanses, not 



Jeremy Strongs. It wasn’t until the tele-
vision renaissance of the past twenty 
years that the line between stars and 
character actors blurred, elevating such 
idiosyncratic performers as Adam Driver 
and Elisabeth Moss, just as the New 
Hollywood of the sixties and seventies 
had produced Pacino and Hoffman.

The one place where Strong found 
creative fulfillment was Williamstown, 
the summer-theatre haven in the Berk-
shires. In 2002, he got a slot in the festi-
val’s non-Equity troupe of ten young ac-
tors. “We were unpacking our bags, and 
Jeremy had, like, four or five garments—
but all of them were, like, Prada,” a mem-
ber who roomed with him recalled. Strong 
returned to Williamstown two years later. 
Michelle Williams, who had just fallen 
in love with Heath Ledger on the set of 
“Brokeback Mountain,” was performing 
in “The Cherry Orchard,” and Strong 
got close to her. Williams recalls Strong 
coaching her in iambic pentameter for a 
Shakespeare audition and goofing around 
with her “Cherry Orchard” castmates 
Jessica Chastain and Chris Messina. “We 
would go to parks after dark and roll 
down hills in our clothes until we were 
sopping wet,” Williams said.

Several years later, just after Ledger 
died, Strong was broke and moved into 
Williams’s town house, in Boerum Hill, 
a social hub that he nicknamed Fort 
Awesome. He lived there rent-free, on 
and off, for more than three years. “There 
was an emptiness in the house,” Wil-

liams told me. “So people moved in.” 
She said that Strong lived in a basement 
room with her great-grandmother’s 
player piano: “He had this little bed and 
stacks and stacks of books about Lin-
coln.” Friends were amazed by the sit-
uation.“He would invite us to parties 
over there,” the Williamstown room-
mate said. “I was, like, ‘How the fuck 
did you pull this off?’ He’s living in a 
luxury town house with a movie star!”

Some of Strong’s acquaintances see 
his ability to attach himself like a rem-
ora to famous actors as part of his pas-
sion for the craft; others see it as bla-
tant networking. I told Strong that I 
hoped to interview some of his collab-
orators. Usually, this requires breaching 
layers of handlers, but Strong took con-
trol, giving his famous friends my phone 
number and instructing them to con-
tact me. One day, I was at an A.T.M. 
and got a call from Matthew McCo-
naughey. “This guy’s committed,” he said. 

By the mid-aughts, Strong was mak-
ing headway Off Broadway. He played a 
soldier in John Patrick Shanley’s “Defi-
ance” (he joined weapons exercises at 
Camp Lejeune, in North Carolina), and 
a young Spinoza in David Ives’s “New 
Jerusalem” (he binged on seventeenth-cen-
tury Dutch philosophy). In 2008, an actor 
in the Public Theatre’s “Conversations 
in Tusculum” had a family emergency, 
and Strong was asked to understudy on 
six hours’ notice. He went onstage with 
a script, then returned the next night, off 

book. The Times critic Ben Brantley wrote 
that Strong was “excellent,” which helped 
him get an agent at I.C.M. But his plans 
to become the next Day-Lewis were drift-
ing. For a while, he lived in the Holly-
wood Hills, where, driving home on Sun-
set Boulevard, he would pass a billboard 
that read “WHAT THE SHREK JUST HAP-
PENED?” He was thirty-one and asking 
himself the same question. Six years later, 
when he was cast in “Succession,” he felt, 
he told me, “a sense of inevitability.”

I met Strong in Rome in July, a week 
after he’d wrapped the third season of 

“Succession,” which concludes with a 
family wedding in Tuscany. (The season 
finale airs this week.) Having lived Ken-
dall’s angst for nine months, he was in 
the process of unburdening himself. He 
was finally able to appreciate the beauty 
of Italy, he told me over salumi, since 
Kendall would have been too jaded to 
notice: “Another day, another villa.” (Pre-
sumably, this had also dampened a trip 
he took earlier in the summer, with Rob-
ert Downey, Jr., and their families, to a 
villa owned by Sting and Trudie Styler.) 
On a drive down to the Amalfi Coast, 
where he went to decompress, he had lis-
tened to the Tom Waits song “Who Are 
You.” Discussing Kendall, he said, “It’s 
weird saying his name in the third person.”

Strong had sent me text messages 
from Italy, including a poem by Cecil 
Day-Lewis (“Daniel’s dad”), and thoughts 
on the “invisible work” of acting. Since 
I’d seen him in New York, he had shaved 
his head, twice—once as Kendall and 
once as himself. On his phone, he showed 
me photos of Jack Dorsey, the co-founder 
of Twitter, both clean-shaven and with 
a Rasputin beard. Strong thought that 
Kendall should go through a similar 
“physical evolution,” he said, citing the 
third line of Dante’s Inferno. (“The 
straight road had been lost sight of.”) 
No one, Strong included, wanted a cli-
chéd scene of Kendall staring into the 
mirror with a razor, so the transforma-
tion took place off camera. Neverthe-
less, when a stylist shaved his head, 
Strong went silent, to experience the 
moment as part of Kendall’s backstory. 
After the season wrapped, he shaved his 
head again, as an exorcism.

The next morning, we set out for the 
airport. Strong and his wife, Emma Wall, 
who was born in Denmark, have apart-

“Every gig now is about luring sailors to their deaths— 
remember when it used to be about the music?”
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ments in Brooklyn and Copenhagen, 
and during the pandemic they bought a 
summer house in Tisvilde, a seaside town 
north of Copenhagen. Strong’s family 
was awaiting him there. There hadn’t 
been much time for sightseeing in Rome, 
so our driver circled past the Colosseum, 
shouting out fun facts—“Five hundred 
before Christ was built the first sewer 
system!”—as Strong, trying to describe 
a scene from “Succession,” quoted pas-
sages from “The Wasteland.”

As we passed through airport secu-
rity, Strong set off the metal detector. He 
stepped back and took off his lucky-
charm necklace. It beeped again. He took 
off his belt. It beeped a third time. “I 
have a leg brace,” he explained to a se-
curity guy, and lifted his pants leg. After 
getting patted down, he told me that he 
had hurt himself on set. “I jumped off a 
stage, thinking I could fly, but it turns 
out I can’t,” he said. “It made sense in 
the moment, though.” In the scene, Ken-
dall is at the Shed, in Hudson Yards, 
planning his fortieth-birthday party. 
During one take, in a moment of “exul-
tant anticipation,” Strong leaped off a 
five-foot-high platform and landed in 
hard Gucci shoes, impacting his femur 
and his tibia. (The take was not used.) 
This was not his first “Succession” in-
jury. In Season 1, Kendall gets stuck in 
traffic on the way to a board meeting 
and sprints through the streets. Strong 
wanted to be sweaty and breathless for 
each take, and he fractured his left foot 
running in Tom Ford dress shoes. “It’s 
the cost to himself that worries me,” Brian 
Cox told me. “I just feel that he just has 
to be kinder to himself, and therefore 
has to be a bit kinder to everybody else.”

Before the f light, Strong popped a 
Xanax; he gets anxious flying, which he 
attributes to the “total surrender of con-
trol.” As we boarded, an attendant told 
him that his cloth mask was unaccept-
able. With ten minutes until the gate 
closed, he raced through the terminal 
looking for a surgical mask. He found a 
vending machine, but the instructions 
were in Italian. When he finally figured 
it out, the mask got stuck in the rotating 
dispenser. He tried tilting the machine, 
but then told himself to keep cool. He 
ran into a candy store, which carried child-
size surgical masks. He returned to the 
gate wearing a tiny sherbet-colored square. 

At seven that evening, we touched 

down in Copenhagen. Strong was re-
lieved to be returning to Tisvilde. “I don’t 
feel stress there,” he said in the car. “I 
don’t feel colonized by all the wanting 
and needing. If I’m in L.A. or New York, 
I feel so encumbered by the weight of 
the profession that I’m in. And ambi-
tion.” But, before leaving the city to join 
his family, he wanted a hamburger. No-
ma’s burger offshoot was closed, so he 
looked up the nearest location of Gaso-
line Grill, a chain that makes his sec-
ond-favorite burger in Copenhagen. The 
Web site said that the burgers were avail-
able until eleven, or until they sold out. 
The driver brought us to the Vesterport 
train station, where there was a Gasoline 
Grill kiosk on the platform—but the 
woman there said that they were all gone. 
“See, now I’m determined,” Strong said.

We drove to another location, at a gas 
station. No dice. Foiled in his quest for 
the second-best burger in Copenhagen, 
he got back in the car and slumped his 
head. It was getting dark, so he directed 
the driver toward Tisvilde. “It does illus-
trate a good point,” he said. “Which is 
that all drama is about wanting some-
thing very badly and not getting what 
you want.”

The next morning, I met Strong at 
his house in Tisvilde, the converted 

laundry building of a now demolished 
turn-of-the-century hotel. He and Wall 
had begun the pandemic at her family’s 
farmhouse, in the Danish countryside, 
where they chopped wood and vacu-
umed up spiders. Craving civilization, 
Strong found Tisvilde on Google Earth. 
They rented the laundry building on 
Airbnb, and he wound up buying it. Since 
then, new floorboards had been installed 
incorrectly and were now warped and 
ridging up, like a mountain range.

We walked to the beach to meet up 
with Strong’s wife and kids. Tisvilde is a 
laid-back place, full of thatched roofs that 
look like shaggy creatures. Strong was 
approached by bands of blond teen-age 
boys who recognized him from “The 
Gentlemen,” a Guy Ritchie gangster flick 
that Strong did not care to discuss on the 
record. At the beach, Wall, who was eight 
months pregnant, was playing with their 
two small daughters. Strong, happily free 
of Kendall, helped build sandcastles and 
jumped in the water. He admits to strug-
gling with work-life balance. “I don’t know 

if I even believe in balance,” he told me. 
“I believe in extremity.”

He had met Wall, an even-tempered 
child psychiatrist, at a party in New York 
during Hurricane Sandy. When I asked 
her if she sensed a difference in her hus-
band while he was playing Kendall, she 
said, “He does a really good job of main-
taining what he’s doing but also creat-
ing a space for the family and a normal 
life.” Strong, who was towelling off, over-
heard. Later, he told me that her answer 
had surprised him. “I think she feels a 
sort of energy shift,” he said. “But it does 
make me feel like I’m living a double 
life.” He brought up the espionage term 
“the legend,” the fake biography that a 
spy memorizes before assuming a phony 
identity. “You have to commit to your 
legend,” he said, of acting. “At the time, 
I’m not sure which one is more real. Am 
I committing to the legend at home, 
where I’m the father and the husband, 
or the legend at work?”

He walked me to a nearby forest, hav-
ing picked up a macchiato in town. (A 
self-described “coffee snob,” he had trav-
elled through Italy with his own grinder, 
and had beans delivered from a roastery 
in Aarhus.) The woods were thick with 
towering birches. Strong’s leg ached, but 
he insisted that we keep going. He asked 
if I had read the Milan Kundera novel 
“Slowness.” “You get here, and it forces 
you to decelerate,” he said.

We reached a rock engraved with the 
word troldeskov: troll forest. As we walked 
on, a mossy carpet appeared underfoot, 
and the trees became gnarled and gar-
goyle-like, deformed by the howling 
winds off the Kattegat sea. “They look 
like something in a Bosch painting,” 
Strong said. “They look anguished.” It 
seemed like a place where Dante might 
find a portal to the underworld.

We broke through to an empty beach. 
Strong stood on a dune and looked out 
to sea in a Byronic pose, clutching the 
fuchsia macchiato cup in one hand. I 
asked about the sense of “wanting” he 
had mentioned the evening before. “I 
think my life has been animated by want-
ing,” he said. “I felt like there was so 
much to prove, both to myself and to 
the community, for so long. But, in a 
way, I got that out of my system.” As 
we turned back to the troll forest, he 
added, “Now I feel like I’m up against 
myself in the ring.” 
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S
ergeant Jackie Noonan was squar
ing away paperwork when the 
call came in, just her and the 

gosling, Pronsius Swift, in Ballina 
Garda Station. The third officer on 
duty, Sergeant Dennis Crean, had run 
out to oversee the extraction of a Re
nault Mégane that some young lad—
sober, apparently, just a nervous non 
local negotiating the cat’s cradle of 
back roads around Currabaggan—had 
nosed into a ditch a half mile out from 
the national school. The car was a 
writeoff but the lad had got away with
out a scratch, according to Crean, and 
he was a lucky lad, because Noonan 
knew the roads out that way and they 
were wicked: highditched, hilly, and 
altogether too narrow; scantily sign
posted and laced with halfhidden, 
acutely rightangled turns that it took 
only a second’s inattention to be am
bushed by.

Noonan was at her desk drinking 
coffee as black as a vinyl record from a 
battered silver cafetière and transfer
ring a weekend’s worth of writeups 
from her notebook into the central com
puter system. The weekend had been 
unremarkable but busy: a dozen or so 
minor traffic infractions, a fistfight be
tween stocious teenage cousins out
side a mainstreet chipper late last night, 
and a callout this morning prompted 
by what turned out to be a man’s duf
fle coat snagged in the weir gates of 
the Moy river, which was enthusiasti
cally mistaken for a body by a band of 
visiting American summer students 
and their professor taking an early con
stitutional along the quays.

The notes, executed in Noonan’s ir
redeemable ciotóg scrawl, were the usual 
hassle to decipher, their transcription 
to the computer an activity of an order 
of tedium that Noonan nonetheless 
found strangely assuaging. So absorbed 
was she in this task that she started in 
surprise when the phone on the main 
desk rang out.

“Pronsius,” she commanded, with
out looking away from the screen.  

The phone continued ringing. 
“Pronsius!”
Noonan glanced up. Pronsius wasn’t 

at his desk. He wasn’t in the room. 
Noonan made her way over to the 

main desk. She snatched the handset 
from its cradle.   

“Ballina Garda Station, Sergeant 
Noonan speaking.”

“There’s been a shooting,” a voice, a 
man’s, declared. 

“A shooting?” Noonan repeated just 
as Pronsius appeared with a mug in his 
hand. Pronsius Swift was twentyfour, 
out of Templemore less than three years, 
and an aura of adolescent gawkiness 
clung to him yet; he was tall but dis
posed to stooping, with an emphatic 
aquiline bump in his conk, jumpy eyes, 
and a guileless shine coming off his 
forehead. Even the chevrons of prema
ture gray in his crewcut served only to 
emphasize his prevailing boyishness. 
When he heard Noonan say “a shoot
ing,” he froze in place and stared at her 
with his mouth open.

“When you say ‘a shooting’—a shoot
ing as in someone’s been shot with a 
gun?” Noonan asked the man. 

“What other kind of shooting is 
there?” the man said.  

“Hang on, now,’’ Noonan said. Keep
ing the cordless handset to her ear, she 
returned to her own desk, sat back down, 
and retrieved her pen and notebook.

“How many people have been shot?” 
she asked. 

“Just the one.”
“The person shot. A man or a 

woman?”
“A man.”
“Is he dead?” 
The man on the other end of the 

line sighed. 
“He is not. He’s out there now in the 

back field. He’s in a bit of a bad way.”
“How badly injured is he, in your 

estimation?” Noonan said, raising a fin
ger to catch Pronsius’s attention, then 
pointing at the phone on his desk, 
meaning Call the emergency at Castle-
bar General.

“He took a serious enough hit. But 
what it was was a warning shot. I want 
it on record I was in fear for my life 
and my son’s life. I was not aiming at 
him at all. He broke onto my property. 
I was in fear for my life and was only 
trying to warn him off.”

The man was outside, on a mobile, 
his voice dipping in and out amid the 
ambient scratch and crumple of the 
elements. 

“I need your name,” Noonan said, 
and when the man did not immedi
ately answer she added, “It’s import

ant that you answer my questions now, 
please.” 

“Bertie. Bertie Creedon,” the man 
said. 

“Where’s your property located, Mr. 
Creedon?”

“Rathreedane. I’m on the far side of 
Rathreedane.”

“You’re going to have to narrow that 
down for me.”

“Take the Bonniconlon road as far 
as Mills Turn. Do you know Mills Turn?”

“I do,” Noonan said, dashing down 
Mlls Trn in her notebook. “Where am 
I heading from there?”

“Take the third road on the left 
after Mills Turn. Keep along that road 
a mile and a half until you come to a 
farm with a yellow bungalow and a 
’92 Fiat motor home up on bricks out 
the front.”

“Yellow bungalow, ’92 Fiat motor 
home, up on bricks,” Noonan recited 
as she wrote. “O.K. I have you, your 
young fella, and the fella’s been shot—
is there anyone else to account for on 
the property?”

“That’s it.” 
“And the injury. How many times 

was the fella shot?”
“Just the once. By accident. Like I 

said.”
“Where on his body did he take the 

hit, can you tell?”
“In his . . . in his middle. His midriff.” 
“What kinda gun was he shot with?” 
“A shotgun.”
“Double barrel?”
“Double barrel.” 
“And that’s your gun, is it?” 
The growl of a throatclear, sound

ing almost gratified, came down the line. 
“It’s legally registered and I’m lucky 

I have it.”
“As far as you can determine, is the 

man bleeding badly? I don’t want you 
to go prodding at him but it’s impor
tant to stop the bleeding if you can.” 

“The son’s after going inside and 
emptying the press of every last towel. 
We’ve the wounds stanched as best  
we can.”

“That’s good, Mr. Creedon. Keep 
the pressure on the bleeding. We are 
coming right out. The ambulance is on 
the way, too. What I would ask is that 
you render your gun safe if you haven’t 
already done so—’’

“What happened to this fella is on 



60	 THE NEW YORKER, DECEMBER 13, 2021

him,” Creedon interjected with renewed 
conviction. “He was on my property, 
he was in the act of committing a crime, 
and I was in fear for my life and my 
son’s life. I want that clear.” 

“O.K. We will be there in fifteen 
minutes, Mr. Creedon. Just heed what 
I said about the gun. Let’s take the gun 
out of the equation altogether,” Noonan 
was saying, but the quenched noise of 
the disconnected line was already in 
her ear. 

Noonan dropped the handset on  
her desk.  

“Did you catch all that?” she asked 
Swift. 

“Ambulance is dispatched,” Swift said. 
“Let’s beat them to the draw,” Noonan 

said. 

Noonan and Swift were on the road 
when they got Crean on the squad-

car radio. 
“Shots fired, man down, firearm still 

in play,” Crean summarized after 
Noonan had given him a rundown of 
the situation. 

“That’s the size of it,” Noonan said.  

“I’m wondering if we shouldn’t just 
put a shout in now to the Special Re-
sponse Unit,” Crean suggested. 

“Fella’s done the shooting rang us 
of his own volition. I asked him ques-
tions, he answered them. He’s not lost 
his reason.”

“You can’t rely on reason with a fire-
arm in play.” 

“Just let us put our feet on the ground 
out there, get the lay of the land. No 
cause to escalate yet.” 

“I’m the other side of Ballina and 
I’ll be out to you as soon as I can. But, 
Noonan, ye get out there and there’s a 
hint of anything off, I need ye to with-
draw and hold tight.”

“I hear you.”   
“Good luck,” Crean said, and signed 

off.
They were a couple of miles out 

from Mills Turn when they ranged 
into the wake of a tractor towing a 
trailer full of sheep. Noonan got right 
up the trailer’s arse, siren wapwapping, 
but the stretch of road they were on 
was not wide enough for the tractor 
to let them pass.

“Come on to fuck,” Noonan said 
as the trailer weaved from side to side 
ahead of them. Sheep were packed 
thick into it, stamps of red dye smudged 
on their coats like bloody handprints, 
their snouts nudging in anxious query 
between the gaps in the trailer’s bars. 
Once the road opened out, Noonan 
gunned the engine and streaked by 
the tractor.

As instructed, they took the third 
left after Mills Turn and found them-
selves on a single-lane road through 
Rathreedane. Rathreedane was noth-
ing but flat acres of farmland, well-
spaced houses set off the road at the 
ends of long lanes, and cows sitting 
like shelves of rock in the middle of 
the fields, absorbing the last of the 
day’s declining rays. Where the hedge-
rows dropped low, those same rays, 
crazed with motes and still piercingly 
bright, blazed across Noonan’s line 
of sight. She flipped down the visor. 
She considered the gosling. Swift was 
quieter than usual, his gaze trained 
out the window and one knee fran-
tically joggling. 

“That is some incarnation of sun,” 
Noonan said, talking just to talk, to 
draw Swift out of his introversion.  
“Haven’t seen a sun like that since Gua-
dalajara. You know where Guadalajara 
is, Pronsius?”

“Is it the far side of Belmullet?”
Noonan smiled.  
“Technically it is. Visited there a few 

years back. Unreal how beautiful it was. 
The light just lands different.”

“The world is different everywhere, 
I suppose.” 

“It is. We went there for an anni-
versary. It was Trevor’s idea. Trevor’s 
the traveller,” Noonan continued. Trevor 
was her husband. “Enjoying the place 
you get to is one thing. But Trevor has 
this thing for the travel itself: the lug-
gage and the security lines, the time 
zones, the little trays of food with the 
foil lids you peel back that they give 
you on board, and even, these days, 
having to drag a pair of mewling teen-
age boys everywhere with us. Trevor 
gets giddy at all of it, somehow. Me, I 
could live a long, happy life never going 
through a metal detector again. You 
ever been anywhere exotic, Pronsius?”

“I been the far side of Belmullet.”
“Good man.”

“I’m trying to be more mindful of what’s happening on my phone.”

• •
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“Ah,” Swift said. “I’ve no interest, re-
ally. Wherever I am, that’s where I like.”

“A man after my own heart.” 

Presently they found the residence, 
a low bungalow off a gravel lane, 

the red galvanized roofs of farm build-
ings visible at the rear of the property. 
An enormous, rickety white motor home 
was stranded in the grass at the front. 

“Now we’ll see what’s what,” Noonan 
said. 

She cut the siren and turned through 
the concrete posts of the gateless gate. 
The squad car bounced and lurched as 
it passed over the rattling bars of a cat-
tle grate. Next to the motor home, there 
were pieces of outdoor furniture and 
what looked like a little fire pit dug out 
of the ground, empty wine bottles 
planted in the moat of ash surround-
ing the pit. Scattered elsewhere in the 
grass were bags of feed, a stripped-down, 
rusted-out engine block, scraps of tarp, 
scraps of lumber, metal piping, plastic 
piping, bits and bits and bits. 

“Look at all this shit,” Noonan said. 
“Steady on,” Swift said, nodding ahead.
A man had come around the side of 

the house. He was holding something 
to his head and his other arm was raised, 
palm forward. 

Noonan killed the engine and got 
out of the squad car, keeping her body 
behind the door. Swift followed her 
lead on the other side. 

“This the Creedon residence?” Noo-
nan asked. 

“It is, surely,” the man said. 
He was pressing a stained tea towel 

of blue-and-white check to his temple. 
The stains looked like blood. 

“I’m Sergeant Noonan, out of Bal-
lina Garda Station. This is Garda Swift. 
You Bertie Creedon?”

“Christ, no.”
“You’d be the son, then?” 
“That’s more like it.” 
“What’s your name?” 
“I’ve no say in it but every cunt that 

knows me does call me Bubbles.” 
Bubbles looked to be in his early 

thirties. He was stocky, his head shaved 
close. He was in a faded gray T-shirt 
with “QUEENS OF THE STONE AGE, 
ERA VULGARIS” printed on it in a 
disintegrating white script. There were 
dark, wet daubs of blood f lecking 
his forearms like tracks left by a bird. 

“We hear there’s been a spot of 
bother,” Noonan said.  

“There has.” 
“That knock to the head part of the 

bother?”
“A little bit, all right,” Bubbles said, 

and lifted the towel away from his tem-
ple to let them see. There was an open 
gash above his eyebrow.

Noonan whistled.    
“I wager that needs stitching. I un-

derstand there’s another man in a bad 
way here, too, is that right?”

“There is, yeah.”  
“That his blood on you?” 
“Some of it, yeah.”
“Can you take us to him?” 
“I can.”
“Get the emergency kit,” Noonan 

said to Swift. Swift popped the boot, 
took out a bulky, multipocketed bag, 
and handed it over to Noonan. 

“Lead the way,” she said, sliding the 
kit’s strap over her shoulder.   

Bubbles cleared his throat. 
“This situation here. You have to  

understand, my father was in fear for  
our lives.”

“We’ll be sure to take that into  
account.”

Bubbles led Noonan and Swift down 
a short dirt track into the yard at the 
back of the property. The yard was cov-
ered in matted, trampled-down straw. 
Noonan watched Bubbles step indiffer-
ently into a cowpat the size of a dinner 
plate, his boot heel leaving an oozing 

bite mark in the pat’s crust. The air was 
thick with the heavy, grainy-sweet red-
olence of fodder and shit. Through a 
window cut out of the galvanized façade 
of a shed, cows blinked their stark, red-
rimmed eyes as if roused from sleep. 

“That’s where we caught him, bra-
zen as you like,” Bubbles said, gesturing 
at the large, cylindrical oil tank mounted 
on a bed of brick next to the cowshed. 

“He was thieving oil?” Noonan asked. 
“Such a stupid thing to be at,” Bub-

bles said. “There’s nothing left from the 
winter gone and it won’t be filled again 
for months. Who’s going to have a full 
tank of oil in the middle of summer?”

They passed a final row of sheds and 
came out into an open field. Fifty feet 
ahead of them, a short man was stand-
ing over a second man lying on his back 
on the ground. On the horizon, Noonan 
could make out the low, blunted serra-
tions of the Ox Mountains. 

“Bertie Creedon?” Noonan called 
out to the standing man.    

“Aye,” Creedon said, not taking his 
eyes off the man on the ground, his shot-
gun tucked at an idle diagonal under 
his arm. 

Noonan kept walking toward Cree-
don at an even clip, not hurrying, tak-
ing care not to break stride. When she 
was a handful of paces from him, he fi-
nally looked at her. Creedon had wa-
tery blue eyes, cheeks latticed with bro-
ken blood vessels, a head of windblown, 
thinning yellow hair, and a set of small, 
corroded teeth. He did not react as 
Noonan gripped the barrel of the shot-
gun, brought her second hand to the 
butt, and transferred the weapon into 
her embrace as firmly and gently as if 
she were taking possession of a new-
born. She checked the safety, broke the 
gun, slipped the ammunition from the 
chamber, and pocketed the cartridges.

“All right,” Noonan said. 
She handed the gun off to Swift, took 

a second look at Creedon to make sure 
he wasn’t considering anything, then ad-
dressed her attention to the man lying 
in the grass. The man was young, lanky 
enough by the sprawl of him, his dark 
hair sticking to his pale forehead in 
strings, and for a moment Noonan did 
not recognize him, his features crushed 
into anonymity with distress. It was only 
when his eyes, screwed shut, burst fear-
fully open—they were blue, but a deeper, 
more charged blue than the farmer’s, 
phosphorescent almost—that his face 
turned into one Noonan knew.  

“God above in Heaven, is that you, 
Dylan Judge?”   

Dylan Judge groaned in assent.  

Dylan Judge was from Ballina town. 
He was what you would call “known 

to the police.” In his early twenties, he 
had already run up a decent tally of minor 
convictions: breaking and entering, drunk 
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and disorderly, possession. Judge was one 
of those prolific, inveterately small-time 
crooks who possess real criminal instincts 
but no criminal talent. He was oppor-
tunistic, impulsive, and undisciplined, 
requiring little in the way of convinc-
ing—and not even much in the way of 
incentive—to be roped into an under-
handed scheme, so long as the scheme 
did not involve much effort or fore-
thought. Noonan kneeled down in the 
grass next to Judge and slid the emer-
gency-kit bag from her shoulder. She 
tore open a pack of nitrile gloves, worked 
the gloves over her hands.  

“Do you remember me at all, Dylan?” 
“Yeah, yeah,” he muttered vaguely. 
“It’s Noonan, Sergeant Jackie Noo-

nan, out of Ballina. And that there is 
Garda Pronsius Swift.” 

“Pronsiusssss,” Judge repeated with 
a faint sneer. 

“It’s a name that draws attention to 
itself, all right,” Noonan said as she 
began scanning Judge’s wounds. There 
was a mess of hand towels plastered 
over his groin and tucked in under his 
backside; the towels, along with his 
jeans, were plum-dark with blood. From 
the amount of blood, Noonan could tell 
he was in a very bad way. She unpacked 
the gauze, the trauma shears.

“You remember the last time we 
met?” Noonan asked. “We were chas-
ing a consignment of cigarettes and 
wound up at your house.”

“Ye stormed into the gaff at all hours,” 
Judge said with genuine recollection.  

“We thought we had you, Dylan.”
“And ye were out of luck.”
“That time, we were.”
It must have been a little over a year 

ago. They’d received a tip considered 
credible that Judge was sitting on a sig-
nificant quantity of cigarettes smuggled 
down from the North, so they got a 
warrant and raided his place, in the 
Glen Gardens estate. Technically not 
even his place, because there was only 
the girlfriend’s name on the lease, if 
Noonan remembered correctly. They 
raided the house at dawn and made 
Judge, his girlfriend, and their little 
daughter stand outside in their pajamas 
in the chill gray light while the Guards 
turned the place upside down. Noonan 
remembered the girlfriend: five foot 
nothing, stick thin and incensed, un-
ceasingly effing and blinding while a 

saucer-eyed and gravely silent little girl, 
no more than three or four years old, 
sat up in her arms watching the Guards 
troop in and out of the house. Not a 
peep out of this fella that Noonan could 
remember, Judge just skulking meekly 
behind his raging beoir, eyes on the 
ground. His entire demeanor had read 
guilty as sin, but the raid somehow 
turned out to be a waste of time. All 
they found was a half-dozen cartons of 
cigarettes under a tarp at the back of 
the property’s suspiciously empty shed, 
nowhere near enough to hang an intent-
to-sell charge on. 

“Are you still with that young one, 
Dylan? That little one with the mouth 
on her?” Noonan asked. She wanted to 
keep him awake and talking. 

“Amy, yeah? Same bird.” 
“Such language out of her, this tiny 

thing stood there in her fluffy slippers, 
and the little beaut good as gold up in 
her arms. What age is your girl?” 

“That’s Amy’s kid.”
Gingerly, Noonan removed the tow-

els covering Judge’s groin. Judge gasped.

“That’s O.K., that’s O.K.,” Noonan 
said. “It doesn’t matter a whit whether 
she’s yours or not, so long as you treat 
her well.” 

“I treat her like a queen,” he slurred. 
“I bet you do. Bear with me now, 

Dylan,” Noonan said. She slipped off 
Judge’s runner, lifted the cuff of his pant 
leg, and with the trauma shears drew a 
clean slit from his ankle up to his hip, 
then peeled back the panel of the jean. 
She could make out several raw black 
punctures where the buckshot had gone 
into his thigh. His skin was stained with 
drying blood and there was fresh blood 
oozing steadily from the wounds. 
Noonan continued cutting, delicately 
tearing away his T-shirt. His abdomen 
was completely sodden with blood and 
there were big ugly perforations in the 
f lesh of his stomach, as if he’d been 
gored. A malign smell began to gather 
beneath Noonan’s nose. It took her a 
second to recognize it as the smell of 
human shit. 

“How’s it look?” Judge croaked.
“Like you got shot.”  

LUCENT

What would we seem, stripped down
Like a wintered tree.
Glossy scabs, tight-raised skin,
These can look silver in certain moonlights.
In other words,
Our scars are the brightest
Parts of us.

* * *
The crescent moon,
The night’s lucent lesion.
We are felled oaks beneath it,
Branches full of empty.
Look closer.
What we share is more
Than what we’ve shed.

* * *
& what we share is the bark, the bones.
Paleontologists, from one fossilized femur,
Can dream up a species,
Make-believe a body
Where there was none.
Our remnants are revelation,
Our requiem as raptus.
When we bend into dirt
We’re truth preserved
Without our skin.
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“Ah, fuck, am I gonta die?”
“I reckon if you were going to bleed to 

death, you would have done so by now.” 
There was little Noonan could do 

but keep Judge calm and conscious. 
Steadying her touch as best she could, 
she began tearing gauze into strips and 
placing the strips over the worst-look-
ing wounds, watching as each swatch 
of material was immediately soaked 
through with a fresh bloom of red. She 
picked back up one of the towels and 
pressed it against his abdomen. In close, 
she heard a faint, insistent noise. There, 
down in the grass under Judge’s head, 
a racing, paper-thin beat was escaping 
from an earbud. 

“What’s the little girl’s name?” Noo-
nan asked, but Judge did not answer. 
His eyelids were heavy and fluttering, 
like those of a child fighting sleep. His 
lips were colorless, stuck to his teeth. 

“Come on now, Dylan,” Noonan as-
serted, tapping his cheek with her fin-
gers. “Ambulance’ll be here any second. 
Come on. They’re going to pump you 
full of the good stuff. Pharmaceutical-

grade narcotics and no fucking about.” 
Noonan thought she saw a smile, a 

brief flicker on Judge’s lips. A few feet 
away in the grass were a couple of plas-
tic jerricans, a length of hosepipe stick-
ing out of one of them. There was a 
small amount of urine-colored oil in 
that can. The second can was empty. 
Noonan wondered where it was Judge 
might have been heading, and then she 
saw it, at the far edge of the field, the 
squat, muddy white body of a quad bike 
parked in the declivity of what must 
have been a boreen or a back lane.

“See that?” she said to Swift. “The 
getaway vehicle.” 

She thought about what Bubbles 
had said in the yard: that summer was 
the stupidest possible time to try to rob 
oil out of an oil tank. Noonan had grown 
up in the countryside. There had been 
a tank out the back of the house that 
was filled every autumn, just before the 
cold weather set in. Although there was 
always a sitting-room fire going, use of 
the radiators was strictly rationed. The 
goal was to try to make the single tank 

of oil last the whole winter. And so 
Jackie Noonan’s house had been a cold 
house. Noonan remembered her mother 
roaring at her and her siblings to put 
on a jumper whenever one of them 
dared voice a complaint about the cold. 
She remembered the single-glaze win-
dow above her headboard in the bed-
room she shared with her sisters Mau-
reen and Patricia, the brown-putty smell 
of the flyspecked sill and the clear ache 
in the tips of her f ingers when she 
touched her hand to the thin glass on 
winter mornings.

She was holding Judge’s arm, two 
fingers pressed to his wrist. His arm 
was an alienly cold weight. He was still 
breathing but she wanted to feel the 
tick of his pulse under the skin to as-
sure herself it was there. With her other 
hand, she was keeping a towel pressed 
against the worst of the bleeding. Be-
neath his head, she could still hear the 
tiny, tinny ttt ttt ttt of his headphones. 
The miasmic smell of human shit 
seemed to be getting stronger. She felt 
as if it were working itself into her pores, 
coating the back of her throat. Noonan 
believed that Dylan Judge was going 
to die if the ambulance did not arrive 
very soon, and probably anyway.

“They’re here,” Swift announced. 
Noonan looked up and saw 

three figures jogging across the field. 
Sergeant Dennis Crean led the way, 
followed by two paramedics toting a 
scoop stretcher. Just as he was about to 
reach them, Crean stumbled and his 
jog turned into a sudden hobble.

“Shite!” he exclaimed.
“You O.K.?” Noonan asked. 
“I’m after going over my ankle.”
The paramedics dropped down into 

the grass next to Noonan and Judge. 
“We have it now,” one of them said.
Noonan got to her feet and stepped 

back. She brushed her brow with the 
back of her gloved hand and felt the 
cold slickness of blood on her forehead.  

“That’s Dylan Judge,” she said to 
Crean, who was grimacing and testing 
the weight on his foot.

“Are you kidding me?” Crean said, 
squinting coolly at Judge’s white, un-
conscious face. 

Crean had played rugby for Connacht 
when he was younger. The rim of his left 
ear was baroquely gnarled, his nose 

* * *
Lumen means both the cavity
Of an organ, literally an opening,
& a unit of luminous flux,
Literally, a measurement of how lit
The source is. Illuminate us.
That is, we, too,
Are this bodied unit of flare,
The gap for lux to breach.

* * *
Sorry, must’ve been the light
Playing tricks on us, we say,
Knuckling our eyelids.
But perhaps it is we who make
Falsities of luminescence—
Our shadows playing tricks on stars.
Every time their gazes tug down,
They think us monsters, then men,
Predators, then persons again,
Beasts, then beings,
Horrors, & then humans.
Of all the stars the most beautiful
Is nothing more than a monster,
Just as starved & stranded as we are.

—Amanda Gorman
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coarsely flattened from repeated breaks. 
These historical injuries, combined with 
Crean’s big belly and bull neck, suggested 
vigor and capability. Noonan could hear 
the sound of air being expelled in a slow, 
pronounced jet through the crushed pas-
sage of his nose, a noise she had always 
found reassuring. 

“Judge was in the middle of robbing 
the oil tank in the yard when these two 
interrupted him,” she said. 

Crean lifted his foot, rotated it care-
fully in the air, and put it down.  

“Who shot him?”
“Bertie here, the senior of the two, 

is claiming he did,” Noonan said when 
neither man spoke.

“I did not mean to,” Creedon said. 
Crean chuckled coldly at that. 
The paramedics were preparing to 

move Judge. They had strapped him to 
the stretcher and placed an oxygen mask 
over his face. Crean touched Noonan 
on the elbow to indicate that she should 
stay put. He joined the paramedics, ex-
changing a couple of hushed sentences 
with one of them before they lifted the 
stretcher and began making their way 
toward the yard. 

“Is he still alive?” Noonan asked when 
Crean came back over to her. 

Crean’s grunt was equivocal. 
“I reckon he was just about to go as 

you got here,” Noonan said. 
“That’s not your call to make. That 

boy isn’t dead until they say he’s dead.” 

Crean addressed the Creedon men.
“Walk us through what hap-

pened here,” he said. 
“We’d been away at the Mart in 

Balla,” Creedon said. “Only we came 
back earlier than usual this afternoon, 
because the young fella was supposed 
to have football training tonight. We 
got in and Bubbles went out to the yard 
to check on the animals.”

“That’s when I saw him, brazen as 
you like, straddling that tank like he 
was up on a horse,” Bubbles said. “He’d 
his back to me. Before I could stop my-
self, I called out Hey! But he didn’t pay 
me a blind bit of heed.” 

Bubbles pointed a finger at the side 
of his head. 

“The fella had headphones in! Sat up 
there in broad daylight, listening to music, 
having the time of his life. So I rang the 
oul fella on the mobile and told him 

come out quick, there was an intruder 
in the yard, and that’s when this fella 
turned around and saw me. He was down 
in a flash, a length of rebar in his hand 
from God knows where, and before I 
knew it he’d hit me a clout on the head.”

“I came into the yard and that’s what 
I saw,” Creedon said. “This fella stood 
over my son with a steel bar in his hand 
and my son’s head pumping blood. To 
see your child like that, the shock of it. 
He saw me and started running for it.”

Noonan looked back toward the yard, 
then down at the rumpled patch of 
grass where Judge had been flat out on 
his back.

“He was running away from you 
when you shot him?” she asked. 

“Do you understand I had the fear of 
God in me? I didn’t know where he was 
going or what he was going to do. I didn’t 
know how badly my son was hurt. I was 
afraid he’d be back to finish the job with 
something worse than the rebar for all I 
knew. It was a warning shot.” 

“If he was running in that direction, 
away from you, how’d he end up tak-
ing the shot to his stomach?”

“The rush of it—it all happened so 
fast,” Creedon stuttered.

“But he was running away from you?” 
Creedon shook his head. “I don’t 

know what to tell you, it was all a con-
fusion. I was in awful fear for our lives.”  

“You’re telling me you weren’t aim-
ing at him?” 

“I swear on my life I was not!”
“You took an awful fucking chunk 

out of him for a fella you weren’t aim-
ing at,” Noonan said. 

“He came here,” Creedon said, point-
ing angrily at the ground. “He came here!”

The farmer turned toward the worn-
down, darkly glinting peaks of the Ox 
Mountains to compose himself.

Crean unclipped a pair of handcuffs 
from his belt and sprang them open.

“Garda Swift,” he said, “can you please 
place these on Mr. Creedon.” 

“I will come willingly,” Creedon said.  
“This is how we’re doing it, Mr. Cree-

don,” Crean said as Swift took the cuffs 
from him. “There’s a forensics team on 
the way, and once they secure this scene 
we’re going to run you and your son 
here down to the station and get every-
thing on record. The cuffs are for your 
own security. Pronsius, you can cuff him 
from the front.” 

Swift drew Creedon’s arms together 
in front of his waist and clicked on 
the cuffs.

“Come here,” Crean said to Noonan, 
walking a dozen paces off into the field, 
still tentative on his ankle. Noonan 
followed.

Dennis Crean was forty-nine years 
old to Noonan’s forty-five. He had made 
sergeant eighteen months ahead of 
her—later in his career relative to her, 
but before her chronologically—and 
so, by the dictates of the informal but 
binding hierarchy that exists inside any 
official hierarchy, Crean was consid-
ered her superior, despite sharing the 
same rank. Nobody had ever put it that 
way to her, nobody had ever had to, 
least of all Crean, who was impeccable 
in his behavior toward Noonan. He 
was always careful to solicit her opin-
ion and often deferred to her judgment. 
He gave her any amount of latitude 
and agency in her duties. But still 
Noonan could never quite forget that 
that latitude and agency were only ever 
granted, and only ever his to grant. 
Noonan knew it, Crean knew it. She 
had made her peace with this arrange-
ment a long time ago, and she tried not 
to hold it against Crean. If it weren’t 
him, it’d just be another fella, and prob-
ably one less considerate. Crean was 
fair-minded, decisive, and dependable. 
He was a good policeman. 

“How’s the ankle?” Noonan asked him. 
“I’ll live. Are you O.K.?” 
Noonan took off her cap. Navy, with 

the gold badge of the Garda crest set 
into the black band above the cap’s peak. 
Noonan rotated the cap in her hands 
and placed it back on her head.  

“It’s been a long weekend,” she said.  
Crean was gazing off down the field. 
“They’re very presentable all the 

same, aren’t they?” he said, nodding at 
the Ox Mountains. 

“They are.” 
“That’s the thing about Mayo. I find 
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it’s very presentable from a distance. It’s 
only up close it lets you down.”

Noonan managed a smile. 
“The family will need to be told,” 

Crean said. “Can you handle that?”
Noonan nodded. 
Crean studied her for a moment, 

rooted out a pack of disposable tissues, 
and offered them to her. 

“Your forehead,” he said. “You can’t 
be showing up to the family’s door 
with that poor fucker’s blood all over 
your face.” 

The forensics team arrived, as did 
Inspectors Burke and McElroy over 

from Castlebar. Crean and the inspec-
tors escorted the Creedon men to Bal-
lina station. Noonan and Swift detoured 
back to the station so that Noonan could 
clean up, change shirts, and double-
check the address they had on file. The 
house in the Glen Gardens estate was 
under the name Amy Mullally. Noonan 
rang the listed number but got no an-
swer and decided against leaving a mes-
sage. She rang home, told Trevor she 
would be late. 

“How are you now?” Noonan asked 
Swift as they idled in traffic in the town 
center. 

“I’m O.K.,” he said. “I mean, you 
know.” 

He did not complete the thought, 
smiling dumbly and gazing out at the 
streets of Ballina as if he weren’t quite 
sure they were there. It was darker now, 
the street lights throwing down their 
harsh yellow dazzle. 

“That the first death you seen on 
the job?” Noonan asked him. 

“It’s not been called yet.”
“No. But was it?” 
“There was that lad topped himself 

in the shed in Easky last Christmas.” 
“I mean a death where someone else 

has done the killing.” 
“There was a couple of gangland 

shootings up in Dublin, after I’d just 
come out of Templemore. Only saw the 
aftermaths, though. Never saw a fella 
dying in front of me like that. You?”

Noonan shook her head. 
They were waiting on a light at the 

entrance to the Tesco car park. A pack 
of teen-age boys was crossing the road. 
There were five of them, moving in ad-
dled formation. They were dressed in-
terchangeably in branded hoodies, some 

in tracksuit bottoms, some in jeans. 
They were clean-faced and dark-haired. 
They so resembled one another, at least 
at a passing glance, that they might all 
have been brothers. As they moved from 
street light to street light, Noonan 
watched their bobbing, intent, vocifer-
ating heads and smiled, because the 
thing about boys was that they only 
had the one haircut. That haircut 
changed every couple of years, but what-
ever it was they all had it. Noonan re-
membered that for a while—ten, twelve, 
fifteen years ago?—it had been the per-
oxide-blond highlights; every strutting 
little gangster coming up had the per-
oxide-blond highlights. The style now 
in vogue was tight at the sides, with 
just enough hair on top to brush for-
ward or to the side. Her own sons wore 
that style, and each of these boys did, 
too. For an idle moment, Noonan’s at-
tention dwelled on the lad trailing the 
group, the tallest and palest, not speak-
ing but sunk in his thoughts and seem-
ingly indifferent to the animated cross-
talk of the four in front. He looked up 
and caught Noonan’s eye. Without 
thinking, Noonan raised two fingers 
from the steering wheel in that imme-
morial gesture of laconic country sa-
lute. The boy’s face, benignly blank, 

compressed into a sudden snarl as he 
hocked a thick pearl of phlegm into 
the gutter by the squad car and kept 
on walking. 

“Did you see that?” Noonan said to 
Swift, watching the boys recede in the 
rearview mirror.

“See what?” Swift mumbled. 
Noonan swerved the squad car onto 

the curb, unclipped her seat belt, and 
jumped out onto the pavement. She 
came right up behind the boy, grabbed 
a fistful of his collar, and shoved him 
against the parking-lot wall so force-
fully that her own hat went twirling to 
the ground.  

“What was that, now? Have you 
something you want to say?” Noonan 
roared into the boy’s face. 

The boy looked at her, startled, a 
muscle jumping in his clenched jaw. 

“Hey, he didn’t do nothing,” one of 
the boy’s friends blurted.  

“Shut up,” Swift said to the friend 
as he arrived on the scene.

“Well?” Noonan asked the boy. 
“Tell me what I did,” the boy said. 
“You know what you did!”
The boy said nothing. The muscle 

in his jaw stopped jumping. 
“Pick that cap up,” Noonan said.  
The boy looked at the Garda cap 

“I had that nightmare again where everyone found out I’m in my  
late thirties and still have no idea how the stock market works.”

• •
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on the ground, looked back at Noonan. 
“Pick. It. Up.”
Noonan released him from her grip 

and the boy reached down and picked 
up the cap. As she snatched it from his 
hand, he skittered out of her reach and 
straightened his rumpled top.

“You can’t just be grabbing people 
for no reason,” he said, brave and in-
dignant now that Noonan had let 
him go. 

Noonan looked at Swift, at the boy’s 
friends. She stepped up to the boy. 

“You know well what you did,” she 
said. “And you know I know. Have some 
fucking respect for yourself.” 

She put her cap back on, nodded at 
Swift, and turned on her heel.  

“What the hell was that about?” 
Swift asked when they were back in 
the car. 

“Let’s get this done,” she said, put-
ting the car into gear.

There was a large oval green at the 
center of the Glen Gardens estate. 

Several teen-agers were punting a ball 
around beneath the lunar glow of the 
park lamps, and a couple more were 
sprawled in the grass spectating, a lit-
tle nest of bags and soft-drink bottles 
next to them. 

“See that?” Noonan said. “Any money 
there’s drink in them bottles.” 

“Want to ruin their night?” Swift 
asked.

“Tonight, they’re off the hook.” 
Once they’d persuaded Mullally to 

let them come in, Noonan got a glimpse 
inside the sitting room as they passed 
down the hall. It was bathed in the light 
of a TV, and the little girl, longer-limbed 
now, was curled in a chair staring at an 
iPad. Mullally brought them through 
to the kitchen. She was still perilously 
skinny, her hair up in a pineapple, the 
tendons in her neck flexing like high-
tension wires when she spoke. Noonan 
gave a careful, broad outline of the 
events at the farm: Judge’s apparent 
scheme to rob the oil tank, the resi-
dents confronting him. She said that 
he had been shot and was not any more 
explicit about his injuries beyond de-
scribing them as extremely serious. This 
time, Mullally did not shout or rant. 
She absorbed what Noonan told her 
without interruption. She did not de-
bate or refute the narrative Noonan laid 

out. All she asked was if Dylan was 
going to die. Noonan reiterated that he 
had been taken to Castlebar General, 
and that that was as much as they could 
tell her right now. 

Noonan and Swift stayed put while 
Mullally rang her mother, who came 
over to look after the daughter. Mul-
lally agreed to let Swift accompany her 
to the hospital. 

Back at the station, the inspectors’ 
unmarked Focus was parked out front. 
Noonan picked up the cafetière from 
her desk and brought it into the sta-
tion’s poky little kitchen. Crean was in 
there, mugs laid out on the counter, 
meditatively watching the kettle rattle 
to a boil. 

“Castlebar’s finest in with those two?” 
Noonan asked.  

Crean came out of his thoughts, 
cracked a faint smile.  

“They have me fetching the tea 
while they work their magic,” he said, 
pouring the water from the kettle 
into the mugs. “Did you talk to the 
family?” 

“The girlfriend. Swift is gone with 
her to Castlebar General.” 

“The two will want your report the 
second it’s done.” 

“I’m getting on that right now,” she 
said, waving the cafetière at him.  

Crean stood back so that Noonan 
could access the counter. He watched 
her refill the kettle, rinse out the cafetière, 
and dump in a couple of spoonfuls of 
instant coffee. 

“You know, there’s bags of beans you 
can get for that thing,” he said. “Ground, 
whole, vanilla, real fancy stuff.” 

“I know. I see them every time I’m 
in Tesco.” 

“And you never bother with them?”
Noonan considered the cafetière, its 

chipped silver handle and scratched 
glass body. It was Trevor who had bought 
it for her years ago, under the charac-
teristically generous misapprehension 
that it might inspire in her an enthu-
siasm for something more than the 
cheapest of cheap coffee. 

“I just never got around to it. Every 
time I see the fancy stuff in the super-
market, I think, Ah, next time, and the 
next time I think the same.”

“Word came back from the hospi-
tal,” Crean said.

“O.K.,” Noonan said. 

“Judge was just out of surgery when 
I spoke to them. Doctors said it’ll be 
touch and go the next couple of days, 
but it ’s looking like he might pull 
through.” 

“Are you kidding me?” 
“I am not.” 
The kettle came to a boil. Noonan 

placed her tailbone against the lip of 
the counter. 

“The fucker,” she said, relieved and 
appalled. “Oh, the rotten little fucker.” 

“I reckon you might just have saved 
that rotten little fucker’s life.”  

“Stop,” Noonan groaned. “When we 
were over at the girlfriend’s house, giv-
ing her the lowdown, the whole time 
in the back of my head I kept thinking 
how Judge had just about done her the 
favor of her life, getting the guts shot 
out of himself.”

“My condolences on his survival,” 
Crean said. 

“I was sure he was a goner.” 
“So was I when I saw the state he 

was in. But as of right now Dylan Judge 
remains in the land of the living, thanks 
to you.” 

“Thanks to me,” Noonan said with 
a shake of her head.  

She f illed the cafetière with hot 
water and brought it back to her desk. 
She knew the report would take her 
some time. She had decided that what 
she was going to do was get down the 
most crucial details quick, by hand, 
then go back and flesh the events out 
on the computer. She sat down and 
opened her notebook, reread the lit-
ter of harried notes she’d jotted down 
over the course of Bertie Creedon’s 
phone call.

SHOOT
1 MAN 
BERTY CREEDN
RATHRDN 
MLLS TRN 
3 LEFT
YELLOW H
92 FIAT
SON
1 SHOT
DUBL BRRL 
BLEED 

She poured a cup of coffee, turned 
her notebook to a clean page, and began 
to write. 
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THE CRITICS

PODCAST DEPT.

DEEP CUTS
How “Soul Music” gets to the heart of a song. 

BY HUA HSU

O
ne of the problems with pod-
casts about music is that they 
compete with music. Why lis-

ten to people mulling over a song’s great-
ness when the actual song is just a few 
clicks away? Some of the most popular 
music podcasts, like “Switched On Pop” 
or “Song Exploder,” essentially reverse 
engineer a song’s magic, disassembling 
it and puzzling over the constituent 
parts. Yet professional judgment mat-
ters little when it comes to our own sen-
timental attachments. It’s impossible to 
persuade someone that a song that re-
minds him of home, or that got him 
through a rough breakup, is derivative 
or bad. We don’t all have taste, but we 
all have stories. 

In the age of the explainer, it’s rare 
for a podcast to dwell on the mysteries 
of feeling and memory. “Soul Music” is 
an exception. The show was launched, 
in 2000, by BBC Radio 4, and each ep-
isode braids four or five interviews into 
a story about a piece of music, showing 
us how it shaped lives. A young girl lis-
tens to David Bowie’s “Life on Mars?” 
and looks up at the stars, wondering if 
she’ll ever escape her alcoholic parents. 
A choir of L.G.B.T. Catholics, protest-
ing their exclusion from a meeting of 
church leaders, perform “We Are Fam-
ily” outside the event, singing a commu-
nity into visibility. One of my favorite 
episodes considers Simon & Garfunkel’s 
“The Boxer,” a song that I’ve heard hun-
dreds of times but rarely contemplated. 
One participant is an actual boxer—Sea-
mus McDonagh, an Irish fighter who 
recalls a bout with Evander Holyfield—
but the most moving thread comes from 
Leonard Nimoy’s daughter. Nimoy was 

the son of Ukrainian immigrants; like 
the song’s protagonist, he had to leave 
home in search of new fortunes. His 
daughter talks about his obsession with 
the song, and how it accompanied him 
from his early thirties to his deathbed.

Listening to the show can be a 
dreamlike experience, and it sometimes 
feels as though the voices were in con-
versation with one another. An episode 
about the Talking Heads’ “Once in a 
Lifetime” revolves around various peo-
ple repeating the lyric “How did I get 
here?” The singer-songwriter Angel-
ique Kidjo recalls leaving the dictator-
ship in Benin for Paris, in 1983, and hear-
ing the song at a friend’s house. Its 
familiar Afrobeat rhythm moves her to 
dance. But there’s something ghostly 
about the song, too, and she begins to 
feel homesick, seized with “pure sad-
ness.” The music discloses a relation-
ship between her old world and her new 
one. Meanwhile, a young man from a 
poor family in Wolverhampton remem-
bers how “utterly lost” he and his friends 
felt in the eighties, reckoning with life 
under Margaret Thatcher. (“How did 
we get here?” he wonders of his resigned 
generation.) After working a series of 
dead-end jobs, he goes back to school, 
and his studies somehow take him to 
America. The Talking Heads are his 
soundtrack as he ventures south, even-
tually settling in Texas, bemused that 
he got there at all.

There’s an air of mystery to “Soul 
Music.” The show has no host or lead-in 
music. Where most podcasts are taut 
and quippy, this one is diaristic and slow, 
as people search for the right words to 
describe the moments of beauty or sor-

row that a song evokes. Occasionally, a 
historian or a musicologist offers an ex-
pert’s perspective, but most of the voices 
orbit the question of what we use music 
for, and how fate delivers it to us. How 
often has a friend or a radio station played 
you the perfect song at the perfect time?

When “Soul Music” began, it was 
primarily an exploration of clas-

sical music, jazz, and hymns. During 
the past decade, it has embraced pop 
music, and has come to include a 
broader cross-section of experiences. 
Its small team scours forums, message 
boards, and blogs for people’s stories, 
looking for surprising resonances. (A 
producer, Maggie Ayre, told me that 
Googling specific song lyrics is a par-
ticularly effective strategy.) The pro-
cess is incredibly labor-intensive, and 
an episode on Wagner’s “Siegfried Idyll” 
took five years to complete.  

A new season débuted in mid-
November. The first episode is on “Ain’t 
No Mountain High Enough,” written 
by Valerie Simpson and Nick Ashford, 
and made famous in 1967 by Marvin 
Gaye and Tammi Terrell. A man recalls 
singing it in a convenience store, and 
being joined by an older woman a few 
aisles over. They duet their way to the 
checkout, where she tells him the story 
of how she helped desegregate a nearby 
school. In an upcoming episode on U2’s 
“I Still Haven’t Found What I’m Look-
ing For,” an Irishman ref lects on his 
rags-to-riches arc, and on confronting 
a spiritual deficit in his life. He was driv-
ing late one night when the song came 
on the radio, and he began crying un-
controllably. He decided to choose a life A

B
O

V
E

: L
U

C
I 

G
U

T
IÉ

R
R

E
Z



THE NEW YORKER, DECEMBER 13, 2021	 69

Most music coverage tries to prescribe or evaluate. In its focus on emotional response, “Soul Music” offers an alternative. 
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of faith. When he was ordained as a 
minister, he played U2 over the P.A., as 
a wink to his circuitous journey. 

In isolation, these stories might feel 
trite, or a little maudlin. But the show’s 
brilliance lies in the power of people try-
ing to explain the flood of memories that 
a song triggers, and in the realization 
that this is always happening, everywhere. 
We bend songs to fit our circumstances 
and needs; sometimes intention ceases 
to matter. A ballad about heartache can 
remind you of a long-lost friend, and a 
song about God can become fuel to get 
through a humdrum day.

An especially moving episode takes 
on “Song to the Siren,” originally re-
corded by the singer and guitarist Tim 
Buckley in 1969. A man named An-
thony Famiglietti tells us about being a 
“misguided” teen-ager, and about dis-
covering new music with his best friend, 
whose father was an avid amateur run-
ner. After his friend died, when they 
were twenty-one, Famiglietti began to 
see life differently, devoting himself to 
running and eventually becoming an 
Olympian. Throughout this journey, he 
would listen to “Song to the Siren”—
the John Frusciante version, introduced 
to him by his friend—during warmups. 
“I heard in that song my friend speak-
ing to his father, and I heard in that 
song my friend’s father calling to his 
son from this vast distance,” Famiglietti 
says. But he also senses another conver-
sation, between Buckley, who died in 
1975, and his son, Jeff, who died in 1997. 
“I hear it written for Jeff Buckley, 
through Tim. And when I listen to Jeff 
Buckley’s songs, I hear him calling to 
his father through his music, and there’s 
this dialogue across time.” 

The show’s best moments involve 
wondrous feats of listening and imagin-
ing like Famiglietti’s. What he describes 
is impossible, yet it feels like a truth 
around which he has organized his life. 

I f there’s a limitation to “Soul Music,” 
it’s that it embodies a kind of gener-

ational sensibility. The songs skew to-
ward a middle-aged audience, with a 
preference for baby-boomer “classics” 
like “God Only Knows” or Procol Ha-
rum’s “A Whiter Shade of Pale.” The 
most recent song to be discussed is Amy 
Winehouse’s “Back to Black,” from 2006. 
This season includes Massive Attack’s 

1991 hit “Unfinished Sympathy,” with 
an affecting story of someone who be-
friended the band, in their early club 
days, and missed out on the chance to 
collaborate with them. The episode sug-
gests a welcome move toward genres 
like hip-hop and dance. 

Yet the songs themselves often feel 
secondary. “Soul Music” rarely compels 
me to revisit the tracks it features. “The 
Star-Spangled Banner” could never move 
me as much as the memories shared in a 
2016 episode: an American living in rural 
France, hearing it on the radio the morn-
ing after the 2008 election; Jimi Hen-
drix’s brother, a serviceman in Vietnam, 
hearing news of the famous Woodstock 
performance decades earlier. The show 
is about epiphanies, not nostalgia. What 
you’re left with is a yearning for your own 
discoveries, set to your own songs.

In this way, the show couldn’t seem 
more at odds with how music functions 
in our lives today. In the streaming era, 
songs are a constant background thrum, 
and discovery is mediated through play-
lists or algorithms, with less opportu-
nity for randomness and chance. On 
“Soul Music,” several memorable epi-
sodes involve soldiers obsessing over 
finding a new piece of music; the motif 
reveals how precious, how formative en-
countering a song could be. These days, 
we’re relentlessly encountering music, 
to an exhausting degree. And, more often 
than not, we’re doing it by ourselves. 
What music once was—an excuse to 
gather, to share, to transform together—
can seem a quaint notion.

But these life-altering moments are 
always at hand, so long as we choose to 
notice them. Songs can often feel like 
a shelter from the world, a few minutes 
lifted free from the tendrils of history 
until, over time, they become founda-
tions for our own lives. “Soul Music” is 
less interested in telling us how to hear 
a song than it is in encouraging us to 
listen. This may sound mawkish—but 
how much of our inner life is first learned 
through music? It’s how many of us dis-
cover the largeness of the world and our 
place within it, the meaning of love or 
loyalty, the poetic depths of despair. 
What begins as a catchy lyric evolves 
into an entirely new grammar of friend-
ship or devotion. A melody you can’t 
stop humming suggests a mood that 
you want to live in forever. 
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THE RETIRING SORT
What was so special about Greta Garbo?

BY MARGARET TALBOT

Fame is so powerful that renouncing 
it can seem like the supreme power 

move. Celebrities who retreat from the 
public eye (Howard Hughes, J. D. Sal
inger, Prince) will always be legends, no 
matter what else they may be. Rumored 
comebacks tantalize. Paparazzi circle. 
The mystery deepens. In 1941, at the 
age of thirtysix, Greta Garbo, one of 
the biggest boxoffice draws in the world, 
stopped acting and, though she lived 
for half a century more, never made an
other film. For a star who, more than 
any other, “invaded the subconscious of 
the audience,” as Robert Gottlieb writes 
in his new biography, “Garbo” (Farrar, 
Straus & Giroux), this was an abdica

tion, a privilege of monarchical propor
tions. But it was also a decision made 
by one particular, peculiar person who 
had never been temperamentally suited 
to celebrity in the first place. There was 
a reason, beyond the exertions of the 
Hollywood publicity machine, that a 
single line she uttered in one movie—“I 
want to be alone”—became so fused 
with her image. What can look like a 
strategy for keeping the public inter
ested can also be a sincere and commit
ted desire to keep it at bay.

Few other performers have ascended 
as quickly to mononymic status as Garbo 
did—she started off the way most of us 
do, with a first and last name, but the 

first soon fell away, like a spent rocket 
booster, in the ballyhoo surrounding her. 
When she appeared in her first sound 
picture, “Anna Christie,” the ads pro
claimed, “Garbo talks!”; for her first sound 
comedy, “Ninotchka,” it was “Garbo 
laughs!” Quite why she became such a 
phenomenon is a puzzle to which film 
critics and biographers keep returning. 
Garbo made only twentyeight movies 
in her lifetime. (By comparison, Bette 
Davis made close to ninety, and Meryl 
Streep has made nearly seventy and still 
counting.) That slender output could be 
part of the mystique, compounded by 
her disappearing act. But Garbo had ac
quired an enigmatic mythos even before 
she ended her career—the Hollywood 
colony treated her like royalty. Nor has 
it seemed to matter that only a handful 
of her movies are much watched or ad
mired today.

What Garbo had to offer, above all, 
was her extraordinary face, at a time when 
the closeup, with its supercharged inti
macy, its unprecedented boon to the emo
tional and erotic imagination, was still 
relatively new. Many of the shots cred
ited as the first closeups were unlikely to 
have set hearts aflame, since they were 
often of objects—a shoe, a wrench. But 
filmmakers soon grasped the centripetal 
seductions of the human face in tight 
focus. The screenwriter and director Paul 
Schrader picks as a turning point the mo
ment in a D. W. Griffith film from 1912, 
“Friends,” in which the camera comes in 
tight on Mary Pickford’s face, revealing 
her ambivalence about which of two suit
ors she should choose. “A real closeup 
of an actor is about going in for an emo
tional reason that you can’t get any other 
way,” Schrader writes. “When filmmak
ers realized that they could use a closeup 
to achieve this kind of emotional effect, 
cameras started coming in closer. And 
characters became more complex.”

A face as beautiful as Garbo’s—the 
enormous eyes and deepset lids, the way 
love or tenderness or some private, un
spoken amusement unknit her brows in 
an instant, melting her austerity—was 
almost overwhelming when it filled the 
screen. She belonged, as Roland Barthes 
wrote, “to that moment in cinema when 
the apprehension of the human counte
nance plunged crowds into the greatest 
perturbation, where people literally lost 
themselves in the human image.” This “If only once I could see a preview and come home feeling satisfied,” Garbo said.

PHOTOGRAPH BY EDWARD STEICHEN
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is not to diminish her craft as an ac
tress. But her acting was perhaps most 
effective in her silent films or in non
verbal scenes in talking pictures in which 
her face is the canvas for emotion. In 
the famous last shots of “Queen Chris
tina” (1933), Garbo’s androgynous Swed
ish ruler stands at the prow of a ship 
bearing her away from her country; the 
body of her lover, killed in a duel over 
her, is laid out on the deck. Garbo stares 
into the distance, her face a 
kind of mask but no less el
oquent for it. The film’s di
rector, Rouben Mamoulian, 
had told her that she must 
“make her mind and heart 
a complete blank,” empty 
her face of expression, so 
that the audience could im
pose whatever emotions they 
wanted on it. The scene 
would then be one of those 
“marvelous spots,” he said, where “a film 
could turn every spectator into a creator.”

She was skilled at inciting such pro
jection. More than one contemporary in 
Hollywood noted that her magic truly 
showed up only on celluloid, like a ghostly 
luminescence undetectable until the film 
was developed. Clarence Brown, who di
rected Garbo in seven films, recalled 
shooting a scene with her, thinking it 
was fine, nothing special, then playing it 
back and seeing “something that it just 
didn’t have on the set.” On her face, he 
said, “You could see thought. If she had 
to look at one person with jealousy, and 
another with love, she didn’t have to 
change her expression. You could see it 
in her eyes as she looked from one to the 
other.” Garbo herself, with a kind of arch, 
adolescent indifference, never wanted to 
look at the rushes. According to Brown, 
she’d watch only when sound pictures 
were played in reverse: “That’s what 
Garbo enjoyed. She would sit there shak
ing with laughter, watching the film run
ning backward and the sound going ya-
kablomyakablom. But as soon as we ran 
it forward, she wouldn’t watch it.”

Much has been written about Garbo 
over the years, but Gottlieb, a former ed
itor of this magazine, has produced a par
ticularly charming, companionable, and 
cleareyed guide to her life and work—
he has no axe to grind, no urgent need 
to make a counterintuitive case for her 
lesser movies, and he’s generous with his 

predecessors. By the end of the biography, 
I felt I understood Garbo better as a per
son, without the aura of mystery around 
her having been entirely dispelled—and, 
at this point, who would want it to be?

The actress who came to embody a 
kind of unattainable elegance, who 

would someday wear sumptuous period 
costumes with a grace so offhand that 
they might have been rumpled p.j.’s, grew 

up in a cramped apartment 
with no indoor plumbing, 
in one of Stockholm’s most 
impoverished neighbor
hoods. She was born Greta 
Lovisa Gustafsson on Sep
tember 18, 1905, to parents 
from rural stock. Her mother 
was, in Gottlieb’s descrip
tion, “practical, sensible, un
demonstrative”; her father, 
an unskilled laborer, was 

handsome, musical, and fun, and Greta 
adored him. But he was stricken by kid
ney disease, and Greta, the youngest of 
three children, made the rounds of the 
charity hospitals with him. “She never 
forgot the humiliations they endured as 
poor people in search of liveordie at
tention,” Gottlieb writes. She was four
teen when he died, and she dropped out 
of school, leaving her with a lasting em
barrassment about her lack of formal 
education. She went to work to help 
support the family, first at a barbershop, 
where she applied shaving soap to men’s 
faces, then at a department store, where 
she sold and modelled hats. She said 
later that she was “always sad as a child 
for as long as I can think back. . . . I did 
some skating and played with snow
balls, but most of all I wanted to be 
alone with myself.” 

Alongside her shyness and her pen
chant for solitude, Greta harbored a 
passionate desire to be an actress. As a 
kid, she’d roam the city by herself, look
ing for theatres where she could stand 
at the stage door and watch the per
formers come and go. The first time 
Garbo was in front of the camera was 
at age fifteen, in an advertising film for 
the department store that employed her. 
Sweden had a thriving film industry, 
and she soon quit her day job to appear 
in a couple of movies. At Stockholm’s 
Royal Dramatic Theatre, to which she 
was accepted at seventeen, the young 

actors were instructed in a system that 
“scientifically” analyzed the semiotics 
of movement and gesture. Remarkably, 
some of her lecture notes from that time 
survive—she jotted down that “the head 
bent forward equals a mild concession” 
or a “condescending attitude,” and that 
“the throwing back of the head” con
veys “a violent feeling such as love.” Barry 
Paris, an earlier biographer whom Gott
lieb cites approvingly, notes that “Garbo 
in silent films would employ that sys
tem of gestural meaning to a high de
gree.” She did so in her sound pictures 
as well. When she plays the Russian 
ballerina in “Grand Hotel” (1932), her 
body language is jittery, neurotic. De
pressed, she lets her head droop as if it 
were simply too heavy to hold up; sur
prised by delight at the prospect of a 
romance with John Barrymore’s gen
tleman jewel thief, she tosses her head 
back at giddy angles. It might have been 
laughable, but instead it’s riveting.

In the spring of 1923, the gifted film 
director Mauritz Stiller approached the 
Stockholm theatre looking for actresses 
to cast in his new movie, an epic based 
on a Swedish novel, “The Story of Gösta 
Berling.” Stiller came from a Jewish fam
ily in Finland; orphaned young, he had 
fled to Sweden to avoid being conscripted 
into the tsar’s army. Garbo and he were 
never lovers—Stiller preferred men—
but their relationship was perhaps the 
most important in both of their lives. 
With his commanding height, his taste 
for luxury (fulllength fur coats, a canary 
yellow sports car), and his domineering 
style with actors, he had more than a 
touch of the Svengali. But Stiller be
lieved in Garbo at a time when, as one 
veteran actress put it, Greta was “this lit
tle nobody . . . an awkward, mediocre 
novice,” and he loved her. (He also seems 
to have been the one who suggested re
placing “Gustafsson” with “Garbo.”)

When Hollywood came calling—in 
the form of Louis B. Mayer scouting 
European talent for MGM—it wasn’t 
clear whether Stiller was the lure or 
Garbo; the director was certainly bet
ter known. In any case, Stiller made sure 
that they were a package deal (and, Gott
lieb adds, later upped Garbo’s pay to 
four hundred dollars a week, an “un
heard of ” salary for an untested starlet). 
The two sailed for the United States in 
1925, arriving in the pungent heat of P
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midsummer New York. (Garbo’s favor
ite part of the visit seems to have been 
the roller coaster at Coney Island.) Then 
it was on to Hollywood by train.

The studio moguls gave an unknown 
such as Garbo a very short runway. 
MGM signed up the Swedish girl 
for two pictures, “Torrent” and “The 
Temptress,” and, as the film historian 
Robert Dance writes in his smart new 
book, “The Savvy Sphinx: How Garbo 
Conquered Hollywood” (Mississippi), 
“if those first two films were unsuc
cessful financially MGM would not 
renew her contract for a second year.” 
As it happened, both were hits. Motion 
Picture was among the industry outlets 
declaring her début “a complete suc
cess.” (“She is not so much an actress 
as she is endowed with individuality 
and magnetism,” it said.) Garbo be
came a fan favorite, even though she 
was almost uniquely averse to the kind 
of goofy stunts and mildly salacious 
photo shoots that other stars put up 
with. When she got to be as famous as 
Lillian Gish, she told one interviewer 
early on, “I will no longer . . . shake 
hands with prizefighters and eggand
milk men so they will have pictures to 
put in the papers.” Instead, she worked 
with consummate portrait photogra
phers who lit her gloriously. Eventu
ally, her films were earning enough that 
she was able to negotiate an unusual 
contract, one that gave her the right to 
veto scripts, costars, and directors. And 
she shunned interviews so consistently 
that in the end her privacy became its 
own form of publicity.

Despite such badassery, she never re
ally adjusted to her new country or her 
new destiny, at least beyond the movie 
set. What looked like carefully culti
vated hauteur was partly the product of 
awkwardness, disorientation, and grief. 
She hardly spoke English when she first 
arrived, and, within a year, she learned 
that her beloved sister, an aspiring ac
tress herself, had died back home. Stiller 
did not make a smooth adjustment to 
Hollywood and, in a blow to them both, 
he was not chosen to direct Garbo’s first 
American picture. Garbo wrote to a 
friend in Sweden about how miserable 
she was: “This ugly, ugly America, all 
machine, it is excruciating.” The only 
thing that made her happy, she claimed, 
was sending money to her family. At a 

young age, Gottlieb writes, she found 
herself “trapped in a spotlight extreme 
even by Hollywood standards,” and with 
no psychological preparation for grap
pling with the kind of fame—movie 
stardom—that was new not just to her 
but to the world.

Athletic and physically restless, she 
soon took up the long nighttime walks 
that became a refuge; with her hat pulled 
low over her head, as it customarily was, 
she would have been hard to recognize. 
Stiller, who probably felt that his young 
protégée no longer needed him, returned 
to Sweden, where he died in 1928, at the 
age of fortyfive, reportedly clutching 
a photograph of her. “He never seems 
to have resented her dazzling ascent to 
fame,” Gottlieb writes, “only wanting 
her to be happy and fulfilled.” Back in 
Sweden to mourn him, Garbo went 
with his lawyer to the storehouse con
taining his possessions, where she walked 
around touching his belongings and 
murmuring about her memories. Gott
lieb says that this episode must surely 
have been an inspiration for the scene 
in “Queen Christina” in which Garbo’s 
character moves around a room at an 
inn, touching all the inanimate remind
ers of the lover she will never spend an
other night with. On sets, she would 
sometimes talk softly to herself about 

what her mentor might have told her 
to do—one director she worked with 
referred to Stiller as “the green shadow.”

Garbo appears to have been emo
tionally stunted in certain ways, dam
aged by the loss of her father, her sister, 
and Stiller, abashed by the limitations of 
her English and her education. Though 
she had a sense of humor, she emerges 
in Gottlieb’s portrait as prickly, stub
born, and stingy. The sudden onslaught 
of celebrity made her more so. She never 
married, had children, or apparently 
wanted to do either; she had brief ro
mantic relationships, mostly with men 
(the actor John Gilbert, probably the 
conductor Leopold Stokowski), and 
likely with women, too (the leading 
candidate seems to have been the writer 
Mercedes De Acosta, the “ubiquitous 
lesbian rake,” in Gottlieb’s words, who 
had affairs with Marlene Dietrich and 
many others). Her longestlasting re
lationships were with friends, especially, 
as Gottlieb makes clear, those who 
helped her logistically, advised her de
votedly, and steadfastly refused to spill 
the tea about her. In these, she had pretty 
good, if not unerring, taste. Probably 
the closest and most enduring friend
ship was with Salka Viertel, the intel
lectually vibrant woman at the center 
of L.A.’s remarkable community of  

“Looks like the kids have gone off to college. Let’s grab a few  
years alone in the house before they decide to return.”
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refugee writers, composers, and film-
makers from Germany.

From the start of her Hollywood ca-
reer in silent pictures, Garbo was often 
cast as a vamp—the kind of man-eater 
who shimmied and inveigled and home-
wrecked her way through so many nine-
teen-twenties movies. (See the entire 
career of Theda Bara.) As Robert Dance 
notes, “Adultery and divorce were cat-
nip to post World War I audiences.” 
The parts quickly bored her: “I cannot 
see any sense in dressing up and doing 
nothing but tempting men.” Off the 
job, she eschewed makeup and liked to 
dress in slacks, men’s oxford shoes, and 
grubby sweaters. Her closet was full of 
men’s tailored shirts and ties. She often 
referred to herself as a “fellow” and 
sometimes signed her letters “Harry” 
or “Harry Boy.” The movie role she 
seems to have liked best was the learned 
cross-dressing seventeenth-century 
monarch Christina; it allowed her to 
stride around in tunics, tight-fitting 
trousers, and tall boots, to kiss one of 
her ladies-in-waiting full on the lips, to 
declare that she intended to “die a bach-
elor!” (As plenty of gender-studies schol-
ars will tell you, this is one queer movie.) 
She expressed a longing to play St. Fran-
cis of Assisi, complete with a beard, and 
Oscar Wilde’s vain hero Dorian Gray. 
In today’s terms, Garbo might have oc-
cupied a spot along the nonbinary spec-
trum. Gottlieb doesn’t press the point, 
but remarks, “How ironic if ‘the Most 
Beautiful Woman in the World’ really 
would rather have been a man.”

Her third American film, “Flesh and 
the Devil” (1926)—the ultimate nine-
teen-twenties title—transformed her 
into an international star. It’s about a 
love triangle involving two best friends, 
played by the magnetic John Gilbert and 
the handsome Swedish actor Lars Han-
son, with Garbo at its apex. It, too, is  
a pretty queer movie, though it seems 
less in control of its signifiers than, say, 
“Queen Christina.” As Gottlieb points 
out, the two male leads are forever clasp-
ing each other fervently, bringing their 
faces close together, as if about to kiss. 
(It heightens the vibe that, in silent-movie 
fashion, Hanson appears to be wearing 
lipstick some of the time, and Gilbert 
eyeliner.) “Flesh and the Devil” also fea-
tures some of the most erotic scenes I’ve 
ever encountered on film. There’s one, 

in a nighttime garden, in which Garbo 
rolls a cigarette between her lips, then 
puts it between Gilbert’s, her eyes never 
leaving his, as he strikes a match and il-
luminates their gorgeous, besotted faces. 
There’s one where she lies back in sen-
sual abandon on a couch, Gilbert’s head 
lolling against her lap, and he lifts her 
hand and drags her fingers across his 
mouth. And then there’s my favorite: 
she and Gilbert are at a Communion 
rail in church. By now, Gilbert’s char-
acter has killed her first husband in a 
duel, and she has married the other 
friend, but they’re still crazy about each 
other, natch. Gilbert sips from the chal-
ice just before she does, and, when the 
priest hands it to her, she turns it around 
to drink greedily from the side her lov-
er’s lips have just touched. Her expres-
sion is one of slow-burn ecstasy.

Gilbert and Garbo fell in love while 
they were making the movie, but their 
story is a sad one, mainly because Gil-
bert is a sad figure. He is often offered 
up as an example of an actor who couldn’t 
make the transition to sound—his voice 
was said to have been too reedy or some-
thing. That turns out to have been an 
urban legend: his voice was fine. The 
trouble was that he was best at playing 
boyish men undone by love at a time 
when, as Gottlieb observes, Depression-
era Hollywood was more into “gangsters, 
snappy dialogue, musicals.” Garbo and 
Gilbert lived out a “Star Is Born” trajec-
tory. When they made “Flesh and the 
Devil,” he was a big-name actor at the 
height of his powers, and he helped 
Garbo by making sure the camera an-
gles were right for her and each take of 
her was the best it could be. One story 
is that he planted a stand of trees on his 
property in the Hollywood Hills to re-
mind her of the woods in Sweden, and 
he apparently proposed to her repeat-
edly. (She professed herself puzzled  
that she kept refusing a more permanent  
bond, but she did.) By the time she made 
“Queen Christina,” in 1933, she had top 
billing, and she insisted that Gilbert, who 
was then married to someone else, and 
professionally on the skids, play her ro-
mantic interest—rejecting the studio’s 
choice, a young Laurence Olivier. Gil-
bert later remembered that she was tact-
ful and considerate with him on the set, 
though he was drinking heavily, throw-
ing up blood, and nervous about his per-

formance. “It is a rare moment in Gar-
bo’s history,” Gottlieb writes, “when we 
can fully admire, even love her, as a human 
being, not only as an artist.” Gilbert died 
three years later, at the age of thirty-eight. 
Garbo was characteristically unsenti-
mental. “Gott, I wonder what I ever saw 
in him,” she remarked while he was still 
alive. “Oh well, I guess he was pretty.”

Why did Garbo stop acting? It 
wasn’t as though her star was 

truly on the wane. It had been years 
since she’d made her successful transi-
tion to talkies, with a dialogue-heavy 
adaptation of Eugene O’Neill’s “Anna 
Christie.” (From the moment she ut-
tered her first lines, “Gimme a whis-
key—ginger ale on the side—and don’t 
be stingy, baby,” her accent proved to be 
a sexy asset.) She’d been nominated for 
four Best Actress Oscars. In 1939, she’d 
made “Ninotchka,” the romantic com-
edy in which she played a Soviet appa-
ratchik on a mission to Paris who falls 
in love with a playboy count and dis-
covers, as the pitch for it went, “capital-
ism not so bad after all.” It was a huge 
hit—more than four hundred thousand 
people went to see it at Radio City Music 
Hall during a three-week run, Gottlieb 
says. Garbo is very funny, deadpanning 
her way through the first half of it in 
boxy jackets, rationally assessing Melvyn 
Douglas’s charms. (“Your general ap-
pearance is not distasteful.”) As one bi-
ographer, Robert Payne, wrote, the per-
formance worked so brilliantly because 
it satirized “Garbo herself, or rather her 
legend: the cold Northerner immune to 
marriage, solemn and self-absorbed.”

The next and last movie she made,  
“Two-Faced Woman,” a clumsy attempt 
to re-create comedy magic with Doug-
las, was a turkey, but she could surely 
have survived it. Instead, she consid-
ered projects that fell through, turned 
down others (offered the female lead 
in Hitchcock’s “The Paradine Case,” 
Gottlieb writes, she is supposed to have 
sent her agent a telegram saying “No 
mamas. No murderers”), and slowly 
drifted away from the business of movie-
making. She had never liked the lime-
light and, Gottlieb says, lacked the  
relentless drive that animated contem-
poraries such as Marlene Dietrich or 
Joan Crawford. She doesn’t seem to 
have been particularly vain about her 
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beauty, but she was practical enough to 
know its precise value, and to antici-
pate the cost of its fading. And, though 
she seems to have enjoyed acting, she 
was never satisfied with the results. “Oh, 
if once, if only once I could see a pre-
view and come home feeling satisfied,” 
she remarked after one film screening. 
Garbo was no Norma Desmond, view-
ing her old films over and over to ad-
mire her own image. Screening some 
of them years later, at MOMA, Barry 
Paris reported, she got a kick out of im-
itating herself: “R-r-rodney, when will 
this painful love of ours ever die?” She 
once told the actor David Niven that 
she’d quit because she had “made enough 
faces.” The analysis was typical of her—
unreflective, cryptic, deprecatory.

She was, Tennessee Williams thought, 
“the saddest of creatures—an artist who 
abandons her art.” Yet Garbo doesn’t 
seem to have seen herself that way. Per-
haps attuned to the perils of growing 
old in Hollywood, she moved to New 
York, to an apartment on the East Side, 
spent long stretches of time in Europe 
with friends who were wealthy or witty 
or both, went to the theatre, collected 
a bit of art. She did not reinvent her-
self as a memoirist or a philanthropist 
(though her estate was valued at roughly 
fifty million dollars when she died, in 
1990) or an ambassador of any sort of 
good will. People loved the mystery of 
it all; photographers were always chas-
ing after her. But she wasn’t in hiding; 
she got out. One wag called her a “her-
mit about town.”

Did Garbo have a rich inner life to 
sustain her for all those years? There 
isn’t much evidence of it. She was not 
a remarkable or notably confiding let-
ter writer, journal keeper, or conversa-
tionalist; she does not seem to have had 
a surfeit of intellectual curiosity. In the 
movies, she had always been able to con-
vey a sense of hidden depths, of mem-
ories and emotions lighting room after 
interior room, never quite surfacing to 
be articulated. Were those feelings com-
plex, interesting? We were persuaded 
they must be. The relationship to fame 
that she enacted in the last decades of 
her life was something similar: it looked 
profound, perhaps even spiritual—a re-
nunciation of celebrity’s blessings as well 
as its scourges. But who knows? Maybe 
she was just tired of making faces. 

BRIEFLY NOTED
Under Jerusalem, by Andrew Lawler (Doubleday). Chroni-
cling more than a century and a half of contentious digs around 
Jerusalem’s sacred sites, this history profiles the various “trea-
sure hunters, scholarly clerics, religious extremists, and secu-
lar archaeologists” who hoped to uncover the Biblical city. Law-
ler’s history tracks both the marvels found underground and 
the events unfolding above them, including the collapse of the 
Ottoman Empire, the birth of Zionism, the creation of the 
Israeli state, and the shattered peace talks of the nineties. Prob-
ing excavators’ often partisan motivations, Lawler highlights 
archeology’s power to shape narratives and its development 
from a discipline “not far removed from its far older cousin, 
tomb robbing,” into a modern tool of nationalist mythmaking.

The Amur River, by Colin Thubron (Harper). The world’s 
tenth-longest river, running through eastern Russia and north-
eastern China, is unlike such peers as the Mississippi and the 
Nile, according to this account by a veteran travel writer. 
Rather than fostering cohesion, the Amur is a source of di-
vision, with anxiety and distrust seething on both banks, de-
spite centuries of trade and migration. Thubron travels by 
horse, boat, and bus, across steppe, wetland, and forest, and 
encounters Mongols, Russians, Cossacks, and Chinese. Cit-
izens of former Soviet republics complain of economic blight 
and lost traditions and Thubron weaves in historical anec-
dotes, such as the freedom Chekhov felt while sailing down 
the river to interview convicts in Sakhalin, and his stopover 
with a Japanese prostitute in Blagoveschensk.

The Island of Missing Trees, by Elif Shafak (Bloomsbury). The 
focal point of this novel set in Cyprus is a sentient fig tree, 
capable not only of “volition, altruism and kinship” but also 
of storytelling. In 1974, the tree becomes a secret meeting place 
for Defne, a Turkish Muslim, and Kostas, a Greek Christian. 
The lovers’ story, partly narrated by the tree, illuminates the 
island’s violent history, colonial legacy, and ecological chal-
lenges. More than forty years later, one of the lovers has died 
and the tree—thanks to a cutting that was smuggled off the 
island while Defne was pregnant with Kostas’s daughter—is 
in England. “When you save a fig tree from a storm,” the tree 
explains, “it is someone’s memory you are saving.” 

Yellow Rain, by Mai Der Vang (Graywolf ). This poetry col-
lection revolves around disturbing events toward the end of 
the Vietnam War: thousands of Hmong refugees died, and 
many others experienced violent illness, after exposure to a 
sticky, powdery substance that witnesses saw fall from planes. 
The U.S. accused the Soviet Union of deploying chemical 
weapons, which the latter denied; later, American scientists 
claimed that the poisonous “yellow rain” was honeybee feces. 
Part documentary, part puzzle, the book incorporates text 
from declassified documents. Vang’s lyrical interventions 
strike powerful notes of lamentation and rage, yet most ef-
fective are her visual collage-poems, which use fragmenta-
tion to interrogate the inhumanity of the official account.



76	 THE NEW YORKER, DECEMBER 13, 2021

“Dear Sir,” the letter from Lord 
Sandwich to the English natu-

ralist Joseph Banks began, “poor Cap-
tain Cooke is no more.” That was about 
all the Earl or anyone else could say with 
certainty, since word of the explorer’s de-
mise had only just reached England’s 
shores, nearly a year after he died on the 
black-sand beach of Kealakekua Bay, on 
the island of Hawaii, on Valentine’s Day, 
1779. Yet the passage of time did not clar-
ify the matter: although thousands wit-
nessed Cook’s death, exactly how he died 
is a matter of dispute to this day. 

According to Cook’s journal, and to 
diaries kept by crew members aboard 
the Resolution, Cook first reached Ha-

waii in 1778, while searching for the 
Northwest Passage. When he returned, 
a year later, circling the islands for a few 
weeks before making landfall, the Ha-
waiians were celebrating Makahiki, a 
months-long harvest festival that hon-
ors Lono, a god who brings rain, peace, 
and prosperity. Like Cook, Lono trav-
elled by sailing vessel and, before land-
ing, circled Kealakekua—a coincidence 
that, the sailors later concluded, led the 
Hawaiians to call the Captain by the 
god’s name, take him into Lono’s tem-
ple, carve a ceremonial idol of him, and 
serve the crew feasts every day for nearly 
three weeks. 

By the end of their stay, however, 

Cook and his men had worn out their 
divine welcome, spreading venereal dis-
eases among the Indigenous popula-
tion, quarrelling about ships and sup-
plies, and destroying part of a burial 
ground. When they tried to leave, a storm 
forced the Resolution back into Kea-
lakekua Bay, and the Hawaiians attacked. 
Later, some said that a chief named 
Nuaa stabbed Cook with a knife in the 
chest, or maybe in the back; others said 
that a chief called Kana‘ina struck him 
in the head with a shark-toothed club; 
and still others claimed that attendants 
of King Kalani‘ōpu‘u killed him with 
stones that they picked up along the 
beach. The story among Christian mis-
sionaries, meanwhile, was that Jehovah 
dealt the fatal blow, punishing Cook for 
allowing the Hawaiians to worship him.

But whether anyone actually wor-
shipped the explorer is unclear. Was 
Cook killed because the Hawaiians fi-
nally concluded that he was not really 
Lono, or because they’d known that all 
along and decided that the reappearing 
foreign chief was a mortal nuisance who 
would never go back to his own king-
dom? For every artist who engraved an 
image of Cook in the empyrean or play-
wright who staged a pantomime of him 
ascending from Polynesia into Heaven, 
there is someone else who insists that 
the English merely imagined that the 
Hawaiians deified Cook, a fiction that 
functioned as propaganda for a self-
mythologizing empire that portrayed 
its agents as gods and its distant sub-
jects as simpletons.

Who can make a god is as fascinat-
ing a question as who can kill one, and 
Anna Della Subin tries to answer both 
in her new book, “Accidental Gods: On 
Men Unwittingly Turned Divine” (Mac-
millan). Setting Cook alongside the likes 
of Haile Selassie, Hernán Cortés, Prince 
Philip, General Douglas MacArthur, 
Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi, and 
even President Donald Trump, she con-
siders why some men are made into gods, 
by whom, and—the most interesting of 
the mysteries about Cook and all of his 
putatively divine kin—to what ends.

“Accidental Gods” is not so much 
a chronology as an atlas of dei-

fication, but Subin nonetheless begins 
by tracing a history of the idea of apo-
theosis. In ancient Greece, only gods 
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Reconsidering the stories of men supposedly mistaken for gods.
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Anna Della Subin’s new book, “Accidental Gods,” offers an atlas of apotheoses.

ILLUSTRATION BY JASON HOLLEY



THE NEW YORKER, DECEMBER 13, 2021	 77

made other gods, mostly through pro
creation, but sometimes mortals were 
deified, too, in a kind of social climb
ing that could be accomplished through 
luck (e.g., Glaucus), feats of strength 
(e.g., Herakles), or marriage (e.g., Ari
adne, Psyche, et al.). Shintoists once 
believed that the emperors of Japan 
were divine, and Confucianists in China 
regarded their rulers as sons of Heaven; 
Egyptians worshipped the pharaohs as 
gods. Apotheosis was easy, if bureau
cratic, in ancient Rome (the Senate 
made Julius Caesar a god simply by 
passing a series of laws) but miracu
lous in Judea, where a prophet named 
John baptized a man named Jesus on 
the banks of the Jordan River, where
upon a voice from Heaven declared 
him the son of God.

The earliest of Subin’s mangod case 
studies arrives fourteen centuries later, 
announcing his own divinity. “They 
threw themselves into the sea swim
ming and came to us,” Christopher Co
lumbus wrote of the Taíno men and 
women he encountered on the island 
of Guanahani, “and we understood that 
they asked us if we had come from 
heaven.” He recorded the same thing 
in his journal basically everywhere he 
landed, certain that any hand gesture 
conveyed worship, that every gift was 
intended as a religious offering, and that 
speech in languages he could not un
derstand proclaimed his godliness.

In the age of exploration, sailors and 
missionaries trailed such selfjustify
ing stories of divinity wherever they 
went. Although Cortés never claimed 
to have been mistaken for a god, his 
secretary made the case on his behalf, 
writing about how the conquistador 
was seen as a “white god” by the Mex
ica. With no Indigenous accounts to 
contradict it, the myth metastasized; 
the version handed down to school
children today has Montezuma quiv
ering before a man he has mistaken for 
the feathered god Quetzalcoatl and 
surrendering his entire empire to a few 
hundred Spaniards. Similarly, the Span
ish insisted that Francisco Pizarro was 
heralded by the Incas as the second 
coming of the bearded, fairskinned 
god Viracocha; the English maintained 
that Francis Drake was perceived as a 
god by the Miwoks in San Francisco 
Bay and Walter Raleigh by the Algon

quians who met him on Roanoke Is
land; and the Dutch swore that Henry 
Hudson, who sailed for the East India 
Company, was taken for the great Man
nitto by the Lenape who lived on the 
island of Mannahatta. 

Sometimes mangods protested such 
adulation, as the East India Company 
officer John Nicholson did when a few 
hundred Sikh sepoys began following 
him around Punjab. Nicholson had dis
tinguished himself as a soldier in the 
First Afghan War, but, in the two de
cades before his death, in 1857, he be
came a derringdo deity for men who 
called themselves Nikalsainis. They 
prayed at his feet and chanted adoring 
hymns; they were undeterred when he 
whipped them with his riding crop or 
cursed them for their devotions. Nich
olson led the invasion of Delhi during 
the Indian Mutiny and died eight days 
later from a gunshot wound, but his cult 
survived his death, and some Muslims, 
Sikhs, and Hindus identified as Nikal
sainis well into the twentieth century.

Nicholson apparently tried to per
suade his followers to worship Christ 
instead, but other mangods weren’t 
sure what to do when offered venera
tion. During the Second World War 
and in the years after the armistice, Gen
eral Douglas MacArthur was deified 
across three continents: by the Guna 
people on the island of Ailigandi, near 
the Panama Canal; by some Shintoists 
in postwar Japan, who saw him as the 
replacement for Emperor Hirohito or 
the reincarnation of the country’s very 
first emperor; by various Hwanghaedo 
shamans in South Korea, who claimed 
to channel his spirit while drinking 
whiskey, chainsmoking, and wearing 
American military uniforms; and by 
villagers on the island of Biak, off the 
coast of New Guinea, who believed he 
was the scabby old god Manarmakeri, 
who could slough off his skin to be
come the Manseren Mangundi—the 
Lord Himself. For his part, MacArthur 
might have needed his soldiers to wor
ship him, but he admonished the coun
tries whose armies he defeated to wor
ship democracy.

Prince Philip, the Duke of Edin
burgh, took a different tack when he 
was told that villagers on the South 
Pacific island of Tanna, in Vanuatu, be
lieved he was the Messiah. With guid

ance from anthropologists, he sent the 
villagers autographed pictures, accepted 
their ceremonial gifts, and eventually 
helped fulfill one of their prophecies 
by welcoming a delegation of five Tanna 
men to Buckingham Palace. Subin ob
serves how collaborative the Duke’s di
vine status always was, with the Tan
nese encouraged by the British: “The 
religion of Philip is real because it has 
been told and retold, by South Pacific 
priests and BBC storytellers, by jour
nalists and palace press officers, in a 
continuous, mutual mythmaking over 
the course of forty years.”

There are mangods who aren’t 
white, of course. Subin recounts how a 
sixtyeightpage feature in National 
Geographic on the coronation of Tafari 
Makonnen as His Imperial Majesty 
Haile Selassie I, Emperor of Ethiopia, 
King of Kings, Elect of God, and Con
quering Lion of the Tribe of Judah, be
came sacred scripture for thousands of 
Rastafarians. And she explores the wor
ship of Gandhi by some of those who 
opposed the British Raj, noting that it 
was supposedly the theosophist Annie 
Besant who first called Gandhi “Ma
hatma,” from the Sanskrit for “great 
soul,” though he hated the title. Both 
Gandhi and Selassie denied their di
vinity—their insistent refrains of “I am 
not God” are two of the epigraphs for 
Subin’s book—but each inspired colo
nial independence movements in his 
lifetime and posthumously in commu
nities around the world. 

I f Subin’s book consisted of nothing 
except these and other biographical 

sketches, “Accidental Gods” would still 
be fascinating. But Subin also argues 
that these deifications came in waves, 
ushered in by civil wars, conquests, and 
revolutions, and she observes that some 
of these men were deified at the same 
time that the very ideas of religion and 
race were being reified. Imperialism 
sent travellers and missionaries into the 
wider world, and they in turn sent back 
travelogues, cultural reports, and for
eign relics and manuscripts, from which 
scholars began formulating new theories, 
often of their own superiority. Other 
countries and races were thought to be 
less evolved than white Europeans, and 
Christianity was seen as the rational 
faith against which the emerging science 
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of religion measured all other beliefs 
and practices. 

Take the German philologist Frie-
drich Max Müller. He was heralded as 
an expert on India despite never hav-
ing been there, Subin points out, and 
he helped create the discipline of reli-
gious studies, in the late nineteenth cen-
tury. Previously, Europeans had divided 
the world into four religions: Christi-
anity, Judaism, Islam, and Paganism. 
Müller added others, among them Hin-
duism, Buddhism, Confucianism, and 
Taoism. He could make a religion out 
of “anything that sufficiently resembled 
Christianity,” Subin writes, whether or 
not the culture it came from regarded 
it as one faith or, for that matter, as a 
religious faith at all. 

So it was that one of the world’s old-
est, most varied systems of thought be-
came “Bramanismo” and “Gentooism” 
and “Banian Religion,” then finally the 
exonym Hinduism, a single label ap-
plied to the diverse beliefs of all the 
people living around the Indus River, 
who were then declared with Procrus-
tean zeal to have a trinity and to be in 
need of a pope. “African” religion was 
reduced to fetishism, with allegedly ar-
bitrary objects deemed sacred by be-

lievers who were seen as superstitious 
rather than devout. Any kind of ritual 
observance in any part of the world was 
made to conform to belief of the creedal 
kind, and every pantheon was contorted 
to fit categories like prophet or saint, 
with rigid distinctions like deity and 
mortal imposed where they had never 
existed before.  

The same subjects who knelt before 
their kings and sang hymns of praise to 
their queens looked elsewhere and di-
agnosed all ritual practice as worship, 
reducing every instance of veneration 
to deification. The very scholars who 
were doing that diagnosing were also 
drawing new distinctions between the 
religious and the secular, justifying po-
litical adoration while judging religious 
zealotry. Post-Reformation Europe had 
forced Catholicism and Protestantism 
into an uncertain truce, with Enlight-
enment ideas of tolerance banishing 
spiritual beliefs to the private sphere 
while public life focussed on politics. 

In this new order, Subin argues, de-
ification would become, at best, hereti-
cal and, at worst, nonsensical. “With 
the rise of nationalism and liberation 
movements in the twentieth century 
come the politicians and activists, sec-

ularists and modernists, who were dis-
mayed to learn of their own apotheo-
ses, as tales of their miracles contradicted 
their political agendas,” she writes. Such 
people expected political fealty, not re-
ligious faith. Their discomfort was born 
partly of experience: Prime Ministers 
Jawaharlal Nehru and Narendra Modi 
were worshipped as Vishnu, but so was 
Adolf Hitler. Leadership cults were both 
agents of empire and agents of its de-
struction, and they were perceived as 
dangerous by those for whom the pre-
ferred objects of devotion were entities 
like the state or ideas like human rights. 
It is in this same spirit that present-day 
political commentators argue that Amer-
icans should exalt the Presidency, not 
the President.

Yet even when these abstractions do 
inspire devotion, they often take human 
form. Thus was “The Apotheosis of 
Washington” fresco added to the Cap-
itol dome at the end of the Civil War, 
featuring the American Cincinnatus 
being carried up to Heaven by the god-
desses Liberty and Victory, surrounded 
by allegorical figures, including Free-
dom trampling Discord and Anger, 
who appear in the form of Jefferson 
Davis and Alexander Stephens, the de-
feated Confederate leaders. Likewise, 
after the Partition of India, in 1948, 
when millions of people had been dis-
placed and more than a million had 
died in bursts of sectarian violence, 
Gandhi’s cremated remains were scat-
tered like those of the Sacred Man of 
the Rig Veda, with separate urns going 
to every region of the country, in an ef-
fort to promote peace.

But were any of these modern lead-
ers truly worshipped? Venerated by 

their fellow-citizens, yes, and also revered 
across the globe, honored with name-
sakes and national shrines, mythologized 
in tales of virtue and heroism, and com-
memorated with national holidays. But 
were they considered literal gods or 
merely figurative ones? Put differently, 
what separates Bussa Krishna, who built 
a temple in honor of Donald Trump out-
side Hyderabad, from the American par-
tisans who await the former President’s 
every move and eagerly anticipate his re-
turn to power? One might be tempted 
to regard this question as purely seman-
tic—the word for “god” exists in some 

“O.K., how about this: instead of assassinating her straight out,  
we subject her to steam heat all winter, so her skin gets really  

dry and she’s prone to nosebleeds and her eyes itch and she’s just  
a little bit uncomfortable at all times for months on end?”

• •
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languages but not in others—but Subin 
suggests that it is an epistemological and 
ontological question, too, about what a 
god is and how much we can ever know 
about one of them. 

If a god is simply someone we adore 
and whose every need we serve, then in-
fants might count, and if he is someone 
to whom we pay allegiance and make 
offerings, then any politician supported 
by our tax dollars might qualify, and if 
he is a personage who fills us with fear 
and dread, then we could include den-
tists and domestic terrorists. But when 
we call someone a god, as with Zeus or 
Jesus or Shiva, we mean that he has an 
entirely separate existential status from 
us, and powers—omnipotence, immor-
tality—that are superior to our own.

Yet this is precisely the distinction 
that can be erased, or, at any rate, eroded, 
in cross-cultural comparisons. Consider 
Captain Cook, and whether he was re-
ally heralded by the Hawaiians as Lono 
or whether his crew and his country-
men chose to believe as much in order 
to justify colonialism. This single cul-
tural collision has been the subject of 
an extended debate in anthropology, 
fostering a decades-long division be-
tween two schools. One is represented 
by the Princeton professor Gananath 
Obeyesekere, whose “The Apotheosis 
of Captain Cook” (1997) claims that it 
is illogical to believe the natives ever 
mistook a white colonizer for one of 
their gods, and that the fantasy wasn’t 
just about Cook’s heroism but also about 
the legitimacy of imperial rule over al-
legedly primitive people. The other 
school is exemplified by the late Uni-
versity of Chicago professor Marshall 
Sahlins, whose “How ‘Natives’ Think: 
About Captain Cook, for Example” 
(1995) argues that it is also an act of cul-
tural imperialism to silence Hawaiians 
in the telling of their own history, which 
includes, however inconveniently for 
some scholars, attestations of the con-
fusion of Cook with Lono.

These two camps are ultimately ar-
guing about their field more broadly, and 
specifically about the possibility that 
someone from one culture can under-
stand the inner life of anyone from an-
other. For her part, Subin writes that 
“one can never truly know” what some-
one else “really believed,” basically shrug-
ging off the task. Yet she writes beauti-

fully of the spiritual life of marginalized 
people, taking their devotions seriously 
and revealing the subversive purpose and 
power of the beliefs and practices that 
their oppressors so often misunderstood. 
She describes in convincing and com-
passionate detail the pejoratively named 
“cargo cults” of the Pacific, which flour-
ished during the Second World War, 
when airplane runways, military sup-
plies, and commercial goods were incor-
porated into extant mythologies, not as 
objects to be worshipped or cultures to 
be imitated but as part of colonial resis-
tance movements. The John Frum cult 
on Tanna, for instance, regarded the 
American G.I.s as servants of the Apoc-
alypse. Equally compelling is her de-
scription of the Hauka on the Gold 
Coast, whose shamans were sometimes 
possessed by the spirits of colonial bu-
reaucrats and soldiers—not because the 
shamans believed the outsiders to be de-
mons or gods but because they were at-
tempting to control them, and to ma-
nipulate their behavior. 

Such accounts belie the salacious 
coverage that so often characterizes sto-
ries of “man worshippers” from around 
the world. Yet they are sometimes pre-
sented here in ways that overlook their 
atavistic nature and their ancient ori-
gins. Where Western figures were de-
ified, or allegedly deified, they were not 
worshipped as new gods or viewed as 
godlike on their own merits; rather, they 
were drafted into preëxisting cosmol-

ogies, similar to the way the Aztecs con-
solidated imperial power by replacing 
Mixcoatl, a Toltec man-god, with 
Huitzilopochtli. Subin is a subtle thinker 
and a stylish writer, but her account 
overlooks precolonial history like this, 
and here and there is cluttered with 
bric-a-brac instead: an incomplete 
abecedarian poem of lesser gods, occa-
sional lurches into the present tense and 
the first person, an orphaned appendix 
that clouds rather than clarifies an ear-

lier chapter. The most trying of these 
is an interlude that she calls “The Apo-
theosis of Nathaniel Tarn,” a travelogue 
of sorts—set not in Santiago Atitlán, 
where Tarn says he was deified by the 
Tz’utujil Maya, but in Morocco, where 
Subin was living when Tarn, whom she 
had met several years earlier, paid her 
a visit. Tarn is an anthropologist by train-
ing; in the nineteen-fifties, his gradu-
ate supervisor sent him to the high-
lands of Guatemala, where the villagers 
mistook him for the reincarnation of a 
radical shaman who was said to have 
turned into a rain angel after his death, 
controlling storms from his throne atop 
the trees, somewhere between Earth 
and Heaven. 

This is all according to Tarn, whose 
story Subin relates credulously despite 
otherwise constructing her book around 
canny critiques of claims of this very 
nature from others. Cook, Cortés, Co-
lumbus: their alleged deification was 
only ever colonial propaganda, she ar-
gues. But when the “accidental god” is 
a friend his apotheosis is presented as 
plausible, even appealing: “On Nathan-
iel’s last morning in Morocco, it was 
still pouring with rain, appropriately 
enough for a former rain god.” At the 
end of her theogony, Subin writes, “If 
the world we inhabit is disenchanted,” 
perhaps we can still “find enchantment 
in one another,” a cheery if condescend-
ing assessment of an existence that bil-
lions of people—colonized, colonizer, 
and decolonized alike—still find full 
of actual gods and real miracles.

What’s telling about this lapse is not 
that Subin validates her friend’s belief 
that he was deified; it is that doing so 
requires her to accept that at least some 
of the Tz’utujil Maya sincerely wor-
shipped him as a rain god. And why 
shouldn’t they? This is the deep psycho-
logical mystery underlying the theolog-
ical and political matters that animate 
“Accidental Gods.” No one can stop us 
from worshipping anyone else, whether 
politician, explorer, prince, or poet, or, 
for that matter, from devoting ourselves 
to other living things or inanimate ob-
jects, whether crocodiles, meteorites, or 
money. One of the most extraordinary 
things about apotheosis is how ordinary 
it is, how truly democratic it can be: 
anyone can become a god, and we can 
each have our own. 
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MUSICAL EVENTS

GRINDING BASS
Ash Fure’s “Hive Rise” is a visceral encounter with sound.

BY ALEX ROSS

ILLUSTRATION BY TOMA VAGNER

In the nineteen-nineties, when I fit 
the profile of a young person, I some-

times ventured into tumultuous New 
York dance clubs like Twilo and the 
Tunnel, vaguely in the hope of making 
some transient romantic connection but 
mainly to experience the kind of over-
powering sonic sensuality in which these 
clubs specialized. Inept at dancing, I 
mimicked people around me, bopping 
up and down as inconspicuously as pos-
sible. If I got close enough to the speak-
ers, I could feel bass beats passing 
through my body—an elemental inter-
section of flesh and sound. The unre-
lenting noise was both gorgeous and 
hellish. Afterward, I’d wander home on 

empty streets, savoring the distant rum-
ble of the city as a new kind of silence.

Ash Fure and Lilleth Glimcher’s 
performance installation “Hive Rise,” 
which the Industry and MOCA recently 
presented in Los Angeles, brought me 
back to those long-ago nights on the 
town. The venue was a warehouse-like 
gallery at the Geffen Contemporary. 
Fure, a composer and sonic artist whose 
works often involve the live modifica-
tion of prerecorded electroacoustic 
tracks, unleashed an hour-long storm 
of sound, incorporating extremely low 
bass frequencies that began below the 
range of human hearing and slid up-
ward to a barely perceptible 30 Hz. For 

a few minutes, I stood in front of a tower 
of speakers, having taken the precau-
tion of inserting earplugs, and had a 
purely visceral encounter with sound—
one that gave me the unsettling and 
liberating sensation of being no longer 
material in my own body.

In fact, the first iteration of “Hive 
Rise,” from early 2020, took place in a 
dance club—Berghain, the storied 
techno palace in Berlin. But a dance 
party this is not. There are no steady 
beats, though various kinds of period-
icity come into play, including a rat-a-
tat flapping noise that Fure elicits by 
holding a piece of paper over an up-
turned subwoofer. The music is amor-
phous, engulfing, gelatinous, ferocious. 
Some passages evoke a subterranean 
machine revving up, grinding as it as-
cends toward the surface; others sug-
gest tiny creatures excavating a cavern-
ous space. Climaxes have a rancid beauty, 
the beauty of catastrophe and collapse.

Overlaid on the sonic foundation is 
a theatrical ritual conceived by Glim-
cher, an interdisciplinary artist and di-
rector who has worked in New York, 
Berlin, and elsewhere. At the Geffen 
Contemporary, Fure was stationed at 
one end of the gallery, amid an array 
of subwoofers. A squad of fourteen 
black-clad performers circulated 
through the crowd, vocalizing into be-
spoke megaphones that had been gen-
erated on a 3-D printer. When mem-
bers of the group were close by, even 
their slightest whispers had a tactile 
immediacy, as if they were coming from 
inside your head. Full-throated cries 
bounced around the space with thun-
derous force.

The performers followed an unpre-
dictable, jagged choreography. Some-
times they stood in place, in statuesque 
clusters; for a while, they were posi-
tioned around Fure, on risers. At other 
times, they whipped their bodies back 
and forth or moved swiftly from one 
place to another. The spectators milled 
about in pursuit of the squad, maneu-
vering around neoprene sculptural forms 
that were devised by Xavi Aguirre and 
stock-a-studio. We had our own cho-
reography—that pandemic-era dance 
of avoidance we have perfected in 
crowded supermarket aisles. The mood 
was one of bliss and angst intermingled.

What cataclysm does “Hive Rise” A squad of fourteen black-clad performers vocalized into bespoke megaphones.
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have in mind? A program note made 
general mention of “ongoing states of 
emergency,” of which there is no short-
age at present. I found myself thinking 
about environmental crisis, particularly 
because I’d seen a work on that theme 
at the Geffen Contemporary in Octo-
ber: Lina Lapelytė’s installation opera 
“Sun & Sea,” which has been touring 
the world since its première, in Lithu-
ania, in 2017. That piece attempts a 
lightly ironic, musically ingratiating cri-
tique of complacency and obliviousness 
in the face of climate change, with sing-
ers lounging on a man-made beach while 
the audience looks down from galler-
ies. Such aloofness was impossible in 
“Hive Rise”: Fure’s acoustical tidal wave, 
ravishing and dangerous, left a construc-
tive kind of panic in its wake. 

On the same weekend that “Hive 
Rise” unfolded at MOCA, the Los 

Angeles Philharmonic presented “Reel 
Change,” a festival devoted to fresh en-
ergies in film music. The curators for 
the series, which took place before good-
sized audiences at Disney Hall, were 
the composers Hildur Guðnadóttir, Kris 
Bowers, and Nicholas Britell, each of 
whom hosted a concert. The pieces on 
offer formed less of a contrast to Fure’s 
soundscapes than might be assumed. 
Hildur, a thirty-nine-year-old Icelander, 
veers toward the experimental, and her 
L.A. Phil program, under the direction 
of Hugh Brunt, featured her own work 
alongside modernist and minimalist 
classics by György Ligeti, Arvo Pärt, 
and Henryk Górecki.

Avant-garde disruption is by no 
means a novelty in movie-music his-
tory: the likes of Ingmar Bergman, An-
drei Tarkovsky, and Stanley Kubrick 
mobilized the unrulier end of twenti-
eth-century musical discourse. In the 
past ten or fifteen years, though, gritty 
ambient textures have entered the main-
stream. Jonny Greenwood’s other-
worldly, glissando-heavy score for 
“There Will Be Blood,” from 2007, 
marked a turning point: Paul Thomas 
Anderson, the film’s director, entrusted 
long, nearly wordless stretches of the 
film to Greenwood, who first won no-
tice as the lead guitarist of Radiohead. 
The composer now has three films in 
theatres: “Licorice Pizza,” “Spencer,” 
and, most notably, “The Power of the 

Dog”—a sustained masterwork of scor-
ing that builds tension and shapes char-
acter in equal measure.

Like Greenwood, Hildur is a dual 
citizen of the pop and classical realms. 
She studied composition in Reykjavík 
and Berlin but is also a presence in al-
ternative rock and pop, having played 
cello with the ear-scouring black-metal 
band Sunn O))) and with the venera-
ble noise collective Throbbing Gristle. 
One item on the L.A. Phil program 
was “Bathroom Dance,” a track from 
her score for “The Joker,” which last 
year won her an Oscar. The piece is 
built around a pensive alternation, on 
the cello, of the notes C-sharp and E: 
other string instruments slide in with 
single tones and chords drawn from the 
C-sharp-minor scale, yielding a slow-
motion kaleidoscope of melancholy har-
mony. This is a Pärt-like process, and 
the L.A. Phil made the connection clear 
by giving an immaculate account of that 
composer’s “Fratres.”

Much wilder is Hildur’s score for 
Battlefield 2042, a first-person-shooter 
computer game that is set in an apoc-
alyptic future ravaged by climate change. 
Hildur and Sam Slater, her co-com-
poser and partner, unfurled a spectac-
ular barrage of live-orchestral and elec-
tronic textures, including sounds 
extracted from materials that match the 
landscapes depicted in the game: metal, 
glass, sand, gravel. Next to it on the pro-
gram was Ligeti’s “Atmosphères,” a land-
mark of postwar modernism that seemed 
almost serene in this context, its dense 
sonorities becoming transparent and lu-
minous in Disney’s acoustic.

Britell fostered a more buoyant vibe 
at his concert, although excerpts from 
Greenwood’s “There Will Be Blood” 
and from Mica Levi’s shivery score for 
“Jackie” kept Hollywood glitz at bay. 
Britell is a stylistic omnivore who spe-
cializes in churning, off-kilter riffs on 
familiar forms. He has won pop fame 
with his music for HBO’s “Succession,” 
which walks a tricky line between cel-
ebrating and satirizing monopoly cap-
italism. A happy roar went up from the 
crowd when the seductively lugubrious 
chords of the show’s theme kicked in: 
a Baroque progression with hip-hop 
beats on top. I grinned, too, though part 
of me wanted Ash Fure’s music to rise 
up and wipe it all out. 
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ON TELEVISION

ODD JOBS
“South Side,” on HBO Max.

BY DOREEN ST. FÉLIX

ILLUSTRATION BY GUSTAVO MAGALHÃES

I suppose it’s accurate to refer to “South 
Side,” a series set in the Chicago neigh-

borhood of Englewood, as a workplace 
comedy. Simon (Sultan Salahuddin) and 
Kareme (Kareme Young) are best friends 
who grudgingly clock in at Rent-T-Own, 
a shady furniture-and-appliance-rental 
service. Its name, a parody of Rent-A-
Center, is the bitter, primal joke of the 
show: a retail center where the true prod-
uct is debt. “South Side” derives a great 
deal of its Black black humor from the 
encounters between its protagonists and 
the delinquent renters: the physical as-
pect of product repossession allows for 
so much slapstick. The tang of the show’s 
critique brings to mind other satires of 

workplace culture, such as “Reno 911” 
and the genre-shifter “The Office.” But 
the creators of “South Side”—Salahud-
din, his brother, Bashir, and Bashir’s writ-
ing partner, Diallo Riddle—cast a wider 
net: they have crafted a fun-house por-
trait of Black life in the Second City.

“South Side” is now an HBO Max 
original; its second season premièred on 
the platform last month. But the show 
débuted, in 2019, on Comedy Central, 
where it joined a slate of excellent and 
underwatched indie-ish sitcoms, includ-
ing “Workaholics,” “Detroiters,” and 
“The Other Two.” (“The Other Two” 
has also moved to HBO Max.) In re-
cent years, Comedy Central has become 

an incubator for joke auteurs—willful 
classicists who prize, above all else, elic-
iting belly laughs. Bashir and Riddle are 
straight-up comedy and TV geeks: the 
same month they blessed us with “South 
Side,” the duo put out “Sherman’s Show-
case,” on IFC, a loving and layered 
sendup of seventies variety shows. 

Although Riddle-Salahuddin pro-
ductions are entertaining to viewers of 
any race, make no mistake—the fun 
and the farce are pitched to please Black 
American audiences. You either get the 
references—to primping culture, to fu-
neral culture—or you don’t. Such glee-
ful specificity is a rarity, and so, after the 
first seasons of “South Side” and “Sher-
man’s Showcase,” fans steeled them-
selves for the shows to enter the hal-
lowed bin of single-season greats.

The first season of “South Side” can 
certainly stand on its own. The giggles 
come early, and easily. In the pilot, Kareme 
and Simon ditch their jobs at Rent-T-
Own to pursue higher ambitions: Kareme 
dreams of a career in astronomy, and 
Simon yearns for the white-collar life. 
But neither of them makes it; Simon 
can’t pass a background check, and 
Kareme discovers that astronomers are 
racist. The guys come slinking back to 
their old jobs, and their boss, Quincy, 
Kareme’s twin brother (Quincy Young), 
punishes them with a dreaded task: they 
must recover an Xbox from the terrifying 
Shaw (LaRoyce Hawkins), a hottie gang-
ster with a toothpick lodged in his teeth. 
“When you was a little homie, did you 
always dream of harassin’ Black people 
for their appliances?” Shaw asks Simon, 
inducing an identity crisis in the upward-
striving schlemiel. “You succumb to the 
system,” Shaw continues. “I circumvent 
the system. I circumcise the system.” 

American sitcoms are notorious for 
their own kind of circumvention: skirt-
ing issues of money. Even when lower-
class characters are depicted, you never 
have to worry about their houses being 
repossessed. The stakes in “South Side,” 
however, are tangible: Simon spends a 
night in jail, for instance, because he 
owes child support. The steadiness of 
the show’s hilarity is therefore a mira-
cle. Bashir Salahuddin and Riddle, ob-
sessed with the sharper edges of seven-
ties pop culture, bring the bite of Norman 
Lear to outlandish reflections on Amer-
ican inequality. “The Day the Jordans Kareme and Simon engage in a number of get-rich schemes, such as shilling Viagra.
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Drop,” a Season 1 episode, is a masterly 
satire of sneakerhead fanaticism which 
peaks with a risky joke based on “So-
phie’s Choice.” The dig would be nasty 
if the writing weren’t so obviously steeped 
in insider familiarity. “South Side” is full 
of hustlers thirsting for the American 
Dream as it has been filtered down to 
them. Kareme and Simon engage in sev-
eral get-rich schemes: shilling Viagra to 
horny senior citizens; hawking a hair 
cream that creates instant waves but also, 
inadvertently, attracts bats; selling fla-
vored popcorn outside a local movie the-
atre. “Tuscan pineapple?” a customer 
asks, approvingly, after tasting it. “You 
an innovator.”

In some ways, “South Side” is of a 
piece with animated sitcoms. There’s 

the controlled sprawl of loony charac-
ters, the granular picture of a city and 
its people, the surfeit of meticulously 
wrought gags and cultural references, 
the interplay of goofy and existential 
humor, the razzing of dirty political 
princes. The universe of the series is as 
dense and as technically adroit as that 
of “The Simpsons.” We have the cops, 
Officers Goodnight and Turner (Bashir 
Salahuddin and Chandra Russell, 
Bashir’s wife); the mewling politicians, 
Allen Gayle and Adam Bethune (Di-
allo Riddle and Langston Kerman); 
Shaw and his bullies; the pissy desk 
worker, Stacy (Zuri Salahuddin, Bashir 
and Sultan’s sister); and a bunch of child 
wiseacres. These characters have inner 
lives, but they also behave, and even 
look, like cartoons. In one episode, a 
crowd of vengeful clowns descends on 
the neighborhood, wreaking havoc on 
cops and citizens alike; when an armoire 

falls on Simon, you almost expect his 
eyes to bug out like Wile E. Coyote’s. 
The background is thick with the ac-
tivity of lovable freaks—Scary Barry, 
Red Cornrows, Trapper (who sells furs, 
by the way, not drugs). This wackiness 
is fun, but it is also oddly literary, a kind 
of translation of the hyperbolic in Black 
American humor. 

No scene demonstrates this so well 
as one in which Officer Turner, a vulture 
of sorts, spontaneously buys—using Ven-
mo—a shabby home from an old man 
sitting on his stoop. It turns out that 
there’s a tenant inside, Miss Dorothy, a 
legendary civil-rights leader, who refuses 
to pay rent. Turner rips into the old lady, 
who hits right back, and their fight es-
calates with the appearance of a gun, and 
the funniest line I’ve heard in years: “Fuck 
Coretta Scott King! You may know her 
as King, but I just know her as Retta. 
Always thought she was so-o-o-o funny. 
Well, the bitch never made me laugh 
once!” Through farce, the show stealth-
ily skewers moralistic discourse. 

“South Side” has many complete story 
arcs, and yet it retains the spontaneous 
energy of a sketch show. Bashir Sala-
huddin and Riddle have assembled a 
troupe of lively performers, professional 
and amateur, unknown and famous. The 
standout is Russell, as Turner. She’s wired 
a bit like Olivia Pope—cunning, no-non-
sense, venal, sexually dominant. We meet 
her when she’s out on patrol, using her 
police siren to flag down a “zaddy.” In 
a show that is constantly playing the 
Dozens, Turner reigns supreme; there 
is a tinge of the sadistic in the way her 
serrated tongue comes for Officer Good-
night, an uptight, self-loathing dope. 
But the show also gives her a complex 

interiority. At a Spades tournament, she 
is taunted by her slimy pastor father: “I 
don’t even tell nobody my daughter a 
po-po. Holdin’ us down, killin’ us, ev-
erything.” Turner visibly shrinks. The 
moment is realistic. All the Black cop’s 
bombast has obscured her inner tor-
ment: Turner’s hustling, more than any-
one else’s, exacts a human toll.

Sultan and Bashir Salahuddin are 
Chicago natives, and “South Side” is shot 
on location. No detail is too minor for the 
production designers, who arrange tab-
leaux of slightly distended realism. I also 
want to praise the costume design—in 
particular, the parodic genius of Turner’s 
wig-cycling, how rooted it is in diurnal 
Black womanness. My favorite cold open 
involves Stacy and Turner buying human-
hair extensions from a Vietnamese beau-
ty-supply store. “This is that real uncut 
virgin,” Stacy says, licking the fibres.

Idealizing one’s love object is a cow-
ardly way to love—“South Side” is a 
teasing ode to the place for which it’s 
named. Occasionally, the series portrays 
TV news segments, in order to detour 
away from its viewpoint and ventriloquize 
sensationalist perspectives of the city. 
These are the show’s version of a righ-
teous rant. In a Season 2 episode, a char-
acter reads a fictionalized autobiogra-
phy by the controversial Lori Lightfoot, 
titled “If I Did It: How I Became Mayor.” 
After Gayle, an arriviste alderman, strikes 
an environmentally disastrous deal with 
the mafia running the city, his hype men 
visit a local school: “Hey, kids, do you 
like oil? Let’s play some drill music!” 
The kids roar. The writers brilliantly blur 
the line between stereotype and reality; 
“South Side” may be naughty, but it’s 
got a strong moral core. 
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Each week, we provide a cartoon in need of a caption. You, the reader, submit a caption, we choose  
three finalists, and you vote for your favorite. Caption submissions for this week’s cartoon, by P. C. Vey, must  

be received by Sunday, December 12th. The finalists in the November 29th contest appear below. We  
will announce the winner, and the finalists in this week’s contest, in the January 3rd & 10th issue. Anyone age 

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

“Just pretend to give them your wallet.”
Samuel Lamoureux, Waukesha, Wis.

“No, it is not better than being broken up with in a text.”
Eileen Shields, Manhattan Beach, Calif.

“You had to insist on a quiet neighborhood.”
Bruce Silverman, Minneapolis, Minn.

“Apparently, I was mistaken. He’s not in over his head.”
Edmond Overbey, Oneonta, N.Y.

CARTOON CAPTION CONTEST

THE WINNING CAPTION

THIS WEEK’S CONTEST

THE FINALISTS

“
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

”





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

Solution to the previous puzzle:

ACROSS

1 Zest

6 Speeds (by)

10 Creature in the 2019 animated film 
“Abominable”

14 Paid to play, in a way

15 Word with health or history

16 Significant time periods

17 Purloined

18 Beyond the pale

20 Common scent for tree-shaped air 
fresheners

21 Fine print, often

22 Slowly trickles

24 Frozen Italian treat

25 ___ roll

27 Most up to the minute

31 Flower also known as a cranesbill

34 ___/her/hers

35 “No way, no how!”

39 Dot follower in some URLs

40 Inked contract, say

41 ___ the air

45 Broke off, as a relationship

46 Lamb Chop, e.g.

49 Sunscreen or deodorant option

52 “You have got to be kidding me!”

55 Place that’s all abuzz?

56 Bash where you can make a real splash

58 Opportunities to stand out on a stage

59 Human-rights barrister Clooney

60 Largest joint in the body

61 Eponymous skateboarding or 
snowboarding move

62 Mother of 42-Down

63 Prepare loads of laundry, say

64 Essential things

DOWN

1 Reacts to shocking news, maybe

2 Loosen, as laces

3 Famous rock group?

4 Travel à la Doctor Strange

5 Work of homage

6 Field-trip destination, perhaps

7 “Go, me!”

8 Oscar-nominated actor Dev

9 “Taste the rainbow” or “It’s finger lickin’ 
good”

10 Like a ripe banana

11 People after whom a Great Lake is 
named

12 Shades from the sun?

13 “Gotcha”

19 Inescapable destiny

23 Unexpected hiccup

24 Daily ___

26 Yoko with a voice role in “Isle of Dogs”

28 Rope-soled shoe

29 Silverstein who wrote “Falling Up”

30 Number of sides on a decagon

31 Young lady

32 Matching card game

33 “Luncheon on the Grass” painter

35 U.S. rep. for N.Y.’s Fourteenth 
Congressional District

36 Brooding bird

37 Does some summing

38 Lookout point?

42 Twin brother of Artemis

43 Sit on it!

44 ___ volumes

47 Erotic flick

48 Key with an arrow

50 Give a wide berth

51 Green lights, as it were

52 Birthstone for some Libras

53 Abode

54 Winter outerwear

57 “And ___ here we are”

58 Anderson Cooper, to Gloria Vanderbilt
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A lightly challenging puzzle.
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