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Patricia Highsmith (“A Straight Line 
in the Darkness,” p. 46 ), who died in 
1995, was the author of more than 
twenty novels. “Patricia Highsmith: 
Her Diaries and Notebooks, 1941-1995” 
will be published in November.

Thomas Meaney (“The Antagonist,”  
p. 20) teaches at Humboldt University 
of Berlin.

Kathryn Schulz (Books, p. 62), a staff 
writer, won the Pulitzer Prize for fea-
ture writing in 2016. She will publish 
a new book, “Lost & Found,” next year.

Kenton Nelson (Cover) is an artist based 
in California.

Erika Meitner (Poem, p. 60) teaches at 
Virginia Tech. Her sixth book of poems, 
“Useful Junk,” is forthcoming in 2022.

Vladimir Sorokin (Fiction, p. 56) has 
written numerous novels, plays, short 
stories, and film scripts. His novels 
“Telluria” and “Their Four Hearts,” 
translated, from the Russian, by Max 
Lawton, will be out next year.

Jill Lepore (“The Underworld,” p. 34) is 
a professor of history at Harvard. She 
hosts the podcast “The Last Archive.”

Hilton Als (“Blues Suite,” p. 28), the 
winner of the 2017 Pulitzer Prize for 
criticism, is an associate professor of 
writing at Columbia University and 
the author of “White Girls.”

Alexandra Schwartz (The Talk of the 
Town, p. 19; Books, p. 73) joined the 
magazine in 2013, and has been a staff 
writer since 2016.

José Antonio Rodríguez (Poem, p. 50) 
most recently published the poetry col-
lection “This American Autopsy” and 
the memoir “House Built on Ashes.” 
He teaches writing at the University 
of Texas Rio Grande Valley. 

Carrie Battan (Pop Music, p. 78) began 
contributing to The New Yorker in 2015. 

Natan Last (Puzzles & Games Dept.) 
researches and writes about refugee and 
immigration issues. He is also a poet 
and the author of “Word.”
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After the longest wait in our storied history, 

the Met reopens with the momentous 

premiere of Terence Blanchard’s riveting 

adaptation of Charles M. Blow’s powerful 

memoir. Music Director Yannick Nézet-

Séguin conducts baritone Will Liverman 

and sopranos Angel Blue and Latonia 

Moore in the principal roles.

The Opening Night performance will be 

simulcast live, for free, in Times Square 

and—for the first time—in Marcus Garvey 
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need to change our health-care-reform 
focus from maintaining individual insur-
ance coverage to addressing the under-
lying issues that make care expensive 
and unavailable to many. Between 2003 
and 2006, I wrote two universal-health-
insurance plans for California (S.B. 921 
and S.B. 840). It became clear that the 
state had unresolved system-wide prob-
lems, such as a lack of management of 
capital investment, a separation between 
the public-health and medical-health 
establishments, care-quality weaknesses, 
poor use of purchasing power, excessive 
administrative expenditures, and data-
access challenges—all of which raised 
costs, kept universal care unaffordable, 
and prevented coördinated approaches 
to patient health. I believe that study-
ing—and then managing—these foun-
dational problems will be as positive for 
our health-care system as Costa Rica’s 
reforms were for its own, and will bring 
us one step closer to creating a national 
health plan. 
Judy Spelman
Point Reyes Station, Calif.

Gawande shows how a small country 
such as Costa Rica can come to have 
some of the healthiest people on earth. 
One additional reason that Costa Ri-
cans have been able to devote so much 
time and so many resources to devel-
oping their public-health system is that 
the country abolished its military in 
1948. The end of the armed services 
allowed for a greater financial and cul-
tural focus on health and education, 
resulting in a well-educated and long-
lived population. There’s a lesson in 
this for politicians everywhere—de-
voting fewer resources to the military 
can lead to gains in the lives of a coun-
try’s people. 
Joan Sturmthal
Hallowell, Maine

BETTER MEDICINE

Atul Gawande, in his piece on the ad-
vantages of Costa Rica’s approach to 
health care, writes that what set the coun-
try apart wasn’t “simply the amount it 
spent on health care. It was how the 
money was spent: targeting the most 
readily preventable kinds of death and 
disability” (“The Costa Rica Model,” 
August 30th). As he observes, the med-
ical system in the United States is much 
more reactive, and less focussed on com-
munity care. Limited access to primary 
care is perhaps the weakest link in our 
system, and it is largely due to the U.S. 
establishment’s emphasis on curing dis-
ease rather than on ministering to pa-
tients’ over-all health. This bias is also 
reflected in medical schools, which tend 
to push students toward specialties rather 
than toward primary care.

One way to address the deficits in 
primary care in the U.S. is to recruit 
medical students from among those 
mid-level practitioners—such as phy-
sician assistants and nurse practition-
ers—who are already delivering a great 
deal of this care. Currently, many of 
them are limited in their geographic 
mobility and the development of their 
own practices. Medical schools could 
design inexpensive two-year programs, 
tailored to qualified mid-level profes-
sionals, that would graduate primary-
care doctors who could then practice 
in underserved areas. These programs 
would benefit not just those seeking 
an alternative pathway in the field but 
patients as well.

The financial foundation of any uni-
versal health-care program depends on 
a healthy population, which requires 
the early detection and intervention 
that are the special province of primary-
care providers. Only once primary care 
for all is secured should a widespread 
focus on specialized care follow. 
Ken Miller
McKinleyville, Calif.

Gawande’s marvellous article about 
Costa Rica’s health-care system re-
inforces the idea that we in the U.S. 

•
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.
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For the show “Only an Octave Apart” (running through Oct. 3, at St. Ann’s Warehouse), Anthony Roth Cos-
tanzo and Justin Vivian Bond stitch together opera and cabaret in medleys arranged by Nico Muhly. One mashup 
combines two different laments by a woman named Dido: the closing aria from Henry Purcell’s “Dido and 
Aeneas” (1689), and the singer Dido’s single “White Flag” (2003). Purcell’s Carthaginian queen cannot forsake 
love, and the English songwriter echoes her namesake’s dignified demurral: “I’m in love and always will be.”

As New York City venues reopen, it’s advisable to confirm in advance the requirements for in-person attendance.
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Five years ago, the multilevel-marketing company LuLaRoe had 
more than eighty thousand independent sellers hawking its loudly 
printed leggings and other Technicolor clothing via Facebook Live 
and in-person “dress parties.” The business snowballed into a bil-
lion-dollar company by promising stay-at-home moms “full-time 
money for part-time work,” but of course that promise was too good 
to be true. In 2019, Washington State’s attorney general brought a 
lawsuit against LuLaRoe, accusing it of being a pyramid scheme, and 
the operation has crumbled under a social-media drubbing from former 
retailers who say that they received moldy, flimsy leggings to sell. Like 
all good scam chronicles, “LuLaRich,” a new four-part documentary 
on Amazon Prime, features wacky characters: the company’s plati-
num-haired, heavily maquillaged founder, DeAnne Brady; a hilarious 
former employee named LaShae Kimbrough, who declined to go on a 
company cruise because she didn’t want to be stuck on a boat “full of 
white people”; a vigilante blogger who considers it her personal mis-
sion to take LuLaRoe down. But it’s also full of hard truths about the 
ways in which capitalism preys on struggling mothers and leads them 
into debt with the allure of providing for their families.—Rachel Syme

ON TELEVISION

1

THE THEATRE

Polylogues
The actor and journalist Xandra Nur Clark 
wrote and performs this skillful piece of 
documentary theatre, extracted from doz-
ens of interviews, about polyamory in all 
its variety, including a household with five 
members in a collective relationship (there 
are a lot of rules) and an evangelical Chris-
tian couple who embrace the swinger sub-
culture in the U.S. military. Employing a 
method that might be called ultra-verbatim, 
Clark listens through earbuds to the actual 
recordings of the interviews as she reënacts 
them, maintaining not just the interviewees’ 
exact phrasing but also their silences, their 
stumbles, their false starts. This still allows 
for plenty of interpretation, and Clark per-

forms brilliantly, always in the service of 
amplifying her subjects’ insights and senses 
of humor. The show, presented by Colt Coeur 
at HERE, is frequently hilarious, in large 
part because the polyamorous, it seems, are 
an unusually self-aware bunch.—Rollo Romig 
(here.org; through Oct. 9.)

1

TELEVISION

The D’Amelio Show
The seventeen-year-old Charli D’Amelio is 
currently the most popular creator on Tik-
Tok, with more than a hundred and twen-
ty-four million followers. Her older sister, 
Dixie, trails her with a still enormous fif-
ty-four million. And yet the D’Amelios, who 
are at the center of this Hulu series, insist 

on perching, somewhat precariously, on the 
border between exceptionality and ordinari-
ness. “I don’t consider myself famous. I’m 
just a person that a lot of people follow for 
some reason,” Charli says. A big part of the 
family’s brand is their relatability, which can 
feel simultaneously genuine and curated. 
Charli and Dixie are what the philosophers 
Adorno and Horkheimer have called “ideal 
types of the new dependent average,” their 
fame both seemingly within reach—stars, 
they’re just like us!—and yet impossibly far 
away. “The D’Amelio Show” has seemingly 
positioned itself as a successor to “Keeping 
Up with the Kardashians” tailored to a Gen Z 
audience, but it doesn’t scratch the same itch 
that “Kardashians” did, largely because it 
is much more sanitary and restrained, and 
therefore less gripping. What the show does 
manage, perhaps surprisingly, is to serve as 
a pretty good P.S.A. for the toll that social 
media’s panopticon-like effects take on its 
participants.—Naomi Fry

Reservation Dogs
This show, created by Sterlin Harjo and Taika 
Waititi for FX on Hulu, is a near-perfect 
study of dispossession. Bear (D’Pharaoh 
Woon-A-Tai), Willie Jack (Paulina Alexis), 
Cheese (Lane Factor), and Elora (Devery 
Jacobs) are teen-agers living on a reservation 
in rural Oklahoma. The madcap quartet har-
bor pipe dreams of escaping rez life for the 
foreign land of California; to leave would be 
to honor the memory of their friend Daniel, 
who planted the idea in their heads before 
his death. To finance their trip out West, the 
kids commit petty theft, including peddling 
stolen vehicles to meth heads for parts and 
swiping steak from the market, so that Willie 
Jack can sell pies outside a health clinic. “Res-
ervation Dogs” evolves beyond the confines 
of the heist comedy: the Tarantino reference 
is front and center, but the show’s general 
vibe is more influenced by indie movies and 
hood films, and its washed-out palette is rem-
iniscent of FX’s “Atlanta,” with occasional 
swerves into the surreal. From the actors 
to the crew, the whole operation is run by 
people of Indigenous descent. The show may 
boast the single most exciting cast of the fall 
television season.—Doreen St. Félix (Reviewed 
in our issue of 9/27/21.)

1

DANCE

New York City Ballet
The Fall Fashion Gala, for which choreog-
raphers are paired with fashion designers to 
create new works, has brought mixed results 
in the past. (Creating costumes for dance 
is not a skill you pick up overnight.) But 
hope springs eternal. This year’s edition, on 
Sept. 30, includes dances by Sidra Bell and 
Andrea Miller, both of whom choreographed 
digital works during N.Y.C.B.’s COVID hi-
atus. Bell’s new piece will be clothed by the 
young, very in designer Christopher John 
Rogers, whose colorful, bold silhouettes 
have recently graced the figures of Beyoncé 
and Vice-President Kamala Harris. Miller 
is collaborating with Esteban Cortázar, a 
Colombian-born, Miami-raised designer 
whose work uses witty quotations of Latin 



Chronic pain can make 
a new day seem daunting.

The burden of chronic pain can limit everyday life. 

Abbott’s neurostimulation system changes the signals that  

tell your brain you’re in pain, giving you the relief you need. 
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YIn 2004, the Anton Kern gallery organized an unforgettable show 
titled “SCREAM,” identifying a new glam-grotesque aesthetic in the 
work of young artists influenced by horror movies. A sequel of sorts 
has arrived at the gallery: “Sweet Dreams, Nosferatu,” the striking 
début of Yuli Yamagata, a wildly imaginative, thirty-one-year-old 
Brazilian artist who’s fascinated by the macabre—from vampires to 
manga—and by the tension between revulsion and beauty. Of the 
twenty-one vividly colorful pieces on view (through Oct. 23), the most 
seductive are at once soft sculptures and paintings, sewn from silk, 
elastane, felt, patterned fabric, velvet, and cloth that Yamagata hand-
dyes using a shibori technique, a nod to her Japanese ancestry. The 
subjects of these big, perversely enticing works include a manicured 
claw, a goat’s head, a bat, and an opulent cephalopod (“Yoru Ika,” 
pictured above). The last might be an homage to a vampire-adjacent 
genre of trans-species erotica, famously portrayed in Hokusai’s 1814 
ukiyo-e woodcut “The Dream of the Fisherman’s Wife,” in which an 
octopus takes a human being as a lover.—Andrea K. Scott

AT THE GALLERIES

1

ART

Philip Guston
At the age of fifty-seven, Guston trashed 
his status as the most sensitive stylist of 
Abstract Expressionism and unclenched 
raucous pictorial confessions of fear and 
loathing that dumbfounded the art world 
when first shown, in 1970. The artist as much 
as announced that he had nothing going 
for him except a way with a brush, which 
he then exalted from a subbasement of the 
soul. Stricken with such regrets as having, in 
1935, disguised his identity as the son of im-
poverished Jewish immigrants by changing 
his name from Goldstein, Guston presented 
himself, in abject self-portraits, as a sad sack 
beset by bad habits and bad thoughts, and 
painted cartoonish Ku Klux Klan figures 
smoking cigars, tootling around in open cars, 
and generally making fools of themselves. 
(Art people were shocked, in 2020, when the 
latter images led to the postponement of a 
Guston exhibition by four major museums. 
I shared the reaction until I thought about 
it.) Hauser & Wirth exhibits eighteen of 
these stunning late works, whose visceral 
color, prehensile line, and brushwork—the 
most insinuative of any modern painter—
were all indirectly nourished by Guston’s 
passionate reverence for Renaissance mas-
ters. This body of work has outlasted, in 
authenticity and quality, that of every other 
American painter since.—Peter Schjeldahl 
(hauserwirth.com)

Cannupa Hanska Luger
“New Myth” is a good title for Luger’s excit-
ing début at the Garth Greenan gallery—the 
show vividly outlines the iconography of an 
Indigenous science fiction. Three wall-span-
ning video projections, from the artist’s 
ongoing “Future Ancestral Technologies” 
project, document sweeping landscapes 
inhabited by “monster slayers,” perform-
ers whose bright, beautifully crafted cos-
tumes—zigzagging crocheted leggings, elab-
orate helmet-headdresses—are also seen on 
mannequins in the gallery, alongside gaily 
lurid, politically pointed ceramic sculptures 
embellished with fringe. The artist, who was 

free on the center’s Web site, Oct. 4-14, 
“Whilst” and “My Letter” are responses to 
the isolation of the pandemic. Since each 
performer filmed the other, in the pair’s 
home, in Sweden, they are both alone and 
not alone.—B.S. (bacnyc.org)

“Movement Without Borders”
This daylong event at Judson Memorial 
Church, on Oct. 2, brings together art-
ists and activists to advocate for a more 
humane immigration system. Conceived 
and directed by the choreographer Richard 
Colton, it is particularly strong in its lineup 
of dance artists, featuring Mariana Valencia, 
Jimena Paz, Francesca Harper, and Shamel 
Pitts/TRIBE, among others. But the par-
ticipants also include the Antonio Sanchez 
Band and the writers Margo Jefferson and 
Claudia Rankine.—B.S. (movementwith­
outborders.com)

American cultural iconography. The ballets 
will be repeated Oct. 1-2 and Oct. 6.—Ma­
rina Harss (nycballet.com)

Alejandro Cerrudo
Cerrudo, a former Hubbard Street Dance 
Chicago dancer, is best known for his silken, 
moody pas de deux. Mood is a big part of 
his work as a choreographer; he is adept at 
creating an atmosphere through legato phras-
ing, cinematic music, and lighting. Though 
Cerrudo is now the choreographer-in-resi-
dence at Pacific Northwest Ballet, his new 
evening-length show “It Starts Now” (at the 
Joyce, Sept. 28-Oct. 3) is an independent proj-
ect, involving dancers from several companies. 
The work, Cerrudo says, is about the nature of 
time, how it expands and contracts depending 
on our state of mind.—M.H. (joyce.org)

Denishawn
Ruth St. Denis and Ted Shawn have been 
called the parents of American modern 

dance. Borrowing from many cultures, 
they helped originate a new one, applying 
their conjoined names to a dance school 
and a company, in 1915, and giving Mar-
tha Graham her start. Their works, very 
rarely performed anymore, can look too 
antique, and are obvious targets for charges 
of Orientalism and cultural appropriation. 
Nevertheless, the pieces carry substantial 
historical interest, and the cast for this 
program at the Theatre at St. Jean, on the 
Upper East Side, Sept. 30-Oct. 3, is studded 
with such distinguished veterans as Arthur 
Avilés, PeiJu Chien-Pott, and Valentina 
Kozlova.—Brian Seibert

Mats Ek and Ana Laguna
Choreographer and dancer, husband and 
wife, Ek and Laguna have long been one of 
the most celebrated couples in contempo-
rary European dance. As part of the Barysh-
nikov Arts Center’s digital fall season, they 
each appear in new solos choreographed by 
Ek, who is now seventy-six. Available for 
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1

MUSIC

Bill Charlap Trio
JAZZ The pianist Bill Charlap, united as a 
working unit with the bassist Peter Washing-
ton and the drummer Kenny Washington for 
nearly a quarter century, has pulled off a very 
neat hat trick. By blending two unrelated 
strains of popular piano-trio traditions—
the spit-and-polish drive of Oscar Peterson 
and the probing lyricism of Bill Evans—the 
Charlap triumvirate has established its own 
distinct voice, smoothly morphing into the 
premier mainstream jazz-piano trifecta. The 
band’s upcoming album, “Street of Dreams,” 
a zesty program of superbly played stan-
dards, both familiar (“The Duke,” “What Are 
You Doing the Rest of Your Life?”) and over-
looked (“You’re All the World to Me”), is just 
as distinguished as previous releases.—Steve 
Futterman (Village Vanguard; Sept. 21-Oct. 3.)

Experiential Orchestra
CLASSICAL The Experiential Orchestra was 
established, in 2009, to explore new ways of 
engaging audiences with symphonic music. 
Last year, it made headlines with its début 
recording, a Grammy-winning account of 
Ethel Smyth’s visionary work “The Prison.” 
The ensemble opens its new season in col-
laboration with the African Diaspora Music 
Project, whose founder, the soprano Lou-
ise Toppin, is featured in vocal works by 
David Baker, William Grant Still, and Jessie 
Montgomery. The evening also includes the 
New York première of two pieces by Julia 
Perry, a distinguished and prolific Afri-
can American composer active during the 
nineteen-fifties and sixties; James Blachly 
conducts.—Steve Smith (DiMenna Center for 
Classical Music; Oct. 2 at 8.)

Lucas Meachem:  
“Shall We Gather”
CLASSICAL There is much to enjoy in Lucas 
Meachem’s first solo album, “Shall We 
Gather,” a plea for togetherness in a divided 
country. Meachem’s voice—a substantial 
and propulsive lyric baritone with pillowy 
edges—records beautifully, and he and his 
wife, the pianist Irina Meachem, make a di-
verse group of songs hang together, with 
entries by Kurt Weill, William Grant Still, 
Florence Price, Jake Heggie, Stephen Fos-
ter, and Carrie Jacobs-Bond. Thematically, 
the album feels a little naïve: romanticized 
notions of America’s past can’t address the 
political tribalism and white nationalism 
that afflict the country today, and Meachem’s 
delivery sometimes crosses the line between 
sincerity and piety. Too many Aaron Cop-
land songs aside, the album hits upon honest 
moments both large (Heggie’s 9/11 ballad 
“That Moment On”) and small (Still’s quiet 
“Grief”).—Oussama Zahr

R.E.M.: “New Adventures in  
Hi-Fi” (25th Anniversary Edition)
ROCK Most of R.E.M.’s 1996 album, “New 
Adventures in Hi-Fi,” was recorded during 
a draining 1995 tour—an infamous outing 
during which the drummer Bill Berry suffered 
an aneurysm onstage. It was his last record, 
closing the book on the band’s first chapter. 
“New Adventures” always felt strangely in-
conclusive, but the second half of its new 
quarter-century edition has its own enticing 
push and pull. Stray covers, including a free-
wheeling run through Richard Thompson’s 
“Wall of Death,” trade off with raw concert 
recordings of album material, less cluttered 
and more exciting than the studio-massaged 
versions.—Michaelangelo Matos

Jeff Tweedy
ROCK This week, New York’s rock ecosys-
tem gains splashy new digs at Brooklyn 
Made, a deliberately designed club in Bush-
wick. The venue—not to be confused with 
Brooklyn Steel, Brooklyn Bowl, Brooklyn 
Monarch, or Brooklyn Mirage—promises 
round-the-clock Bushwick resources, with 
a late-night bar and a café for those pesky 
pre-rock hours. Jeff Tweedy, fresh off a tour 
leading Wilco, opens the doors with solo 
sets (Sept. 30-Oct. 1). The singer’s album 
“Love Is the King,” recorded with his sons 
during lockdown, shows the bright side of 
the oft-disparaged “dad rock”—it burns 
with empathy. Future weeks at Brooklyn 
Made feature Band of Horses (Oct. 18–20), 
the Mountain Goats (Oct. 25–27), and the 
Wallflowers (Nov. 10). If the performers 
appear unusually mellow, blame the venue: 
among the perks offered to its headliners 
is a private loft apartment, replete with a 
rooftop pool.—Jay Ruttenberg
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Since 2013, the Arizona hip-hop trio 
Injury Reserve—made up of the rappers 
Stepa J. Groggs and Ritchie With a T 
and the producer Parker Corey—have 
been trying to make pop music out of 
noise. Fuelled by desert isolation and an 
outsider’s mentality, the group charted 
a course from jazz-warped alt-rap to 
something even more experimental. 
Last July, just as they were on the cusp 
of an evolution, Groggs died, at the age 
of thirty-two. Their restless new album, 
“By the Time I Get to Phoenix,” recorded 
before Groggs’s passing, is the first to 
fully realize the Injury Reserve vision. 
Unbound and, at times, alien, it’s a post-
rap epic, exploding with poignant music 
that’s hectic, congested, and glitchy. The 
team’s high-density sound finally cracks 
open into a self-sustained universe of 
abstraction.—Sheldon Pearce

EXPERIMENTAL

born on the Standing Rock Reservation in 
North Dakota, presents these objects as 
battlefield artifacts of a symbolic war. A 
fearsome yellow-tongued, many-eyed purple 
creature is titled “Greed”; in “Severed I” 
and “Severed II,” the heads of decapitated 
serpents bare fangs that recall gas-pump 
nozzles. Over all, the exhibition hints at 
a hard-won victory against rapacious, eco-
cidal forces, among other stories. Luger’s 
compelling futurism fantastically distills, 
but doesn’t simplify or resolve, the conflicts 
of a cataclysmic present.—Johanna Fateman 
(garthgreenan.com)

Paul Thek
It can be startling to note the date of a 
piece by Paul Thek, whose brilliant and 
varied career was cut short by AIDS in 1988. 
The American artist’s sculptures from the 
nineteen-sixties—which he called “Tech-
nological Reliquaries”—seem especially 
ahead of their time. The centerpiece of 
“Relativity Clock,” a sensitive cross-section 
of the artist’s œuvre at the Alexander & 
Bonin gallery, is “Untitled (Meat Piece 
with Chair),” from 1966, a bewitchingly 
grisly hybrid object, in which what looks 
like a ravaged haunch (it’s wax) rests in a 
plexiglass case. Thek’s use of the Minimalist 
form of a box as a sepulchral display feels 
like a response to the future; his approach 
to the body prefigures the mournful wax 
appendages of Robert Gober by twenty 
years. The show also includes Thek’s later 
paintings—often delicate and sketchlike, 
sometimes abstract—which convey both the 
range of his interests and his impervious-
ness to trends. A selection of diary pages 
and fragmentary drawings underscores 
the artist’s emphasis on the ephemeral, as 
well as his unsentimental grasp of the inti-
mate.—J.F. (alexanderandbonin.com)

1

MOVIES

Manhandled
Allan Dwan’s bustling New York comedy, from 
1924, has a gravely serious side; it’s both a 
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A highlight of French Institute Alliance Française’s “Burning Brighter” 
series (running in person Oct. 1-3 and online Oct. 3-10), devoted 
to new French filmmakers, is “Simply Black,” a hectic metafictional 
mockumentary that’s also a substantive political critique of French 
society. The actor, director, and TV personality Jean-Pascal Zadi, 
who co-directed with John Wax, plays a comedic version of himself: 
Jean-Pascal, a Black online-comedy star whose efforts to break into 
movies are thwarted by the industry’s racist stereotypes (which are 
sharply satirized). Meanwhile, Jean-Pascal attempts to launch a march 
for Black men—despite having no grassroots organization, only a 
top-down focus on Black celebrities whom he approaches, with a tone-
deaf naïveté, to promote it. The movie is presented as a documentary 
about Jean-Pascal, shot by a crew that follows him around (and that 
he acknowledges with uproarious stage glances and asides), and it 
features a bevy of star cameos (including Omar Sy). But its earnest 
focus is the police violence that Black people in France endure, and 
the lack of a historic French civil-rights movement to inspire and 
energize current-day protest.—Richard Brody

WHAT TO STREAM

piece of bitter humor. Silent.—Richard Brody 
(Playing Sept. 29 at Film Forum and streaming 
on YouTube.)

Not Fade Away
In his first feature film, from 2013, David 
Chase delves back to the nineteen-sixties and 
tells the story of Douglas (John Magaro), 
who gets together with friends to form a 
band, plays reverential covers of Buddy 
Holly and other gods, and cultivates hopes 
of making it big. These teen-age charac-
ters—including Eugene (Jack Huston) and 
Grace (Bella Heathcote), the girl who sways 
between him and Douglas—are souls still 
forming, unsure of the face and the sound 
that they ought to present to the world, 
and most of them are fated to stay small; 
the movie is a psalm to those who, far from 
following in the path of the Rolling Stones, 
stayed trapped under a rock. Hence the im-
portance of James Gandolfini, who, in the 

role of Douglas’s father, nails the image of a 
guy who hardly dared to countenance escape, 
and thus never left. Hence the envy that 
laces his derision of his son, and hence, too, 
the sight of this heavyweight loser slumped 
on the couch, watching “South Pacific” on 
TV and crying into his ice cream.—Anthony 
Lane (Streaming on Paramount Plus, Google 
Play, and other services.)

Rat Film
Sparked by an encounter with a rat stuck 
in a garbage can, the Baltimore-based film-
maker Theo Anthony investigates that city’s 
rodent infestation and uncovers its surpris-
ing political roots and odd byways. The film 
veers from near-comedy (the hunting of 
rats with improvised weaponry) to anguish 
(areas rendered virtually uninhabitable by 
vermin), from hearty first-person observa-
tions (including extended ride-alongs with a 
rat-extermination officer) to sharply detailed 
historical investigations. Anthony’s archival 
and demographic research reveals Baltimore’s 
history of racial segregation—de jure and 
de facto—and highlights a wide range of 
present-day afflictions in the neighborhoods 
assigned to Black residents a century ago. 
(A sidebar reveals that a Baltimore scientist 
working on defense issues during the Second 
World War experimented with poisons in 
Black neighborhoods.) Anthony’s evocation 
of the city through maps, old and new, leads 
him to other modes of visualization, including 
physical models and video games, and those 
representations turn visionary, transforming 
a concluding sequence of civic pride and good 
cheer into a brilliant fantasy of radical politi-
cal utopia. Released in 2017.—R.B. (Streaming 
on the Criterion Channel.)

Swimming Out Till  
the Sea Turns Blue
In Jia Zhangke’s interview-centered docu-
mentary, about four generations of Chinese 
authors, from the birth of the People’s Re-
public to the present day, the director un-
folds the close connections between writers’ 
lives and the life of their times with passion 
and devotion—and with cagey omissions and 
keen ironies. The film spotlights four writers 
based in rural villages; Jia, who is also from a 
small provincial town, elicits extraordinary 
stories that highlight both the desperate 
poverty that villagers endured in years past 
and the intensive transformations that have 
brought prosperity but threaten local tra-
ditions and the transmission of memory. 
Several writers detail the oppressions of 
the Cultural Revolution and the loosening 
up that followed. Liang Hong describes the 
economic and familial burdens borne by 
rural women at the turn of the millennium. 
Yu Hua speaks of censorship in the eight-
ies with an anecdotal wryness and alludes, 
with a deft wink, to the Tiananmen Square 
Massacre, in 1989. It’s one of his sharp-edged 
phrases—suggesting the gap between per-
sonal experience and official accounts—that 
gives the film its title. In Mandarin.—R.B. 
(Streaming on MUBI.)

fable of hope and a cautionary fantasy of 
glamour, centered on the yearnings of work-
ing-class women and the predatory schemes 
of prosperous men. Gloria Swanson brings 
mercurial inventiveness and intense pathos 
to the role of Tessie McGuire, a salesclerk in 
a department store’s bargain basement. The 
firm’s frivolous young heir (Arthur Housman) 
introduces the feisty Tessie to his novelist 
friend (Paul McAllister), who’s looking for a 
proletarian to study and brings her into the 
beau monde. She poses for a sculptor (Ian 
Keith) who tries to rape her; she performs at 
a café where the proprietor (Frank Morgan) 
tries to seduce her. Meanwhile, her boyfriend, 
Jim Hogan (Tom Moore), a mechanic and a 
freelance inventor, schemes to market a new 
device and earn enough to marry her. Dwan, a 
cinematic rationalist, contrasts earnest science 
with decadent art; he films workaday troubles 
with analytical comedic flair, as in a subway 
sequence—showing Tessie struggling to get 
home from work—that’s an all-time anthology 
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TABLES FOR TWO

Délice & Sarrasin
20 Christopher St. 

For four and a half million years, early 
hominids survived on a plant-based 
diet—seeds, nuts, roots, tubers. Around 
2.6 million years ago, one of our an-
cestors got the idea to impale another 
terrestrial mammal with a sharp-edged 
tool, leaving butchery marks on its 
bones, later discovered as fossils by ar-
cheologists in the Ethiopian highlands. 
Today, some Homo sapiens still cling to 
the old ways, calling themselves vegetar-
ian or, in their most traditionalist form, 
vegan, and envision a future in which 
the natural order is restored. At Délice 
& Sarrasin, a charming French bistro in 
the West Village, vegans can bide their 
time in style, enticing new recruits with 
the beau ideal of meatless haute cuisine.

Vegan French cookery exposes an 
interesting paradox. On one hand, the 
very existence of Délice & Sarrasin and 
restaurants like it serves as a critique of 
animal farming—see, you can eat well 
without inflicting violence on sentient 
life-forms. On the other, Yvette Caron, 
Délice & Sarrasin’s head chef, does not 
wish to alienate the omnivorous, a good 

number of whom she counts among her 
patrons. She has tactfully sprinkled her 
menu with all the animalic terms that 
we accept as unremarkably normative: 
“Brie,” “duck,” “salmon.” The kitchen is 
stocked with none of these, of course, 
only their vegetal reinterpretations at 
the hands of an imaginative chef.

One metric for assaying the quality 
of a self-consciously vegan dish (that is, 
a dish featuring imitation meat or dairy) 
is the extent to which it approximates 
the sensory attributes—the mouthfeel—
of the real thing. By this standard, the 
crab cakes at Délice & Sarrasin, pre-
sented with a savory cashew-based 
tartar sauce, are beyond reproach. My 
father, a longtime pescatarian, tried 
them and wove a theory (in jest, sort 
of ) that the kitchen is serving actual 
crab to unsuspecting herbivores. “This 
is crab cake,” he kept saying, indiscreetly. 
(Rest assured, the “crab” cake is made 
of dehydrated lemon peel, yellow bell 
pepper, and seaweed marinated in soy 
sauce; wheat flour provides the crust.) 
In the tournedos Rossini, pan-seared 
Impossible Burger, subbing in for filet 
steak, fooled us both. In taste tests, half 
of the respondents can’t distinguish 
the company’s bioengineered products 
from actual meat. PETA has called the 
fatty, iron-dense patty “probably the un-
healthiest veggie burger on the market”; 
in other words, it’s delicious.

You can also evaluate a vegan dish 
on its own terms, mentally setting 
aside whatever fleshy alias it’s been as-
signed. Producing authentic foie gras 

entails force-feeding a duck or a goose; 
it’s banned in California and about a 
dozen countries, and will become illegal 
in New York City next year. Not wishing 
to seem impolite, I once sampled the 
stuff as a dinner guest at the home of a 
Frenchman living in Park Slope. Caron’s 
cruelty-free version—made from tahini, 
cashews, garlic, onion, cloves, ginger, 
nutmeg, and cardamom—is fruitier, nut-
tier, and silkier, and comes with home-
made fig jam and sourdough bread. Who 
cares if it’s not a perfect simulacrum of 
a bizarrely produced luxury food whose 
obsolescence is long overdue? 

For the escargot, Caron replaces 
snails with thinly sliced oyster mush-
rooms, which she glazes with white 
wine and cooks in a sauce of pulverized 
cashews, coconut, garlic, and parsley. 
They pass for neither snails nor oysters, 
but they stand out all the same. Why 
not call them délicieux champignons and 
be done with it?

Perhaps the best dish in the house is 
one that’s not trying to be something 
else. The ratatouille, a canonical medley 
of stewed vegetables, involves sautéing 
coarsely cut garlic, onions, eggplant, zuc-
chini, tricolor bell peppers, and heirloom 
tomatoes before combining them with 
various herbs in a rich, floral mélange. 
By some alchemy, every bite retains the 
full, distinct flavor of each ingredient. 
It tastes like, well, garlic, onions, egg-
plant, zucchini, peppers, tomatoes, and 
herbs—and isn’t missing anything at all. 
(Entrées $14-$35.)

—David Kortava
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COMMENT

STOCK ANSWERS

A good way to get people talking, in 
this lingering pandemic era, is to 

ask whether they have tried to rent a car 
lately. Even if they haven’t, they have 
likely heard stories, perhaps about largely 
empty lots at the Atlanta airport, where 
customers were forced to compete in 
what the actress Audra McDonald, in 
an angry tweet, called a “hunger games 
relay,” or about the man who told the 
Los Angeles Times that he had booked 
a compact car to take his kids to Disney­
land only to be directed to a van that 
“reeked of cigarettes and marijuana.” But 
most of the stories are more quotidian; 
the common elements are long lines, 
high rates, few choices, and mysterious 
references to “supply­chain issues.”

What are these supply­chain issues, 
and why, more than a year and a half 
into the pandemic, do they keep pop­
ping up in so many corners of life? The 
shortage of rental cars—as well as used 
and new cars—isn’t expected to let up 
until at least next year. Last week, the 
Park Slope Food Co­op, in Brooklyn, 
sent an e­mail to members explaining 
that certain types of pasta could be out 
of stock; other purveyors are having 
trouble getting chicken wings. At times, 
it’s been oddly hard to come by plumb­
ing fixtures, construction materials, salad 
dressing, and even some new books. Re­
mote work and schooling have added 
to the demand for tech products, con­
tributing to long waits. Most items are, 
ultimately, available, if at a higher price; 
during the past year, the Consumer Price 
Index has risen about five per cent, dou­

ble the percentage it rose in the year be­
fore the pandemic. 

Americans are not facing Soviet­style 
empty shelves, or having to scrap for the 
basics. In aggregate, we are hardly in a 
condition of scarcity. Still, supply­chain 
trouble suggests that something is off 
with the way we’re operating in the world, 
and that we don’t yet know the extent of 
our vulnerabilities. The issues can also 
be a serious impediment to a broader 
economic recovery.

The most obvious culprit is COVID­19. 
In the case of rental cars, when travel 
decreased sharply in the spring of 2020, 
many companies generated cash by sell­
ing off a sizable portion of their fleets. 
They may have assumed that they could 
just buy more cars later, but when the 
time came cars weren’t available. The 
main reason for that is a worldwide short­
age of semiconductors, the chips used 
in automotive systems—the supply has 
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been constrained by COVID­related plant 
closures in Asia, where many of them 
are made. Last week, the Wall Street Jour-

nal estimated that, because of the “chip 
famine,” some seven million cars were 
not built.

Last Thursday, Gina Raimondo, the 
Secretary of Commerce, hosted an in­
dustry summit on the chip shortage, with 
executives from companies including 
Ford and General Motors, as well as 
Apple and Samsung, which are also com­
peting for semiconductors. Afterward, 
her office said that one of its goals is to 
build supply­chain “trust.” (Another is 
to explore how the United States can 
become less dependent on overseas sup­
pliers.) A White House briefing posted 
the same day said that the dearth of chips 
was “dragging down the US economy,” 
and cited an estimate that it may lop a 
percentage point off G.D.P. growth.

What’s often at the heart of a supply­ 
chain issue is a labor issue. Last week, 
the ports of Los Angeles and Long Beach 
were approaching a crisis state because 
more than seventy container ships were 
idling offshore, in what had become a 
maritime parking lot; there aren’t enough 
dockworkers to unload their cargo, or 
enough truck drivers to move it out of 
the ports. (Shipping rates have spiked, 
too.) Labor shortages are the reason that 
so many things just seem to be in the 
wrong place—the prime symptom of a 
supply­chain squeeze. “Just in time” de­
livery works only if you can deliver. 

The labor situation, too, is no doubt 
related to COVID­19, but there is wide 
disagreement about exactly how. A sig­
nificant number of people who were 
laid off early in the pandemic because 
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CITY WORKS

THE STASH

E lie Hirschfeld grew up in New York, 
develops real estate in New York, and 

has long bought art depicting New York—
by Rothko, Rockwell, O’Keeffe, Hockney, 
Lawrence, Hopper, and others—for a col-
lection once kept largely at his Manhattan 
apartment, across from the Met. He and 
his wife, Sarah, are donating the collection 
to the New-York Historical Society. (An 
exhibition of the works opens on Octo-
ber 22nd.) Before it moved, they gave a 
visitor a tour. Paintings hung on walls and 
reclined on couches, like guests. Hirschfeld, 
seventy-one, is tall, lean, and balding; 
Sarah, sixty-one, a doctor and a scientist, 
is shorter, with dark hair. They both pos-
sess a serene but exacting demeanor. 

The collection has strong architectural 
themes. Hirschfeld gestured at a paint-
ing of snowy, small-town Brooklyn in 
1818, by Francis Guy, which they’d cho-
sen for the apartment’s entryway. “We 
thought about the de Kooning—but this 
has a sense of home that is very relaxing,” 
he said. “Don’t you just want to go inside 

and put on a fire?” The living room fea-
tured a fifteen-foot Red Grooms mural: 
a rollicking Seventh Avenue scene, from 
1967, with a groovy couple zooming by 
on a motorcycle. “Look at the price on a 
cab,” Hirschfeld said. (“35¢.”) Nearby hung 
four Warhols of the Brooklyn Bridge, 
from 1983. “I had lunch with Andy War-
hol in his studio that year, in Union 
Square,” he said. “I said, ‘See there, at the 
south corner? I’m building the One Union 
Square condominium tower.’ For the next 
forty minutes, all he wanted to talk about 
was real estate.” Hirschfeld owns another 
Warhol, “a fabulous drawing of Trump 
Tower,” where Hirschfeld once had an 
office and befriended Donald Trump. 
(“There’s a whole story on that, we’ll leave 
it alone. . . . He actually did appoint me 
to the United States Commission for 
the Preservation of America’s Heritage 
Abroad.”) Warhol and Trump “got into 
a well-known dispute about the final,” he 
added. (“Mr. Trump was very upset that 
it wasn’t color-coordinated,” Warhol wrote 
in his diary. “I think Trump’s sort of cheap, 
though, I get that feeling.”) 

“This is a Calder,” Hirschfeld said, 
of a tabletop mobile. “We have a cou-
ple of non-New York scenes. You see the 
Stella there?” He pointed to a wall-size 
painting of colorful squares in the din-
ing room. Next: Romare Bearden, from 

a series of paintings for a credit sequence 
in a movie—Hirschfeld had forgotten 
which. (Sarah, checking a binder: “John 
Cassavetes, 1980, ‘Gloria.’”) Also in the 
living room were Hopper (“They knocked 
down this Waldorf-Astoria and built the 
Empire State Building”), Saul Steinberg, 
de Kooning (“Totally abstract, but it’s 
done on the New York Times, so it’s a 
New York scene to me”). “This is abso-
lutely amazing,” Hirschfeld said, picking 
up a pastel of a view from a window, from 
1958. “A scene of New York City from 
Marc Chagall.” After Hirschfeld brought 
it home, he realized that the view was 
uncannily familiar. In 1958, Chagall had 
stayed at the Stanhope Hotel, now the 
Hirschfelds’ apartment building. 

Hirschfeld breezed through the 
kitchen, pausing to admire a line draw-
ing by Hirschfeld (“And not me!”) of the 
“21” Club, and proceeded into a long hall-
way featuring Childe Hassam; Lawrence; 
a Christo sketch of a wrapped Madison 
Square Garden; Reginald Marsh, of sky-
scraper construction (“These figures build-
ing New York, that excitement about the 
future”); and a Rockwell of a posh boy 
and a rumpled worker in Gramercy Park. 
At the Thomas Hart Benton painting 
“Washington Square Art Fair,” mounted 
at the end of the hallway, Hirschfeld got 
choked up. “This is the piece that started 

of closures haven’t gone back to work, 
even as more businesses reopen. The 
factors cited include a fear of infection 
and an aversion to dealing with cus-
tomers who are angry about policies, or 
the lack of them, requiring masks and 
proof of vaccination—a particular con-
cern for restaurant workers, who are also 
in short supply. Some essential work-
ers, such as health aides and delivery 
drivers, who were hit hard by the pan-
demic, may be reassessing their jobs; 
and many of the more than six hun-
dred thousand people who have died of 
COVID were members of the workforce. 
Professional reckonings have taken place 
among higher-paid workers, too. Tran-
sitions require mobility and time. And, 
even with schools reopening, a short-
age of affordable day care (and of day-
care workers) means that some parents 
who want to return to jobs can’t do so. 

Many of these circumstances, nota-
bly the lack of child care, were not so 

much caused by the pandemic as ex-
posed by it. (The same could be said of 
another shortage: affordable housing.) 
The question of how to solve the labor 
issue can’t be answered without an ex-
amination of values and priorities. Would 
it be better to persuade people to fill jobs 
by further cutting unemployment ben-
efits, or by raising the federal minimum 
wage, which is still $7.25 an hour, or rais-
ing wages generally? What about add-
ing support for child care, paid family 
leave, and public transportation—mea-
sures being debated in Congress now—
or increasing immigration? 

Referring to supply-chain issues, in 
other words, can be a useful shorthand 
when a problem arises, but it’s an insuf-
ficient one. For that matter, pinning the 
supply-chain meltdown on the pandemic 
can be an evasion. Last week, at the 
Council on Foreign Relations, the Irish 
Taoiseach, or Prime Minister, Micheál 
Martin, said that multiple supply-chain 

breakdowns created by Brexit had been 
“masked by COVID.” (The United King-
dom has faced shortages of everything 
from fuel to the carbon dioxide needed 
for processing many foods.) Similarly, 
recent storms have caused major disrup-
tions; by one estimate, Hurricane Ida 
alone wrecked a quarter of a million cars. 

Such severe weather events are a re-
minder that the pandemic supply-chain 
ruptures may pale compared with those 
which will be associated with the cli-
mate crisis in coming years. Indeed, one 
of the most urgent tasks now may be to 
think about the two issues together. In 
both cases, the scramble for quick fixes—
clearing downed power lines, restock-
ing pasta—can distract from the need 
for systemic change. The real challenge, 
when it comes to thinking about sup-
ply chains, isn’t making sure that a con-
tainer ship is unloaded. It’s deciding how 
we want to live. 

—Amy Davidson Sorkin
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GEORGIA POSTCARD

GET OUT

Cobb County, a wealthy area north-
west of Atlanta, recently advertised 

a new escape room on its Facebook page. 
“You’ve been wrongfully sentenced to life 
without parole,” the description read. 
“You’ve settled in, made a few friends, 
but every one has their breaking point.” 

in their sixties who had lived the game’s 
basic premise: Calvin C. Johnson, Jr. (six-
teen years for rape and aggravated sod-
omy; exonerated 1999), and Clarence Har-
rison (seventeen years for rape, robbery, 
and kidnapping; exonerated 2004). They 
arrived together in Johnson’s car. John-
son’s girlfriend was out of town, and Har-
rison was tired of sitting home alone. Nei-
ther had been to an escape room before.

“It’s like a game of Clue or some-
thing?” Johnson asked. He had a white 
goatee and wore an Atlanta Falcons hat. 
Someone explained the idea. 

“Interesting,” Johnson replied. He 
went on, “I thought about escape. It’s 
normal. But then you think, Innocent 
people don’t break out of prison.”

“Because that’s criminal,” Harrison 
added. He wore khaki cargo shorts 
and used a cane. He said, “The warden 
thought I was trying to escape, because 
I was drawing stuff from memory—re-
constructing the area where the crime 
occurred. But my idea of getting out was 
to prove my innocence with DNA.” 

Christina Cribbs, a lawyer for the 
Georgia Innocence Project—which 
has freed a dozen people, including 
Harrison—joined them. Her off ice 
had discussed the prison-escape-room 

the collection,” he said. On a hall table, 
unremarked upon, was a small photo of 
Hirschfeld with Trump, both smiling.

A Louis Lozowick from 1932-36, of 
an industrial Manhattan waterfront, was 
unusually tall and thin. “There’s a reason 
for that,” Hirschfeld said. “I used to own 
the Hotel Pennsylvania, and my office 
was there. I would go to that post office”—
now Moynihan Train Hall—“to get things 
out fast.” Moseying around there one day, 
he turned a corner and saw “a three-story-
tall painting of this. So this was a study 
for that!” He recently sneaked into a con-
struction area at Moynihan to look for 
it. “Still there,” he said. 

In the bedroom, where drapes could 
be drawn, a few special paintings, usu-
ally protected from light, leaned against 
the furniture. (“I got them out, and I was, 
like, ‘Whoa,’” Hirschfeld said.) They in-
cluded Bemelmans’s “Greeley Square,” 
in rich greens, and a small Keith Har-
ing “radiant baby,” with bolts in it, from 
the Bowery subway station. The couple 
turned to a stunningly vivid O’Keeffe 
of the Brooklyn Bridge’s curved inte-
rior peaks, propped against a floor lamp. 
“Georgia O’Keeffe has long been my fa-
vorite artist,” Hirschfeld said. “The erot-
icism of her paintings, and the beauty of 
them. It pulsates!” Where did they usu-
ally keep it? “Turned around—I forget 
where.” Sarah pointed: “Over there.”

Were they getting a good look at the 
works while they still had them? Hirsch-
feld paused. “I guess there’s no harm in 
telling you. I’m having all of the pieces 
copied and framed.” (And stamped “not 
original.”) “So I can look at them all 
the time, and I don’t have to have the 
shades down.”  

—Sarah Larson

It continued, “While the prison is in chaos 
because of a riot in the yard, you have a 
tiny window of opportunity to explore 
the building and carry out a great escape.” 
Noting a “hard difficulty level” and the 
potential use of fog machines, the descrip-
tion concluded with a line cribbed from 
“The Shawshank Redemption”: “It’s time 
to get busy living, or get busy dying.” 

A local reporter posted a screenshot on 
Twitter. Commenters noted the weirdly 
worded plot. What, one asked, did “you’ve 
settled in” mean, exactly? Another re-
sponded, “I assume it means: ‘You have 
accepted that the system is irretrievably 
broken and nothing short of burning 
it all down will solve it. But the cafete-
ria shift gives you a chance to play with 
some new recipe ideas.’” Others offered 
context. “Robert Clark was wrongfully 
convicted in Cobb County” and served 
twenty-four years, a former inmate wrote. 
“Such injustices aren’t a game.” It is es-
timated that thousands of inmates in 
the U.S. are innocent. Conditions within 
Georgia’s prisons are currently under 
federal investigation.

One recent evening, five curious cus-
tomers together paid a hundred and thir-
ty-five dollars to try their luck. Among 
them were two Cobb County residents 
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“Well, the bad news is I can’t find the mustard . . .”

• •
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concept. “Tone-deaf at best,” she said. 
Shortly before the opening of the room, 
Cobb County quietly took down the 
Facebook post. “They know they did 
something wrong,” Cribbs said. “But 
there was no acknowledgment of it.”

“The old D.A. never said he was sorry 
to me, either,” Harrison said. 

Inside, liability waivers were signed. 
A staffer handcuffed some of the group. 
Then he led them into “Shankshaw Pen-
itentiary.” The first room had an inter-
rogation table. There was a tape player 
on it with a cryptic recording. But ad-
vancing to the next room—a cell with a 
set of bunk beds, some books, a deck of 
cards, and what appeared to be a poster 
of the pinup girl Bettie Page—required 
a hint from a short man in a gas mask 
playing a prison guard. “Look inside of 
everything,” the man advised.

After a while, Johnson found a key 
hidden in the cell’s toilet. The guard 
claimed that the toilet had been do-
nated by an actual Georgia jail.

“I thought so,” Johnson said. He 
asked someone else to reach in for  
the key.

Next was the warden’s office. A bunch 
of license plates on a wall, rearranged in 
the right order, opened the door to the 
final room—a maintenance closet. But 
a siren went off before the group could 
figure out the last clue. Game over.

“You almost had it,” the guard said. 
“I guess you’ll have to stay in here for-
ever!” They headed for the exit.

Outside, the air felt nice. Some kids 
were playing Frisbee golf nearby. A 
vehicle resembling an unmarked patrol 
car sat in the parking lot. Was it real or 
a prop?

“Maybe the game’s not over yet,” 
Johnson said. He took out his phone 
and read something he’d written about 
wrongful convictions. “Nothing can re-
place what’s been taken from you. Not 
money, not counselors, not friends or 
family,” he said. “Still, you go forward 
marching into the future with hope.”

“A struggle for all of us,” Harrison 
said quietly, leaning on his cane.

Johnson’s phone rang. It was his girl-
friend, asking how the experience had 
gone. “There’s no way to explain it other 
than it wasn’t realistic,” he said. As he 
spoke, a smiling white family headed 
inside. It was their turn to escape.

—Charles Bethea

1

DEPT. OF HOPE

SURVIVAL GUIDE

Before the pandemic, Jane Goodall 
travelled three hundred days a year 

to speak to audiences about the climate 
crisis. “I used to do, like, three days in the 
Netherlands, three days in Belgium, three 
days in France,” Goodall, who is eighty-
seven, recalled recently. In China or Aus-
tralia, “it would be, like, two weeks, where 
they’d spread me through their country.” 
Everywhere she went, she met young 
people who were “angry, depressed, or just 
apathetic, because, they’ve told me, we 
have compromised their future and they 
feel there is nothing they can do about 
it,” she writes in her twenty-first and most 
recent work, “The Book of Hope: A Sur-
vival Guide for Trying Times.” Amid 
flooding and wildfires, impassivity and 
eco-grief, the question she was asked most 
often was “Do you honestly believe there 
is hope for our world?” 

She does, and she’ll tell you why. “The 
Book of Hope,” which she wrote with 
Douglas Abrams and Gail Hudson, is 
structured like a dialogue in which the 
naturalist (Ph.D., D.B.E., U.N. Messen-
ger of Peace) plays whack-a-mole with 
the darkest fears we hold for our ailing 
planet. Stories of the human intellect 
and indomitable spirit abound. Also, the 

resilience of nature and the power of 
young people. Hope, she argues, is not 
merely “passive wishful thinking” but a 
“crucial survival trait.” She noted, “If you 
don’t have hope that your action is going 
to make a difference, why bother to do 
anything? You just become a zombie.” 

Goodall was seated on a sofa in the 
drawing room of her childhood home, 
in Bournemouth, on the south coast of 
England. She had her hair in a ponytail 
and was wearing a Patagonia jacket with 
jeans, moccasins, and whale-print socks. 
Shuttered in the house since the outbreak 
began, Goodall has adopted a relentless 
schedule of online engagements, Zoom-
ing to multiple countries each day. “Vir-
tual Jane has been busier than ever,” she 
said. “It’s hurting my voice, my eyes.” She 
has not taken a day off in a year and a 
half; she Zoomed twice on Christmas, 
launched a podcast called “The Hope-
cast,” and, in May, accepted the Temple-
ton Prize (previous recipients include 
Mother Teresa and the Dalai Lama). “But 
the pluses!” she said. “I’ve reached liter-
ally millions more people in many more 
countries. I was in Tanzania this morn-
ing, and then I was in the Netherlands 
for an interview. Or is it Belgium?” 

Goodall was sharing the Gothic-style 
house (built in 1872) with her sister, Judy, 
Judy’s daughter and grandchildren, and 
an aging rescue whippet named Bean. 
It’s not the first time the family has taken 
refuge there. “It was my grandmother’s,” 
she said. “Mum and Judy and I came here 
when the war broke out. World War Two.” 
In the garden, butterflies flitted by; Bean 
was asleep in an armchair. Growing up, 
there were always animals around, she 
said. Dogs, cats, “a couple of tortoises.” 
“Peter the canary, who used to fly around 
the whole house. Hamlet the hamster, 
who escaped and spent the rest of her 
life in the back of the sofa, coming out 
at night for food.” 

In 1960, at the age of twenty-six, Good-
all left England for Gombe National Park, 
in Tanzania, to study animals in the wild. 
She took her mother with her. (“Mum 
played a very important role.”) It was in 
Gombe that Goodall almost lost hope. 
She was up at dawn every morning, crawl-
ing through the forest with binoculars, 
looking for chimps. She would return to 
camp unsuccessful and depressed. Finally, 
a chimpanzee she called David Grey-
beard (“very handsome”) let her observe Jane Goodall
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Margaret Qualley

1

THE PICTURES

ALL GROWN UP

A few days before appearing at the  
Met Gala in a Chanel frock of or-

gandy and silk tulle adorned with some 
ninety-five thousand glass beads, sequins, 
and crystals, which took a team of mas-
ter seamstresses thirteen hundred hours 
to produce, the actress Margaret Qual-
ley hopped off her bike on Baxter Street 
and strolled into Color Me Mine, a pot-
tery-painting studio, to try her own hand 
at the decorative arts. She wore a white 
ball cap, fake pearl earrings, a KN95 mask, 
and a T-shirt emblazoned with the face 
of Tony Soprano. At twenty-six, she 
raised the median age of the establish-
ment’s patrons into the teens.

Qualley selected an enormous mug 
and ordered a palette of yellow and leaf-
green glazes. “I’ll put anything in a mug,” 
she said, as she dipped her brush in water. 
“I’ll put cereal in a mug. I’ll put wine in 

him using grass stems to collect termites, 
the report of which prompted Goodall’s 
mentor to send an exuberant telegram: 
“Ah! We must now redefine man, redefine 
tools, or accept chimpanzees as human!”  

In the drawing room, Goodall checked 
the time: fifteen minutes until she needed 
to record a message for French university 
students. She poured herself a drop of 
whiskey. “When my voice goes like this, 
it’s the only thing that works,” she said. 
(It was a lifesaver when she had bronchitis 
at Davos.) Did she ever get tired? “I care 
about the future, I care about animals, I 
care about trees, I care about children,” 
she said. “And I’m obstinate and I won’t 
give in. I won’t be defeated by the Bushes, 
and the Putins, and the Bolsonaros, all 
these terrible, terrible people.” 

Lately, Goodall has been working 
from an attic bedroom surrounded by 
objects that give her hope: a photograph 
of David Greybeard, a Native American 
talking stick, a bell made from a defused 
land mine. She climbed the stairs slowly, 
held up the bell, and rang it. “Special,” 
she said. She checked the time again. 
The French students beckoned. 

—Anna Russell

a mug. I’m all over the place with my 
mugs. I’m not very sophisticated.”

Qualley has developed something of 
a specialty playing fresh-faced ingénues 
with a zany streak. Quentin Tarantino 
cast her in “Once Upon a Time . . . in 
Hollywood” as a Manson groupie in 
jorts who has a thing for the stuntman 
played by Brad Pitt. A Spike Jonze ad 
for Kenzo perfume in which Qualley, 
dressed in a Gumby-green gown, ram-
pages around the Dorothy Chandler 
Pavilion, in Los Angeles, like a balle-
rina bitten by a funky werewolf, went 
viral. At Chanel’s recent haute-couture 
show in Paris, she scored the coveted 
role of Bride. “I’m particularly smiley in 
the video, partially because I was very 
excited, and also because that video  
is actually two videos edited together, 
and in the first run of it, I do almost fall 
down the stairs,” she said. “I’m beaming 
in full embarrassment.”

Lately, Qualley has tried maturity on 
for size. She stars in the new Netflix mini-
series “Maid”—based on a memoir by 
Stephanie Land—as Alex, a young mother 
in the Pacific Northwest who leaves her 
abusive boyfriend and struggles to make 
ends meet by cleaning houses. During 
the nine-month shoot, in Vancouver, 
Qualley got close to Riley, the child ac-
tress who plays her daughter. “I think 
about the concept of permission a lot,” 
she said. “With a four-year-old, in order 
to play her mom, I had to have permis-
sion to hold her in any way, and she had 
to have permission from me to be able 
to grab me, to call me Mom.”

The actress Andie MacDowell plays 
Paula, Alex’s free-spirited mother. Qual-
ley did not have to seek permission to 
call her Mom, because MacDowell hap-
pens to be Qualley’s mother in real life. 
Toward the end of the series, MacDow-
ell and Qualley share a scene in a Mex-
ican restaurant. “It’s Paula telling Alex 
that she’s proud of her, but it was also 
very much my mom telling me that she 
was proud of me,” Qualley said.

Qualley was born in Montana and 
grew up in Asheville, North Carolina. 
She is given to folksy expressions and 
speaks with an unplaceable twang. “I 
don’t know why my voice sounds the 
way it does,” she said, as she added a red 
blob—“an apple”—to her mug’s splotchy 
abstract background. 

Qualley trained as a ballet dancer be-

fore moving to New York, where she 
started modelling. The city instantly felt 
right but the career did not. Midway 
through eleventh grade at Professional 
Children’s School, she got a boyfriend. 
“This may not sound like the most woke 
sentence that’s ever been said, but it did 
change my life,” she said. “I all of a sud-
den had friends.” The boyfriend brought 
her to an improv class in a church on the 
“Upper Upper East Side, like A Hundred 
and Twentysomething Street.” Qualley 
was hooked: “At that point in my life, I 
was very quiet. I didn’t talk about my 
feelings, or know I had them. More than 
anything, I think I adopted a personality 
that wasn’t mine.” She went on, “There’s 
always a depiction of the cool girl in high 
school who’s, like, quiet and mysterious 
and standing in the corner, and I was, 
like, ‘I can do that. That’s easy.’ But it’s 
not really true to my nature. In reality, I 
love talking. I love being silly. I do like 
a certain amount of attention. Not the 
wrong kind. But saying something and 
having it land? Great.”

Qualley sent her mug off to the kiln 
and prepared for the bike ride back to 
her apartment, in the East Village. For 
years, the space was barren, décor-wise—
mattress on the ground, no table. Qual-
ley ate her meals on the floor. Recently 
she realized, “I’m no longer sixteen, and 
living on a mattress is not cool anymore.” 
She took the first step toward certified 
adulthood and bought a bed frame. “Now 
I just roll off the bed and stroll around 
like a gosh-darn princess.”

—Alexandra Schwartz
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PROFILES

THE ANTAGONIST
Why Neo Rauch can’t avoid controversy.

BY THOMAS MEANEY

PHOTOGRAPH BY LENA KUNZ

mountains, forest, clouds, moon—next 
to which a man cradled an electric gui-
tar and a woman pounded some kind 
of tambourine.

This is what Rauch is known for: 
huge, dense, ostensibly narrative scenes 
in which narrative is stubbornly elu-
sive. Events seem to take place in a par-
allel world. Portions of a canvas can be 
futuristic, with space-age infrastructure, 
while elsewhere there may be a sky out 
of Tiepolo and people who have come 
from the Napoleonic Wars or some pri-
mordial Europe. Rauch’s figures are 
bound together in tight compositions 
that recall Renaissance art one minute 
and socialist realism the next, and yet 
they remain sealed off from one an-

other, unaware of anything around them, 
and their actions have a suspended qual-
ity. Alongside patches of preternatural 
calm, a discordant color breaks in, or a 
reptilian tail, or a burning backpack, or 
a Converse sneaker. The over-all effect 
is of allegorical painting, but these are 
allegories to which Rauch has thrown 
away the key. 

As I walked around, a small, puckish 
man fell into step beside me and started 
to talk to me about Rauch and the 
Leipzig art scene. It was Rauch’s gal-
lerist, Gerd Harry Lybke, who has been 
a figure in East German art since the 
early eighties. Universally known as 
Judy Lybke—for his resemblance to a 
character on the American television 
show “Family Affair,” which Leipzigers 
watched surreptitiously in the Com-
munist years—he grew up wanting to 
be a cosmonaut but found himself work-
ing in a factory and being an artist’s 
model as a sideline. That’s how he met 
Rauch and the other artists who be-
came known as the New Leipzig School. 
He ran a clandestine gallery out of his 
apartment, and manned the entrance 
in the nude, in part to dissuade Stasi 
agents from entering. By the time the 
Berlin Wall fell, he was a major impre-
sario, and he soon became one of the 
chief gallerists representing art coming 
out of the former East. As he explained 
it to me, all the bottled-up energy of 
East German art seemed to have no-
where to go but to his gallery. He cap-
tured it all, and started uncorking it in 
the nineties, when Rauch and several 
of his other artists began to break into 
the Western market. Rauch’s pictures, 
which can nowadays fetch around a 
million dollars apiece, have established 
him as the unrivalled German painter 
of his generation.

Rauch’s work stands in stark con-
trast to that of German worthies such 
as Gerhard Richter and Anselm Kiefer. 
A generation younger, Rauch is not 
preoccupied with German national 
shame, and he paints like someone who 
never got the news that other artistic 
media existed. Critics are sometimes 
put off by his painterly traditionalism, 
but more often they write about hav-
ing been cornered into admiration in 
spite of themselves. “I was well pre-
pared to dislike Rauch,” the art critic 
Dushko Petrovich Córdova wrote, after Rauch sees irony as essential and says, “You have to be able to risk kitsch.”

I first met the German painter Neo 
Rauch shortly before Christmas last 

year, in Leipzig. It was one of the final 
days of his show at the gallery Ei-
gen+Art, and the place was nearly 
empty. The show was called “Hand-
lauf ” (“Handrail”), and the title pic-
ture, roughly eight feet tall by ten feet 
wide, showed a solidly built, barefoot 
woman joining hands with a gentle-
man in leather boots. But the man’s 
hindquarters revealed him to be a cen-
taur, and the woman seemed to have 
an extra leg and an extra face, to the 
side of her main one. They were in a 
tumbledown room in front of what 
looked like a stage backdrop of a clas-
sic German Romantic landscape—
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seeing a 2005 exhibition. “The first room 
of the show abruptly ended my plans. 
Three large Rauch paintings imposed 
themselves on the huge space in an en-
tirely unexpected way. They reminded 
me, in their scale, of the altarpieces by 
Giotto and Duccio that dominate the 
first room of the Uffizi.”

After Lybke and I had talked for 
nearly an hour, Rauch himself came in, 
from his studio nearby, wearing a leather 
motorcycle jacket. His wife, Rosa Loy, 
was with him; they met while in art 
school, and she is also a prominent fig-
urative painter. He surveyed the smat-
tering of visitors and the staff warily, as 
if each of them might lay claim to his 
time. Now sixty-one, he is tall and fit, 
with a faintly martial bearing. His hands 
are strong, with rough, paint-caked fin-
gers. His hair, close-cropped at the sides, 
is permitted to flow a little on top, and 
he peers at the world through slightly 
bulging, seemingly impastoed eyes.

Lybke introduced us, and Rauch 
took me to look again at some of the 
larger canvasses. In one of them, two 
men, one dressed in white and one in 
black, stood in front of some factory 
chimney stacks, daubing paint on a 
large set of horns, while a woman, twin-
ing her limbs around the horns, gazed 
on. To the left was a man assisting the 
painters, and at the bottom was a re-
sentful-looking man with a large ma-
genta megaphone in his hand and a 
snakelike tail that coiled up the legs of 
the assistant. This archetypal agitator 
reappeared in several of the paintings. 
“I dislike activist types,” Rauch said. 
He speaks quietly, in a slightly formal 
register that all the while ironizes it-
self. I asked him about a group of three 
men in a smaller painting, one of whom, 
his hair in a topknot, was whipping his 
own back like a medieval flagellant. 
“They are punishing themselves for 
having white skin,” Rauch told me, and 
added, “I detest hair buns on men.” 

As we looked at the last painting in 
the show, Rauch said, “So you’ve heard 
about the critic?” The year before, Wolf-
gang Ullrich, one of the country’s lead-
ing art critics, had written an article, 
later expanded into a book, identifying 
a rightist ascendancy in the German 
art world. For progressive painters, he 
argued, the idea of art as a pure expres-
sion of freedom seemed less tenable in 

the face of gender and post-colonial 
critiques, on the one hand, and art-
market commoditization, on the other. 
Right-leaning artists, by contrast, were 
rallying to the cause of aesthetic au-
tonomy. In the past, radical artists had 
indicted a reactionary German society, 
but now many important painters were 
reactionaries who indicted politically 
correct liberalism. Rauch was singled 
out by Ullrich as the most famous ex-
ample. “What are we to think when 
Rauch compares feminists to the Tal-
iban?” Ullrich wrote.

Rauch responded with a large paint-
ing of a man resembling Ullrich hoist-
ing himself up from a latrine and, with 
his own feces, painting a figure giving 
a Nazi salute. The painting was titled 
“Der Anbräuner,” which translates lit-
erally as “the one who makes things 
brown” but means something more like 
“the one who meretriciously paints his 
enemies as fascists.” The message was 
clear: Rauch was not about to let him-
self be publicly folded into the ranks 
of the new German right; in his view, 
the threat to German culture came from 
those who dared to reduce questions of 
artistic form to politics. Completing 
the publicity stunt, “Der Anbräuner” 
sold at a charity auction, raising three-
quarters of a million euros for a Leipzig 
children’s hospice.

Still, the experience had left Rauch 
wary. Shortly after “Der Anbräuner” 
sold, Rauch pulled out of a show in 
Leipzig that was to have been one of 
his largest exhibitions in his native land 
in a decade. Rauch sometimes speaks 
of his art as a peristaltic filtration sys-
tem that pulls in everything around 
him, and lately there had been so much 
political dirt in circulation that caution 
seemed advisable. “Among my New 
Year’s resolutions is not to comment 
on political issues!” he wrote to me in 
January, and it took many months to 
persuade him to speak again. “I’ ll 
coöperate with this profile under one 
condition,” he said at one point. “You 
send James Thurber to do my portrait.”

A t night, Rauch sometimes lies 
awake with a feeling of being pur-

sued by f igures from whatever he’s 
working on. He paints entirely from 
imagination and says that his paint-
ings have their origin in waking dreams. 

These images become a scaffolding on 
which he builds, by turns instinctively 
and cerebrally, letting the picture de-
velop on the canvas. When I visited 
him at home in July, he looked hag-
gard, having had a particularly dis-
turbed sleep, but on this occasion there 
was an additional factor: a techno party 
nearby. “The only thing worse than 
techno for sleep is bad techno,” he said. 

The house where Rauch and Loy 
have lived for the past twenty years is 
large but unimposing, situated on the 
southern outskirts of Leipzig. Nearby, 
a Communist-era lignite mine has been 
reclaimed as lakes and woodland, and 
the house, set back from the road, is 
hidden in overgrown foliage, making 
it feel more isolated from the world 
than it actually is. Enclosed in bushes 
in the front garden stood a large statue 
Rauch had made of one of his centaurs, 
dressed like an office worker and wea-
rily carrying two jerricans of gasoline, 
recurrent objects in his work. We sat 
with coffee at a worn wooden table 
under cherry trees in the garden. Rauch 
and Loy don’t paint on weekends and 
instead spend their time gardening, 
mostly growing potatoes and other veg-
etables. “You could say we are ‘prep-
pers,’” he said, smiling at having hit on 
a slightly ridiculous English term. 
Rauch feels deeply rooted in the state 
of Saxony. “It may sound esoteric,” he 
told me, “but I happen to believe in 
telluric forces, and that you have a con-
nection to the place where you came 
into the world.”

Saxony has been at the forefront 
of German painting for centuries. Cas-
par David Friedrich, the signal painter 
of German Romanticism, made his 
career there. The small court that ruled 
Saxony held its own culturally against 
the rest of the country, and its two 
largest cities, Leipzig and Dresden, 
have the museums and the academies 
to show for it. Much of the core of 
German Expressionism emerged from 
this background, including Max Beck-
mann, who was born in Leipzig, and 
Otto Dix and George Grosz, both of 
whom passed through the Dresden 
Academy of Fine Arts. 

But the cities have also been con-
sidered provincial backwaters by many 
Germans, especially in the West. 
During the Cold War, part of Saxony 
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was known as Tal der Ahnungslosen 
(“valley of the clueless”), because it was 
one of the few areas that West German 
radio waves didn’t reach, and the Saxon 
accent is still roundly mocked in the 
rest of the country. The success of the 
new German right in Saxony has given 
a darker tinge to such regional rival-
ries, and the repercussions have been 
felt in the cultural world. 
A few years ago, another 
target of Ullrich’s, the writer 
Uwe Tellkamp—whose 
2008 novel, “The Tower”  
(a virtuosic G.D.R. version 
of “Buddenbrooks”), had 
made him an international 
publishing phenomenon—
became persona non grata 
in German literary circles 
after he criticized Angela 
Merkel’s refugee policies as dishonest. 

Tellkamp is on friendly terms with 
Rauch, and has subsequently published 
a novella based on him and the Leipzig 
art scene. When I talked to Ullrich, 
he spoke of both men as products of 
a peculiarly East German pride. “You 
have to understand that Rauch has an 
attitude that only in the East did they 
learn what real art was, and what it 
means to be a great artist,” he said. 
“Uwe Tellkamp sees himself as the next 
Thomas Mann, and Rauch sees him-
self as the new Max Beckmann. They 
have insulated their world view with 
the sense of their own majesty. They 
look with a kind of pity on artists who 
dabble in concepts or who cocoon 
themselves in theory. They don’t want 
to explain anything.”

Rauch’s studio is in an old cotton 
mill in a former workers’ district 

in the west of the city, and he likes to 
bicycle there from his home. The taxi-
driver who drove me to the studio com-
mented on how much Rauch’s paint-
ings sold for and joked sourly that he 
was single-handedly responsible for 
rising rents in the city. (“Some people 
apparently preferred it when the whole 
district smelled of piss,” Rauch said 
when I mentioned this.) 

I rode a freight elevator up to the 
top floor and went through a pair of 
unmarked metal doors. When I en-
tered, Broken Social Scene was blast-
ing from a stereo. I asked if I was dis-

turbing him. “Everything disturbs me,” 
he said. He seemed to mean it, but not 
in a rude way—more as if this were an 
affliction he suffered from—and in his 
resigned tone there was a hint of self-
mockery. A small pug named Smylla 
was pacing around the room. “We partly 
chose her for her size, since she fits on 
the basket of my bicycle,” he said. In 

one of Smylla’s several beds 
in the studio, I noticed a 
toy replica of her. 

The room was cavernous 
and had the feeling of being 
half studio, half gym, with 
a punching bag hanging 
from the ceiling. “I imagine 
it’s the face of my critics,” 
Rauch said, with a smile that 
seemed to concede the pre-
dictability of the line. Be-

hind him, four canvasses stood in vari-
ous states of near-completion. In another, 
a winged man was supine on a table and 
being operated on: it was difficult to tell 
whether the wings were being torn off 
or stitched on. “Angels are important,” 
Rauch said cryptically. 

He looked a little less groomed than 
when I’d seen him at the gallery; his 
face was bronzed from a recent vaca-
tion in the South Tyrol and sprouting 
scrubs of beard. We sat at a worktable 
next to a small kitchen, where he and 
Loy, whose studio is next door, break 
for lunch each day. Loy is one of the 
few people Rauch takes criticism from, 
but they have a rule that each will offer 
an opinion only if solicited by the other.

“Coffee, water, vodka?” Rauch asked. 
We opted for vodka. “Good,” Rauch 
said. “That will loosen my tongue.”

High up on one wall of the studio 
is a photograph of Rauch’s mother. 
When Rauch was five weeks old, his 
parents, both art students at the acad-
emy in Leipzig, were killed, in a train 
derailment outside the city’s main sta-
tion. “My mother was nineteen, my fa-
ther was twenty-one,” Rauch said. “The 
state was set up to have children when 
you were young. My grandmother  
was thirty-nine.” He grew up with his 
grandparents, calling them Mother 
and Father, in the midsize town of 
Aschersleben. The family kept photo-
graphs of Rauch’s parents and some of 
their art around the house. “They were 
integrated into my upbringing, and  

we spoke of them often,” Rauch said. 
“When you have a tragedy like mine 

in the background, people tend to treat 
you tenderly,” he told me. “I wanted to 
be like other children, but the tragedy 
hovered.” He remembers older people 
whispering about the terrible thing 
that had happened to him, even though 
he didn’t himself feel the full force of 
the event. 

At around the age of sixteen, Rauch 
found a book about the Los Angeles 
architect Richard Neutra in a stall in 
Aschersleben, and went home and drew 
up designs for his own houses. Listen-
ing to British rock on the radio, he 
dreamed of the West. “It was this great 
blue promise on the horizon,” he told me. 
“And I would be going there someday.” 

Life in the East entailed depriva-
tions, but for a future artist there were 
also resources. One of the ironies of 
East German Communism is that it 
consecrated many of the bourgeois  
rituals and institutions of German cul-
ture—piano lessons, choir practice, 
drawing schools, classical prose—that 
suffered in West Germany during the 
upheavals of the sixties.

After Rauch graduated from the local 
Gymnasium in Aschersleben, he applied 
to study art in Leipzig, just as his par-
ents had. “It was not a mystery who I 
was and why I was going there,” Rauch 
told me. But his first application was 
rejected, he said, because he was too 
young. Waiting to reapply, Rauch spent 
three years in the Army, in an infantry 
battalion. He recalls his bit part in the 
Cold War fondly—“You were with the 
sons of professors and the sons of gar-
bagemen”—and feels that it gave him 
discipline. “Of course, at the time I didn’t 
appreciate it,” he said. “But it was an 
important experience—a vanished ex-
perience in this country.” 

Rauch arrived at the Leipzig Acad-
emy of Fine Arts in 1981. He was 
twenty-one, and recalls the atmosphere 
as that of a prolonged party. “There 
was a hedonism among the students 
that is all but unthinkable today,” Rauch 
said. “We had everything except drugs, 
which were hard to come by.” The acad-
emy, one of the most traditionalist Ger-
man art schools, was then an unlikely 
citadel of experimentation, and West-
ern art books were passed around like 
samizdat. More important to Rauch’s 
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development, though, was a stringent 
emphasis on old-fashioned technical 
skills that were barely being taught in 
the West. “ ‘You think you’re an artist!’” 
he recalled a teacher scoffing on the 
first day of class. “He rolled up a piece 
of paper and placed it on my desk. 
‘Draw that,’ he said. I couldn’t draw it!” 
For the first year, Rauch and his class-
mates worked almost entirely in mono-
chrome. “You had to earn your way into 
color!” he said.

Rauch’s closest mentor, Arno Rink, 
and other professors there, such as Wer-
ner Tübke, Bernhard Heisig, and Wolf-
gang Mattheuer, formed the first gen-
eration of the Leipzig School. These 
artists believed in the country’s socialist 
ideal, but still insisted on adhering to 
their own aesthetic prerogatives, rather 
than conforming to any state-sanctioned 
style. Tübke painted gargantuan agit-
prop pieces, but in the manner of Tin-
toretto. Heisig painted Lenin as if he 
were competing with Velázquez. “With 
considerable courage, they had managed 
to create a kind of space sheltered from 
the directives of the regime,” Rauch said. 
“Heisig once told me: If the state com-
missions you to do a work, don’t sacri-
fice your style, even if they want to title 
it ‘Workers and Intellectuals.’”

Rauch mostly disavows his paintings 
from this period, but his career took off 
quickly. Soon after getting his first di-
ploma, in 1986, he began to be included 
in group exhibitions, and his work was 
warmly reviewed by the Communist 
press, which praised his synthesis of the 
international and the local. He was 
poised to become a leading artist in a 
state that was about to disappear.

“I can’t remember what I was doing 
on the day the Wall fell,” Rauch told me, 
getting up to refill our vodkas. He put 
some corned beef in Smylla’s bowl, and 
then realized that another bowl of it had 
already been set out. “A lucky day for her,” 
he said, shrugging. He returned from the 
kitchen with vodka, a pair of espressos, 
and slices of Bienenstich (“bee sting” cake), 
one of several German delicacies for 
which Rauch is a tireless evangelist. 

When the socialist state collapsed, 
Rauch claimed, he was prepared to set-
tle into a quiet life as a painter with a 
teaching post at the academy: “A more 
than adequate salary—it was going to 
be fine.” All the same, he resented the 

dissolution of his artistic world. “Sud-
denly everyone was scrambling to do 
installation art and video art, and what-
ever the curators commanded,” he said, 
and it felt almost embarrassing to be a 
painter. For a while, his work toggled 
between abstraction and figuration, as 
if trying to chart a course between them, 
but the latter eventually won out. The 
choice seems to have been instinctive, 
but he came to think of it as a drama 
of purity pitted against opportunism. A 
1998 painting, “Stoff,” showed women 
in a Cold War-era factory apparently 
mass-producing abstract art. “It’s less 
obvious when you paint a bad abstract 
painting,” Rauch told me. “Whereas 
with a bad figurative painting everyone 
knows right away.”

In Berlin, I went to a Rauch show at 
Gutshaus Steglitz, a mansion from 

the early Romantic period in the far 
southwest of the city, a short walk from 
where I live. It seemed unusual that an 
artist who has had a solo show at the 
Met would exhibit in this charming 

but fusty venue. It was as if Frank Stella 
were having a show at the Brooklyn 
Historical Society. Later, I asked Rauch 
why he’d chosen to have his work shown 
there, of all places. “I have never been 
warm toward Berlin,” he said. “And 
they don’t like me there. So to have my 
show on the perimeter of Berlin is my 
way of saying, ‘Here I will come, but 
no farther.’ ”

Rauch is not wrong about his Ber-
lin critics. “He’s absolutely disgusting,” 
Alexander Koch, one of the city’s lead-
ing gallerists, told me. Koch, who had 
been a junior colleague of Rauch’s at 
the Leipzig Academy, explained that 
the work had solved a German prob-
lem. “It was the nineties, and the fail-
ing project of reunification needed bet-
ter publicity,” he said. “And here you 
have this success story of an Eastern 
German artist who is selling well in 
New York? It was just too perfect.” In 
2010, when Rauch’s fiftieth birthday 
was celebrated with major shows in a 
number of cities, Elke Buhr, who is now 
the editor of the Berlin art magazine 
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Monopol, wrote a scathing article ask-
ing why Rauch had become the most 
successful painter of his generation. 
“Unfortunately, it’s a dumb question,” 
she wrote. “The answer is: because he 
applies the clichés of German profun-
dity so aptly.”

Koch told me that, on a recent visit 
to New York, he had met up with a 
group of well-known feminist paint-
ers, who were praising Rauch’s work. 
“I told them, ‘Have you bothered to 
look at what Rauch actually paints?’ ” 
he said, pulling up an image from the 
Leipzig show. “You’ve got a bomb 
blowing up a factory of the good old 
hardworking Germans in the back-
ground, and then, in the foreground, 
there’s a Biedermeier painter who’s 
trying to do his work, while a demonic 
activist ’s reptilian tail is twirling 
around the poor man’s leg, while his 
wife comforts him in an oh-so-wifely 
way. It’s not as if Rauch is hiding any-
thing he thinks.” 

Rauch’s f irst international break 
came at the 1999 Armory Show, in 
New York, where his work was one of 
a handful of pieces by German paint-

ers. Roberta Smith, of the Times, sin-
gled him out as a Leipzig artist “who 
mixes various illustrational styles with 
beautiful paint handling and a sense 
of lost Utopias, and the more Pop-like 
work of Liz Arnold.” It was only a line, 
but both Rauch and Judy Lybke attri-
bute their ascent to Smith’s notice. 

A steady trickle of buyers became 
interested in Rauch, and soon private 
jets from LaGuardia were making di-
rect flights to Leipzig. Overwhelmed 
with demand, Lybke hit upon a way 
of husbanding supply while increasing 
Rauch’s appeal. He would tell pro-
spective buyers that there were other 
artists they should really own before 
their collection would be ready for a 
Rauch. I talked to the collectors Don 
and Mera Rubell, who eventually 
mounted the first significant Rauch 
show in the U.S. They recalled the 
various artists they bought—Matthias 
Weischer, David Schnell—before fi-
nally being given access to some of 
Rauch’s major early work, and de-
scribed how Lybke fashioned an in-
stallment plan for them to pay for 
paintings they couldn’t yet afford.

The more I spoke to people about 
Rauch, the more it seemed as if some 
kind of transatlantic ruse had envel-
oped him. A painter who went out of 
his way to learn from artists beyond 
the Iron Curtain had been mistaken 
for an experimental socialist realist by 
a New York art world hungry for East 
European exoticism in the wake of 
the Cold War. Some wealthy buyers 
liked the idea of having parables of 
the failure of Communism hanging 
in their living rooms. It hardly mat-
tered that Rauch had been born too 
late for socialist realism’s heyday and 
had suppressed as much of his early 
art as possible. When American buy-
ers came to Leipzig, Rauch became 
the beneficiary of this historical mis-
understanding.

Still, Rauch found life in nineties 
Germany unsettling. “They were send-
ing all of these mediocrities over into 
the East to occupy key positions,” he 
said. “Men who looked like Quasimodo 
came looking for uncomplicated East-
ern women.” Many East Germans felt 
humiliation at suddenly being poor re-
lations in their new country. As West-
ern investors and officials came to see 
what value could be extracted from the 
carcass of Communism, uncompetitive 
factories were shuttered, and workers 
found themselves jobless and reliant 
on the new state. 

Rauch was spared such indignities, 
but in 1999 a West German curator 
mounted a controversial exhibition in 
Weimar called “The Rise and Fall of 
Modernism.” The exhibition juxtaposed 
rooms of Nazi art with rooms of G.D.R. 
Communist art, as if they were equal 
parts of the gruesome legacy that uni-
fication had overcome. Rauch was ap-
palled to find that a Communist-era 
painting of his, a state commission for 
a national youth association, was in the 
show. (“We thought we could sub-
versively convey our libertarian world 
view to them and get some money for 
it on top,” Rauch told me.) Because 
the painting had by then become the 
property of unified Germany, Rauch 
had no control over its inclusion in the 
show, or over the way it was jammed 
in with the other works. In a magazine 
interview, he threatened to break into 
the museum and rescue the picture.

It is this feeling of indignation that “Oh, that reminds me of this article I barely remember.”



fuelled his more recent f ight with  
Wolfgang Ullrich. Once again, a self-
appointed liberal commissar was pre-
suming to judge his politics and his 
motives, and was stif ling dissent by 
labelling anyone who departed from 
bien-pensant norms a fascist. I expressed 
surprise that Rauch, no stranger to neg-
ative criticism, should have been so 
upset. “Yes, but this one went over the 
line,” he said. “Comrade Ullrich left art 
criticism to become a full-time politi-
cal activist. This man, from 
the West, who doesn’t know 
socialism, is trying to bring 
these ideas back here, to 
the East, to me, who does.”

In July, Rauch proposed 
a drive to Aschersleben, 

where there is a perma-
nent museum dedicated 
to his work. I met him at 
his house, and we lowered 
ourselves into his 1992 Porsche 911. 
“Brewster green,” he commented. “You 
have to special-order the color.” 

I had read in a German newspaper 
that Rauch is a fast driver—a couple 
of years ago, he broke several ribs in a 
crash—but on the road he was a per-
fectly courteous participant in the del-
icate medley that is the German Au-
tobahn. The news in Germany was of 
deadly floods across the West. “Baer-
bock will become Chancellor,” he said, 
referring to Annalena Baerbock, of the 
Green Party. I assured him that this 
would almost certainly not happen—
the Greens had been dropping in the 
polls—but he was convinced that the 
Greens would triumph sooner or later, 
and he wasn’t happy about it. 

“That’s the Petersberg,” Rauch said, 
as a small mountain came into view, 
and told me that it was the highest 
point between Saxony and the Urals. 
“I’ve painted it many times. There’s a 
twelfth-century church, a Bismarck 
monument, a G.D.R.-era TV tower, 
and a roller coaster.” It sounded like 
a site made for Rauch. I noted that 
there seemed to be a lot of wind tur-
bines in the area. “They are foisted 
on these rural districts in a kind of 
low-level corruption scheme, where 
state ministers take the funds but the 
people who live here have little say,” 
Rauch said. “I would like to see them 

erect a turbine in Mitte”—the cen-
tral district of Berlin. I asked Rauch 
if he’d ever painted any turbines. “No, 
no, no,” he said. “Only the old sort 
of windmills.” 

We arrived in Aschersleben and 
pulled up to the Grafikstiftung Neo 
Rauch. Established nearly a decade 
ago, the museum is a jagged modernist  
structure in the middle of the town. 
Rauch visits every few weeks and is 
treated as an absentee lord by the staff. 

There was a large, well-lit 
room of Rauch’s paintings 
and drawings. We ap-
proached a drawing of a 
hipsterish-looking head 
atop a body of tentacles, one 
of which was holding a 
megaphone. “You have to 
be able to risk kitsch,” Rauch 
told me. He explained how 
he often, at the last moment, 
uses an ironic f lourish—

some adjustment to a landscape or a 
face, say—to rescue the equilibrium of 
a painting. “Irony is essential,” he said. 
“It’s the sport of kings, and where we 
should make our home if we want to 
stay sane.” 

As we walked through the gallery, 
Rauch told me that, in the depths of 
the nineties, he had found solace and 
renewal in the writings of Ernst Jünger, 
a renegade nationalist who shot to 
fame in the twenties with an account 
from the trenches, “Storm of Steel.” 
Rauch was especially drawn to his 1939 
novel, “On the Marble Cliffs,” about 
a besieged aristocracy in a surreal land-
scape battling a depraved forest ranger 
and his minions. The book was read 
at the time as an allegory of the rise 
of the Nazis; Jünger, though a figure 
of the hard right, ultimately found the 
Nazis déclassé. But Rauch felt that it 
spoke equally to our own era, when 
great artists must battle against a new 
generation of politically correct com-
missars, the grandchildren of the Com-
munist originals. 

Rauch had made arrangements for 
us to have lunch at the Grauer Hof, in 
the old town. “The trouble with the old 
town is that there are no German restau-
rants,” Rauch said. “I don’t quite know 
how this happens.” The Grauer Hof 
turned out to be the grand exception: 
part of the vast agricultural landholdings 



26	 THE NEW YORKER, OCTOBER 4, 2021

of a monastery in the fourteenth century, 
it had been a prison from the nineteenth 
century until the nineteen-forties, and 
then a storage facility for the city ar-
chives under Communism. The owner 
greeted Rauch with deference and 
joined us at a table. We were the only 
occupants; the restaurant was open just 
for Rauch. 

Over ox cheeks in rich red-wine sauce, 
potatoes, and beer, I asked Rauch if he 
wasn’t exaggerating the confrontation 
between abstraction and figuration in 
the nineties. Weren’t Richter and Kiefer 
and Bacon all figurative? “But it wasn’t 
the painters who were in control,” Rauch 
shot back. “It was the age of the cura-
tor.” He entered into one of his periodic 
rhapsodies about the glories of British 
painting: “Freud, Auerbach, Bacon—we 
looked up to them because they were 
also working on an island, in their case 
an actual island, but they were cut off as 
well, much like us in East Germany.” We 
were served another round of ox cheeks. 
“I’m afraid I need to capitulate before 
the potatoes,” Rauch said to the owner. 
“The ox cheeks are my vegetables.”

After lunch, we took a stroll through 
Aschersleben. Rauch pointed to the Art 
Deco movie theatre where, as a teen-
ager, he had taken the Jugendweihe, a 
Communist version of a confirmation 
ceremony. On a small street, two chil-
dren on scooters grazed my side, and 
Rauch, turning burgherly, gently ad-
monished them. As we walked, he 
looked covetously at the buildings,  
wondering if he should buy a house in 
the center of town, or fix up one of the 
abandoned buildings. I asked him 
whether he didn’t have a kind of schizo-
phrenic attitude toward the West, where 
he has achieved his fortune and his re-
venge, but which also still irritates him. 
“I believe in capitalism,” he told me. 
“But capitalism plus responsibility and 
sensitivity.” There was something rote 
about the pronouncement. It seemed 
likelier that Neo Rauch was someone 
who was going to rise to the top of 
whatever system he was thrown into.

We got in the car and headed back 
to Leipzig. There were more 

animadversions against wind farms. 
“The view of the old poets is gone,” he 
said. Rauch extolled Jünger’s passion 
for the natural world—botany and en-

tomology—and his visions of the fu-
ture; the writer had dreamed up the 
drone and the smartphone in his nov-
els, decades before their arrival in re-
ality. “Jünger knew how to harvest his 
inner experience,” Rauch had said ear-
lier. “And he mints an infinitely rich 
trove of images.” 

That applied to Rauch also, and there 
were perhaps other commonalities. 
Jünger, despite his cordial, if aloof, re-
lations with the National Socialists, was 
fêted by postwar German governments. 
By the time he died—in 1998, at the 
age of a hundred and two—he was 
lauded as the greatest German writer 
on modern warfare, a connoisseur of 
humanity’s underbelly. Rauch, too, de-
spite his provocations in the public 
sphere, is on good terms with much of 
the centrist German establishment, in-
cluding the head of the Free Demo-
cratic Party and the editor of Die Zeit. 
He was commissioned to create the 
stained-glass windows of Naumburg 
Cathedral, which Angela Merkel in-
spected to her satisfaction, and he also 
built a light sculpture for the Bundes-
tag. Jünger had a special name for the 
kind of figure who, with an abundance 
of sang-froid, purges all social norms 
from himself while outwardly uphold-
ing them: the Anarch. It’s an idea for 
which Rauch feels deep affinity. 

I asked Rauch what he’d meant when 
he said, in an interview, that beards sym-
bolize the irrational and have an enor-
mous potential for destruction. “I didn’t 
mean irrationalism,” he said. “I meant 
that beards are what our forefathers 
had—that it is impossible to imagine 
some of them, like Moses, without 
beards.” He later remarked that, if you 
strip away the beards of the men on a 
Velázquez canvas, the painting loses its 
meaning. His own incipient beard was 
gone—“Rosa kept trying to escape from 
me when I went to embrace her with 
the beard, so it had to be gotten rid 
of ”—but the question of facial hair no 
longer seemed to preoccupy him. “The 
irrational is encapsulated for me in the 
tattoo,” he said. “They are emblems of 
a hollow spirit.” 

Rauch was veering into self-parody 
now. I thought about his postmodern, 
magpie approach to his artistic fore-
bears—as if the whole history of paint-
ing had been flattened into a palette 

of techniques for him to pick from. 
Ullrich had been right to register some-
thing alarming about Rauch, but it was 
hardly the political pantomime he en-
gaged in. It was more that Rauch had, 
through his teachers, come into con-
tact with some of the last traces of the 
utopian impulse behind modernist art, 
but he had subjected their ideals to re-
morseless inversion. “I do utopia, but 
backward,” he told me several times. 
In Rauch’s paintings, connection has 
broken down, and he projects his uto-
pia not into the future but into a frac-
tured past. 

Furthermore, Rauch’s recent tours 
of duty in Germany’s culture wars had 
unsettled the riddling poise of his 
neo-Romantic tableaux, and ambigu-
ity was submitting to something al-
most hectoring. It seemed that Rauch 
realized this at some level and that it 
was behind his resolution, however im-
perfectly kept, to step away from politics.

Rauch told me that New York City 
was the only place he could live be-
sides Saxony. “The hard angles, the 
lines,” he said. “I could work with them 
for a while.” The last time he was in 
New York for a show, Rauch made a 
trip up the Hudson. Dia:Beacon made 
less of an impression than West Point. 
“I have a great interest in military mat-
ters, and I wanted to see how the U.S. 
military élite do things,” he said. “It 
was a great blunder that Germany got 
rid of the wrong army after the Wall 
fell.” I asked Rauch what New York 
painters he liked. He mentioned Ce-
cily Brown, Ena Swansea, Lisa Yuska-
vage, Marcel Dzama, Julian Schnabel, 
and Dana Schutz. “Nicole Eisenman 
is a good painter,” he said. “But I think 
she might have a tattoo.”

We reached Leipzig’s central station, 
where Rauch was to drop me off. In 
front of the station, a group of people 
crossed the street, including a limping 
man in camouflage, heavily tattooed. 
“The Herrenvolk are not coming back,” 
Rauch said, letting the statement hang 
in the air for sardonic effect. Before we 
said goodbye, he mentioned that he was 
behind schedule for his next show in 
New York. “I’m having a problem—a 
new kind of difficulty—with the fig-
ures,” Rauch said. No doubt the figures 
would be chasing him past the edge of 
sleep, deep into the night. 
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Lo, one day, a monster crawled from 
a cave. At first, the people of the 

kingdom were not alarmed.
“Many a monster has crawled from 

a cave before, and nothing came of it,” 
one said, and the people went about their 
business of tending sheep, harvesting 
crops, and imbibing beer soup at break-
fast together. “ ’Tis silly to get worked 
up over a monster every one score years.”

The monster began biting the peo-
ple of the kingdom on their necks, 
however, and, after a few days, many 
of those bitten turned into monsters 
themselves. Most who became mon-
sters turned back into people after a 
few weeks, but some, sadly, did not.

“If you are young and able, a mon-
ster bite is no worse than being bitten 
by a common fox,” said one villager, 
echoing the beliefs of most of the peo-
ple of the kingdom, who themselves 
were typically neither young nor able.

As the people of the kingdom kept 
turning into monsters who then bit 
others, it led to greater numbers of new 
monsters every day, a measure of growth 
for which the people did not have a 
name, so they simply referred to it as 
“many scores of additional monsters 
by each sunrise.”

Most of the people of the kingdom 
were advised to stay in their dwellings, 
and they banged their chamber pots at 

sundown to thank the brave chirurgeons 
who were attending to the bitten. If 
they ventured out, they wrapped swaths 
of itchy wool around their necks as pro-
tection. Exemptions were made for those 
who had tasks essential to the function-
ing of the kingdom, such as town fools, 
courtesans, and torturers, and also for 
the youngest residents. (Their parents 
were going mad tending them whilst 
also tending their sheep.) As for those 
who gallivanted about merely for their 
own revels, everyone else hoped that 
they would get bitten and—though 
’twas sort of frowned upon to declare 
aloud—not necessarily remain mon-
sters but perhaps spend several weeks 
retching black bile.

A miraculous end to the scourge 
seemed to arrive sooner than expected 
when apothecaries brewed three sepa-
rate magical potions that would protect 
nearly everyone who imbibed one. There 
was great rejoicing throughout the king-
dom as people boasted, in a phrase that 
became irksome with overuse, “I got my 
sip.” They were eager to see friends and 
family again—groups that were indis-
tinguishable, as everyone in the king-
dom was related to one another through 
inbreeding. Some of the younger peo-
ple vowed to make up for lost time for-
nicating with their cousins in the up-
coming “hot poshe midsummer.”

Yet not everyone was so excited about 
the potions. Some were concerned that 
they had been insufficiently tested on 
subjects other than rams and oxen. Oth-
ers worried about the inclusion of a rel-
atively new reagent, despite the fact 
that apothecaries had been experiment-
ing for years with eye of newt.

After months of sympathetic toler-
ance for their wary brethren, the im-
bibers’ patience was worn down. “ ’Tis 
madness!” they all said. “Lo, they came 
up with a magical potion so you don’t 
turn into a monster! Just get the sip, 
you village fucking idiots!”

These slurs only strengthened the 
resolve of the potion-hesitant, who 
were now proud anti-potioners, and 
the number of monsters roaming the 
kingdom, which had dropped steeply, 
rose once more, and the afflicted were 
baring sharper fangs. It became clear 
that the monsters would never go ex-
tinct and would remain at consistently 
low levels in the population, in a man-
ner for which the people of the king-
dom did not have a name, so they called 
it “small amounts of monsters exist-
ing forever.”

At times, a deep melancholy de-
scended upon the people who had 
imbibed the potions, for life as they 
knew it would never be quite the same 
as ’twas before, when, without wool 
swaths, constant dread, or the ever-
present threat of contracting “long 
monster,” children could merrily taunt 
beggars, neighbors could share bowls 
of beer soup at breakfast, and young 
people could fornicate with their cous-
ins without the designation of a spe-
cific season.

And yet hope remained. Further pro-
tection would come from the brewing 
of new potions, childhood exposure to 
the monsters, and experimental treat-
ments with dragon testicle. Some peo-
ple would continue to wrap swaths of 
wool around their necks for certain 
group activities that they had previously 
participated in blithely, such as attend-
ing a casual burning at the stake.

For the people of the kingdom were 
resilient and would not give up on the 
future—for themselves, for their in-
bred children, and for their inbred chil-
dren’s inbred children. And, lo, they 
would find a way to go on, as they al-
ways had, in the age of monsters. 

THE AGE OF MONSTERS
BY TEDDY WAYNE
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A CRITIC AT LARGE

BLUES SUITE
Gayl Jones’s novels of oppression.

BY HILTON ALS

ILLUSTRATION BY XIA GORDON

In 1975, the professor and poet Mi-
chael S. Harper conducted a lengthy 

interview with Gayl Jones, a twenty-
six-year-old writer from Lexington, 
Kentucky. Jones was a former graduate 
student of his in the literary-arts pro-
gram at Brown University, and the oc-
casion was the publication of her first 
book, “Corregidora,” a short, baroque 
novel about love and history in Truman-
era Kentucky. The novel had been ed-
ited by Toni Morrison, who was then 
working as a senior editor at Random 
House. (It was Harper who had first 
sent Jones’s work to Morrison.) But 
Jones had attracted notice before she 
was accepted at Brown, in 1971; she’d 

had a modest upbringing, and the critic 
Elizabeth Hardwick, a fellow-Lexing-
tonian and a friend of a teacher who 
took a special interest in Jones, had 
helped her secure a scholarship at Con-
necticut College, where she majored in 
English. While there, Jones apparently 
jettisoned an early desire to write like 
Henry James and began to write like 
herself. In the interview with Harper, 
she explained that her writing had grown 
out of listening, that the stories she’d 
heard adults tell one another at home 
and the tales that her mother, Lucille, 
had written and then read aloud to Jones 
and her brother had had a profound  
effect on her. ( Jones’s grandmother 

Amanda Wilson wrote plays to be per-
formed at church, and her father, Frank-
lin, worked as a cook.) As a result, Jones 
told Harper, she was most engaged by 
writers “whose ‘voice’ I can trust and 
who I feel can ‘hear.’” She went on:

A lot of European and Euro-American writ-
ers . . . have lost the ability to hear. Now Joyce 
could hear and Chaucer could hear. A lot of 
Southern American writers can hear. . . . “Fin-
negans Wake” is an oral book. You can’t sight-
read [it] with any kind of truth. . . . Of course, 
black writers—it goes without saying why we’ve 
always had to hear. And Native American writ-
ers, and Latin American writers. It’s all tied in 
with linguistic relationships, and with the whole 
socio-psychological-political-historical mani-
festations of these linguistic relationships. . . . 
If you don’t have to hear, if your humanity isn’t 
somehow involved in hearing, you don’t. 

In “Corregidora,” people listen and 
respond to what they’ve heard, but the 
responses are, at times, delayed reactions 
to some other injury, a wound of mem-
ory, a deforming history, which sets off 
another reaction—a fight, or some other 
kind of physical abuse—that has noth-
ing to do with the interlocutor’s origi-
nal intention. Usually, the person want-
ing to be heard is a woman. Like all of 
Jones’s subsequent novels—her fifth, 
“Palmares,” which came out in Septem-
ber, is the first she’s published in more 
than twenty years—“Corregidora” is told 
in the first person and relies on long 
stretches of spare dialogue to keep the 
action going. Ursa, the narrator, is a 
twentysomething blues singer in Ken-
tucky; when the book opens, in 1947, 
she’s married to a brutish man named 
Mutt, who doesn’t like the way other 
men look at her when she performs. So 
he knocks her down some stairs. She 
lands in such a way that the “doctors in 
the hospital said my womb would have 
to come out.” There will be no “gener-
ations” from her. 

Ursa’s mother and her maternal 
grandmother were sired by Corregidora, 
a white Portuguese slaveowner who 
preys on Black women and who pimped 
out Ursa’s Great Gram. Ursa’s father 
was a Black man named Martin, who 
loved her mother and beat her, and is 
there much of a difference between the 
two in this novel, where love begets vi-
olence at nearly every turn? In an ex-
traordinary scene near the middle of 
the book, Ursa returns to Bracktown, 
where she grew up, because, she says, “I  The real subject of her books is fracture: love begets violence at nearly every turn.



couldn’t be satisfied until I had seen 
Mama, talked to her, until I had dis-
covered her private memory.” Which is 
what? The story of the women who 
came before Ursa and who made her, a 
story that is inseparable from Corregi-
dora’s blood, Corregidora’s savagery. At 
the close of the visit, Ursa’s mother shares 
a memory that involves her own mother, 
who had absorbed some of Corregido-
ra’s distaste for Black men. One day, 
when Ursa’s parents were living with 
Ursa’s grandmother, her grandmother 
made sure that Martin—whom she 
called a “Black bastard”—would see her 
powdering her breasts and become 
aroused. She wanted to show her daugh-
ter that all men were alike. 

Corregidora—a symbol of coloniza-
tion and racial hatred—turns mother 
against child, Black against white, man 
against woman. Yet this antipathy is so 
normalized that Ursa’s parents choose 
not to leave that hate-filled house: Mar-
tin even asks, when Ursa’s grandmother 
and great-grandmother are out, to “take” 
Ursa’s mother in their bed; he wants to 
do it where those who spite him sleep. 
Ursa’s mother and Ursa herself narrate 
their lives as if the stories they’re tell-
ing had happened to other women, a 
clear mark of sexual and racial damage: 
in order to survive it, you have to put it 
over there, while making it seem like 
just another part of the everyday. 

As in Richard Wright’s work, the cru-
elty of Jones’s novels is sometimes flaked 
with sentimentality. At the end of “Cor-
regidora,” Ursa takes up with Mutt again, 
even though she resents him. They go 
back to his hotel room to have sex: Mutt 
wants Ursa, the singer with the open 
throat, to blow him. As she does, she 
tries to understand what drove Corregi-
dora’s abuse of her forebears:

It had to be sexual, I was thinking. . . . 
“What is it a woman can do to a man that make 
him hate her so bad he wont to kill her one 
minute and keep thinking about her and can’t 
get her out of his mind the next?” In a split 
second I knew what it was. . . . A moment of 
pleasure and excruciating pain at the same 
time, a moment of broken skin but not sex-
lessness, a moment just before sexlessness . . . 
a moment that stops before it breaks the skin: 
“I could kill you.” . . .

[Mutt] came and I swallowed. He leaned 
back, pulling me up by the shoulders.

“I don’t want a kind of woman that hurt 
you,” he said.

“Then you don’t want me.”

“I don’t want a kind of woman that hurt you.”
“Then you don’t want me.”
“I don’t want a kind of woman that hurt you.”
“Then you don’t want me.”
He shook me till I fell against him crying. 

“I don’t want a kind of man that’ll hurt me nei-
ther,” I said.

He held me tight.

Growing up, I very much admired 
one of my four older sisters, the one 

closest to me in age. She was an activist 
who wrote poetry and sometimes made 
music, and she had a great ability to syn-
thesize all manner of abstract thought 
and make a narrative out of it. In the 
nineteen-seventies, I spent many hours 
with her at protests around New York, 
where some of the talk was about racial 
uplift and the natural dignity and power 
of the Black man. Sometimes I tried to 
read the books she brought home—books 
by Sonia Sanchez, by Margaret Walker—
in the hope that, if I read enough, I’d be 
able to meet the challenge of her beau-
tiful mind. One writer I saw on her shelf 
was Gayl Jones. I must have read “Cor-
regidora” first. And, although I couldn’t 
identify with any of Jones’s characters, I 
recognized, or thought I recognized, that 
the blood she spilled in the book was a 
metaphor about brutality, and, more pre-
cisely, about the ways in which women 
could be shoved to the margins of their 
own lives. I had seen some version of 
that process in real life, and had seen, 
too, how that marginalization could ei-
ther strengthen women’s bonds or alien-
ate them from one another. 

From the beginning, Jones’s writing 
stirred conflicting feelings in me, be-
tween what I believed was artistically 
true in her books—the flat affect of her 
distinctly American prose—and what I 
saw as a blind spot, which is to say, the 
absence of joy, of the kind of prolonged 
pleasure that can be transformative and 
can enrich a story, let alone a life. For a 
time, I wondered if slave narratives—
those first-person stories of familial 
separation, punishment, and horror, by 
Olaudah Equiano, Frederick Douglass, 
Elizabeth Keckley, and far too many oth-
ers—were an influence that Jones wasn’t 
directly aware of. But, though Jones’s 
books have the dehumanization of those 
narratives, they lack the rhetorical fire 
and uplift. When I read “Corregidora” 
and Jones’s second novel, “Eva’s Man” 
(1976), now, I see them less as books than 

PROMOTION



as specimens, evidence of a youthful  
inability to understand that to be op-
pressed you must first have had the things 
that oppression took from you: inno-
cence, a sense of freedom, a sweet belief 
in Santa Claus. Jones plunks her women 
down in hopeless, filthy muck from the 
start, and the characters don’t question 
it because everyone’s in the shit. Jones, 
it seems, doesn’t grasp that even the most 
miserable life or work of art can have its 
dose of tenderness and dreams.

When we meet Eva, of “Eva’s Man,” 
she’s forty-three and sharing a cell in a 
psychiatric prison with a predatory boot-
legger with bad teeth named Elvira. Eva 
says of her fellow-inmate, “They let her 
go out more than they do me because 
they say she’s got more control than I 
have. It ain’t nothing I’ve done since I’ve 
been in here. It’s what I did before I 
came.” What Eva did before she came 
was kill her lover, Davis. We flash back 
to the day she met him, at a bar in up-
state New York. When Eva first sees 
Davis, he reminds her of her ex-hus-
band, but then he is “just himself.” That 
self calls Eva the “coldest-ass bitch.” 
Pages later, she’s with Davis in his hotel 
room. She has menstrual cramps. Davis 
throws her a tin of aspirin. He doesn’t 
like the smell of blood. And one won-
ders if Eva likes her own smell, her own 
body. Does she value it at all? When 
Davis asks if he should wear a condom, 
she declines. How long will Eva be 
plagued with her lady problems, Davis 

wants to know. She stays in his little 
room for a number of days, and, even 
though he leaves the door unlocked, she 
can’t escape his apparent need for dom-
ination. (“He wouldn’t let me comb my 
hair. I don’t know why, but he kept me 
in that room and wouldn’t let me comb 
my hair.”) Sexually enslaved and psy-
chologically abused, Eva experiences 
with Davis a sort of extension of every-
thing she’s ever experienced with men: 
capture, hurt, extreme violence. At the 
end of the novel, Elvira performs oral 
sex on Eva, but there’s no possibility of 
love there: Elvira and Eva are two 
women in a cage at a prison that Amer-
ica has built to house the madness it 
generates in women of color. 

In a 1976 interview with Esquire, Toni 
Morrison talked about publishing these 
two novels within a year of each other. 
“I knew perfectly well that the similar-
ities between the first two [books] might 
be unfortunate,” she said. “Someone 
might say, ‘Gee, all her books are about 
women tearing up men.’ But I wanted 
that element of carnal, raw, economic, 
sinister sensuality. I took the risk. And 
it worked.” “Corregidora” and “Eva’s 
Man” went on to be published in pa-
perback, and “Corregidora” was bought 
for the movies. (A film has yet to be 
made, but, given the current fashion for 
narratives centered on Black degrada-
tion, now might be the moment.) But 
what was it that worked? What Mor-
rison saw in Jones’s writing, beyond the 

raw sensuality, was a willingness to ad-
dress race and the legacy of slavery in a 
personal way. Whereas Black writers at 
the time had “all sorts of philosophical 
attitudes about ‘the predicament’ ” of 
race, Morrison told an interviewer, Jones 
looked at “the weight of history work-
ing itself out in the life of one, two, three 
people: I mean a large idea, brought 
down small, and at home, which gives 
it a universality and a particularity which 
makes it extraordinary.” Henry Louis 
Gates, Jr., writing about Jones in the 
Times in 1999, remembered how “the 
excitement that this new voice gener-
ated in the mid-70’s, especially the sense 
it generated that no subject for a black 
writer was now taboo, inspired a new 
generation of black women writers to 
testify about being black and female in 
a wide variety of forms.” 

Morrison likely also saw Jones’s nov-
els as examples of what Black women 
could do when writing about sex, spe-
cifically, and about the atomization of 
intimacy between men and women, gen-
erally. But there were many writers, in-
cluding Morrison herself, and others 
whom she edited—Toni Cade Bambara 
and Lucille Clifton—who knew that, 
for the pain and the loss and the dis-
connect to matter, there first had to be 
a desire to connect. Jones’s women don’t 
connect; they fuck. “Eva’s Man” strikes 
me as the more interesting of the two 
novels, in part because it aims to de-
scribe insanity, shifts in consciousness, 
and how women of color can be de-
stroyed when they don’t fit the standards 
of white beauty. After Eva poisons Davis 
and then castrates him with her teeth, 
she goes to a gas-station rest room to 
refresh herself and comb her hair: “I’m 
Medusa, I was thinking. Men look at 
me and get hard-ons. I turn their dicks 
to stone. I laughed. I’m a lion woman. 
No, it’s the men lions that have all that 
hair.” In her troubled and troubling in-
ternal monologue, one hears echoes of 
Pecola Breedlove, the fractured Black 
girl in Morrison’s “The Bluest Eye” 
(1970), who longs for blue eyes—another 
symbol of acceptable female beauty.

“‘Eva’s Man’ may be one of the most 
unpleasant novels of the season. 

It is also one of the most accomplished,” 
the critic John Leonard wrote in the 
Times when the novel came out. But “Any ideas on how to get more cardboard boxes into our homes?”



not everyone was impressed by it. The 
poet June Jordan, also writing in the 
Times, in 1976, said:

This is the blues that lost control. This is 
the rhythmic, monotone lamentation of one 
woman, Eva Medina, who is nobody I have 
ever known. You gather from the name that 
she, this woman, embodies bad news for men. 
(Cf. the Garden of Eden and also the stone 
consequences, so to speak, of Medusa.) You 
further surmise that this alleged Double Trou-
ble, this demented black woman invented by 
a black woman writer, is supposed to renew or 
revise some pretty traditional ideas about the 
female. . . . In addition, there is the very real, 
upsetting accomplishment of Gayl Jones in 
this, her second novel: sinister misinformation 
about women—about women, in general, about 
black women in particular, and especially about 
young black girls forced to deal with the sex-
ual, molesting violations of their minds and 
bodies by their fathers, their mothers’ boy-
friends, their cousins and uncles. . . . What 
does it mean when a young black woman sits 
down to compose a universe of black people 
limited to animal dynamics? . . . Is Eva Me-
dina the new Bigger Thomas minus the enemy 
white world?

Part of the problem with Jones’s nov-
els is their lack of spiritual value: most 
of her characters have little faith, even 
in themselves. Has America done this 
to them? Is Jones’s dead despair the re-
sult of a kind of internalized racism that 
says Black people are thieving misogy-
nists who suck pork and cabbage out of 
their teeth after a murder because that’s 
how they do? One could argue that the 
core of Jones’s writing is existentialist, 
that her novels are a Black American 
version of Albert Camus’s “The Stranger,” 
but that would be wrong: Camus was 
sick about humanity and the ways in 
which power can alienate one from one-
self. Jones’s writing in these early books 
is closer to the vision of degradation in 
movies such as Craig Brewer’s “Hustle & 
Flow” (2005) and “Black Snake Moan” 
(2006) and Lee Daniels’s “Precious” 
(2009) and “The United States vs. Bil-
lie Holiday” (2021), or to the “surreal” 
Black world of Deana Lawson’s photo-
graphs. In these works, Black people are 
greasy artifacts from the old colored mu-
seum, a place where racist views are cel-
ebrated and Blackness is always a curse.

Jones’s 1977 short-story collection, 
“White Rat,” was the last book she 

worked on with Morrison. By the time 
it was published, Jones was teaching at 
the University of Michigan in Ann Arbor 

and keeping company with a man named 
Bob Higgins, who had come back to Ann 
Arbor in 1975—he’d graduated from the 
university there—after a run-in with the 
Staten Island police. Publishers had re-
jected Higgins’s treatise on Hegel, and 
he had become so incensed that the cops 
were called; there was a standoff, the po-
lice teargassed his apartment, and Hig-
gins jumped from the sixth floor to get 
away. The Times reported that Higgins 
had been abandoned by his mother, who 
eventually died, homeless and mentally 
ill, of alcoholism. He had grown up with 
relatives and in a series of foster homes. 
After returning to Ann Arbor, Higgins 
told the story of his Staten Island escape, 
as a way of proclaiming his “godliness.” 
His relationship with Jones quickly in-
tensified, and soon he stepped in as her 
agent, a move that alienated Morrison 
so much that she stopped working with 
Jones. Then, with Higgins facing charges 
for assault, after attending a gay-rights pa-
rade where he declared that aids was di-
vine retribution, Jones resigned from the 
university, and the couple fled to Europe.

Jones and Higgins stayed overseas 
for five years, living mostly in Paris. They 
returned to Lexington in 1988, and 
moved in with Jones’s mother, whose 
health was starting to fail: Lucille, the 
storyteller, had throat cancer. Accord-
ing to the Times, Jones’s devotion to 
Higgins was “seemingly total”:

At 6:30 or 7 every morning he walked to 
the White Castle to bring back coffee and 
breakfast, and two or three times a day he went 
to the grocery store. The few occasions she was 
seen outside, she walked, silent, several yards 
behind him. Even in warm weather she wore 
long-sleeved shifts and bulky sweaters and 
wrapped her head and face in scarves, like a 
Muslim woman. The children on the block 
called her “the scarf lady.”

While Lucille was being treated, and 
after she died, in 1997, Higgins, using the 
name Bob Jones, issued numerous state-
ments and letters claiming, among other 
things, that she had been kidnapped by 
the hospital that cared for her and that 
she was the victim of nefarious white 
forces in the medical community, and 
threatening the president of the Univer-
sity of Kentucky. Still, Jones continued 
to write and had started working with 
Helene Atwan at Beacon Press, which 
had, in the eighties, published the paper-
back editions of her first two novels. In 

FEED HOPE.

FEED LOVE .
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early 1998, Beacon published “The Heal-
ing,” Jones’s third novel. To commemo-
rate the occasion, the author conducted 
an interview via e-mail with Newsweek, 
in which Higgins’s cover was inadver-
tently blown. The police realized that Bob 
Jones was, in fact, the Bob Higgins who 
was wanted for assault in Michigan.

When officers arrived at the Jones 
home with a fifteen-year-old warrant, 
Higgins shut the door on them and ran 
to the back of the house, where he 
grabbed two knives and pointed them 
at his throat. If they attempted to enter, 
he said, he’d kill himself. A swat team 
surrounded the house a few hours later, 
and Jones called 911. The Times pub-
lished part of the call transcript, and it’s 
excruciating to read. It’s like being back 
in Eva’s mind. Jones tells the operator 
that the police want to kill her husband 
like they killed her mother. She men-
tions the “full-page article” about her that 
had appeared in Newsweek. She says that 
she and Higgins have turned on the gas 
in the house. Were they trying to kill 
themselves, or blow up the whole neigh-
borhood? After evacuating the nearby 
houses, officers entered the home and 
Higgins stabbed a knife into his throat. 
He died at the hospital. Jones was hand-
cuffed and taken to a state psychiatric 
hospital, where she was held for more 
than two weeks, until she was no longer 
considered a danger to herself. 

I was already working at this magazine 
when the Jones story broke, and there 

was much discussion in the office that 
day about what could be written about 
it, and whether we could reach Jones or 
Harper, her former adviser, who, despite 
Higgins’s efforts, was still in touch with 
her. But Jones was not talking to any-
one. In my heart, I knew that no arti-
cle would be written with Jones’s help: 
if she spoke to the press, it would not 
only be a betrayal of Higgins and his 
Black masculinity; it would negate her 
role in the creation of that masculinity. 

Michele Wallace, in her seminal 1978 
text, “Black Macho and the Myth of the 
Superwoman,” argues that the ideology 
that informed the Black nationalism of 
the sixties wasn’t so much revolutionary 
as it was reactionary: for Black men to 
be men—and to enact the myth of the 
“bad nigger,” say—somebody had to 
crack the eggs, or get cracked in the 

head. I had seen some version of this my 
entire life. I had sat at rallies in Harlem 
while one of my sisters, charged with 
babysitting me, listened to a confused 
and confusing talk about nation time, a 
separate economic system, and how a 
“sista” was there to lift up her man. But 
what if that man was violent? Or crazy? 
There were many broken men who con-
cealed their brokenness under a cloak of 
Blackness. Higgins believed in the power 
of his machismo because it was all he 
had. What could any woman do for him 
but serve the madness that his mother-
less loneliness had created? I wonder if 
Jones felt that she needed not just to live 
out one of her early stories but also to 
apologize for it—apologize for creating 
a Mutt who’d throw Ursa down the stairs, 
or a Davis who didn’t like the smell of 
a menstruating woman. 

Jones’s relationship with Higgins 
seems to have been in part a performance 
of gender minstrelsy, with her walking a 
few yards behind him and covering her 
face. She was not allowed, as Wallace 
might say, her own subjectivity. Still, she 
took that subjectivity back, and what she 
has done with it is both sad and trium-
phant. Sad because “The Healing,” “Mos-
quito” (the novel that followed “The Heal-
ing,” in 1999), and “Palmares” are not good 
books; triumphant because, in writing 
them, she was still fighting to hold onto 
her own vision. Subjugation takes your 
options away but, in some cases, releases 

your mind: with so few choices to be 
made, you can allow yourself to imagine.

The narrator of “The Healing,” Har-
lan Jane Eagleton, a faith healer, grew up 
in a world of women: her mother and her 
grandmother own a beauty salon in Lou-
isville, and for a while Harlan, too, worked 
as a beautician. We first meet her on a 
bus as she eats sardines, slurps mustard 
sauce, and ruminates on the beauty of the 
passing landscape. Harlan is a healer, not 
a preacher, and she makes that distinc-
tion early on—this is, after all, what Flan-

nery O’Connor called the “Christ-
haunted” South, where faith is synonymous 
with Jesus. In a sense, Harlan is her own 
Jesus, and the Scripture she reads has to 
do with the junk of the modern world. 
McDonald’s, Sally Jessy Raphael, Taco 
Bell: these are as much a part of Amer-
ica as the tepees in Wigwam Village, 
where people stay when they want to feel 
like they’re Native American. 

To enhance her cred, Harlan has her 
old friend Nicholas come down from 
Alaska to describe to her followers his 
experience of witnessing her first heal-
ing—even though he’s implied that he’d 
like to retire from performing that par-
ticular truth. Nicholas, Harlan says, looks 
like the colored fellow in the Village 
People, “like them men that dances for 
them women in the nightclubs, you know, 
usually they costumes theyselves to re-
semble the masculine stereotypes of men.” 
She adds, “I thought about hiring me 
another ‘witness’ but that would be du-
plicitous and Nicholas the true one wit-
nessed the first true healing.” These lines 
are fairly typical of the book as a whole, 
which veers associatively from one 
thought to the next, not so much to in-
dicate the movement of Harlan’s mind 
as to encompass all that Jones wants to 
talk about: gender roles, faith, America. 

What does Harlan heal? Sometimes 
pain or an ailing mind—and sometimes 
her presence alone is a comfort. (She 
comes from a line of Spiritualists, in-
cluding her grandmother, who is con-
vinced that she was a turtle in another 
life.) Eventually, Harlan meets a singer 
named Joan, and, as with other female 
relationships in Jones’s books, the connec-
tion is fraught. Joan is a richer character 
than, for instance, Elvira, in “Eva’s Man,” 
but she is still subject to Jones’s tendency 
to define women in degrading language. 
Here’s how Harlan introduces her:

And now Ladies and Gentlemen, our star, 
the fabulous Joan Savage, or as she prefers to 
be called, Savage Joan the Darling Bitch! Ain’t 
that a contradiction in terms? A Savage Dar-
ling? A Darling Bitch? I like a good bitch, even 
a darling bitch, who allows you to call her a 
bitch, though, ’cause some bitches even the 
nicest darling bitches, when you calls ’em 
bitches, even the bitches that they are, even 
the bitches that they know they are, even won-
derful bitches, like this wonderful bitch.

Joan hires Harlan to do her makeup 
and then to be her manager. She wants 
stardom but never achieves it, despite 
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Harlan’s hard work. They fight on the 
road. They talk about “everything” in 
long passages of dialogue. Joan wonders 
if she is just another stereotype, “playing 
the Nigger Entertainer. . . . Maybe I’m 
the Archetypal Nigger Entertainer and 
not the Stereotypical Nigger Entertainer.” 
“The Healing” has political intrigue, failed 
marriages, and many other diversions 
and anecdotes, but no amount of ver-
biage—and there’s a great deal of it in 
the book—can make these thin charac-
ters whole. Jones’s real subject is fracture, 
and it is as hard for her to create a com-
plete female character as it is for her to 
feel love for her broken ones.

The marvellous thing about the new 
novel, “Palmares,” is that Jones here 

allows women to get close without try-
ing to destroy one another. Those feel-
ings, however, still emerge under the 
dreadful cloud of oppression. Set in sev-
enteenth-century Brazil, the novel re-
volves around Almeyda, a Black slave 
girl, who lives on a plantation with her 
watchful mother and her caustic grand-
mother. Almeyda recounts her life in 
flashback, and Jones forgoes her usual 
mixup of past and present. Instead, she 
interrupts the narrative to insert other 
narratives, all of which are told in a flat 
voice that feels less like seventeenth-cen-
tury Portuguese than like Kentucky by 
way of Sugarloaf. Dropping in the oc-
casional Portuguese word doesn’t help. 
Still, Almeyda has a story to tell, one that 
she has learned through quiet observa-
tion. “Look at Almeydita, how she’s 
watching with her ojos grandes,” some-
one says early on. What Almeyda sees 
with those big eyes is colonialism at work. 
She is taught to read by a Franciscan 
priest named Father Tollinare, who is 
having an affair with Mexia, a half-Black, 
half-Indian woman, whom Almeyda is 
drawn to for her silences, just as she’s 
drawn to the words—the language—
that Tollinare teaches her. 

One day, a white artist named Dr. Jo-
hann shows up at the plantation; he 
wants to paint a portrait of Almeyda, 
and as he does so he touches her hair 
and her face, while her mother stands 
silently nearby. In the end, it’s not Al-
meyda whom Johann wants but her 
mother, who disappears with Johann for 
a “sitting,” and then returns, still silent. 
Silent, silence, silenced: the women of 

color in “Palmares” have so little that 
they can share with their casual or bru-
tal assaulters—to talk back is to court 
death. But Almeyda has the language 
of her mind, which is filled with fasci-
nating observations, like this one:

After Dr. Johann arrived, my mother was 
brought to work in the household, in the casa 
grande. I was many times there working along 
with her and so got to see many visitors. Since 
there were no inns in our part of the coun-
try—and indeed in most of Brazil there were 
no inns—those with letters of introduction and 
visiting dignitaries were allowed to stay at the 
casa grande; those without letters of introduc-
tion, if they were not thieves or ruffians were 
allowed to camp on the outskirts of the plan-
tation or in the fields surrounding the senzala. 

As I read this, I thought of the Ar-
gentine director Lucrecia Martel’s 2017 
masterwork, “Zama.” Set in a remote co-
lonial outpost during the eighteenth cen-
tury, the movie is creepy with Old World 
ways that make little sense in this dry, 
dusty New World. Martel focusses on a 
small cast of characters, knowing that 
the intimacy—the heart—of the film 
comes from the way it burrows into them 
as they trade insults, don ill-fitting wigs, 
and get sick. “Palmares,” however, avoids 
that kind of immersion by piling on more 
and more people, more and more plot. 

One day, another man arrives at the 
plantation, looking for the blood of 
a Black virgin, which he believes will 

cure him of a venereal disease—another 
revealing detail of the surreality of co-
lonial and colonized life. After Almey-
da’s mother makes a drink that protects 
her daughter from the man, she is sold 
off. Eventually, Almeyda reaches Pal-
mares, a settlement for escaped slaves, 
where she marries a man named An-
ninho. The couple are separated after 
Portuguese soldiers attack Palmares and 
destroy it. Almeyda then embarks on a 
journey with Luiza, a mystic, who guides 
her through the vast, treacherous ter-
rain of Brazil as she searches for An-
ninho and for freedom. The connection 
between Luiza and Almeyda feels forced 
at times—Jones’s attempts at magical 
realism in “Palmares” are more dispir-
iting than they are transporting—and 
one’s patience wears thin with the in-
troduction of yet another significant 
character, especially one who embodies 
the virtues of silent womanhood and 
maintains a knowing, almost supernat-
ural distance. Editing is a delicate pro-
cess, and part of the job entails listen-
ing for what the author cannot hear. 
Reading “Palmares,” I thought of Toni 
Morrison, the editor who helped Jones 
become an author. Morrison often read 
with a pencil in hand; in the margins 
of this book, she might have jotted, “I 
hear you, but it’s missing something. 
How about a bit more life?” 

“You are getting annoyed, ver-r-ry annoyed . . .”

• •
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At least fifteen hundred African Americans are buried in Geer Cemetery, in Durham, North Carolina. Only two hundred headstones no

AMERICAN CHRONICLES

THE UNDERWORLD
The effort to reclaim Black burial grounds and remains has 

unearthed conflicts over history and inheritance.
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o hundred headstones now remain, but locals are painstakingly working to reconstruct the site’s population and to restore its grounds.
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Herein lie buried many things.
—W. E. B. Du Bois, 1903.

W
hen Deidre Barnes was a 
kid in North Carolina, hors-
ing around in the back seat 

of the car with her little brother, her 
grandfather drove by the woods in a 
white neighborhood in Durham. “You 
got cousins up in there,” he called back 
from the driver’s seat, nodding at a stand 
of loblolly pines in a tangle of kudzu. 
Barnes and her brother exchanged wide-
eyed glances: they had cousins who were 
wild people? Only later, looking hard, 
did they spy a headstone: “Oh, it’s a cem-
etery.” A few years ago, Barnes read in 
the newspaper that the place was called 
Geer. “My grandmother’s maiden name 
is Geer,” she told me. “And so I asked 
her, ‘Do we have people buried there?’”

I met Barnes at the cemetery on a 
warm, cicada night, with Debra Gon-
zalez-Garcia, the president of the Friends 
of Geer Cemetery. “When I was grow-
ing up, I could name five African Amer-
icans in history,” Gonzalez-Garcia said. 
“Five. Nobody else did anything.” At 
least fifteen hundred people who did all 
sorts of things are buried in Geer Cem-
etery, including Deidre Barnes’s great-
grandfather, a grandson of Jesse Geer, 
a plantation owner who sold two acres 
of land to three Black freedmen in 1877. 
Gonzalez-Garcia and her team have 
been painstakingly reconstructing the 
cemetery’s population from its two hun-
dred surviving headstones and from 
burial cards recorded by the W.P.A. in 
the nineteen-thirties.

The movement to save Black ceme-
teries has been growing for decades, led 
by Black women like Barnes and Gon-
zalez-Garcia, who have families to care 
for and work full-time jobs but volun-
teer countless hours and formidable or-
ganizing skills looking after the dead and 
upending American history. They tran-
scribe death certificates; they collect oral 
histories. They bring in community or-
ganizations—Keep Durham Beautiful 
helps out at Geer—and hand out rakes 
and shears and loppers to Scouts and 
college students, tackling poison ivy that’s 
strangling trees. They hold tours, warn-
ing everyone to wear long pants, because 
of the snakes. They work with churches. 
They work with businesses: Durham 
Marble Works repairs broken headstones. 

Eagle Scouts installed Carolina gravel 
along what might once have been a car-
riage road. An archeological survey will 
be done soon, to make sure that, when 
you walk that road, you’re not stepping 
on sunken graves.

“The people who started White Rock 
Baptist Church and St. Joseph’s A.M.E.,” 
Barnes told me, “they’re buried here.” 
She and Gonzalez-Garcia seemed to 
know each epitaph, telling story after 
story about African American families 
who thrived in the early years after Re-
construction—getting college degrees, 
starting businesses—only to lose most 
of their gains to segregation and swin-
dles. “Olivia Tilley Wills,” Gonzalez-
Garcia said, pointing to a stone, amid 
the overgrowth. “She was married twice. 
There was a big court case about her 
estate. She had investments.”

Underneath America lies an apart-
heid of the departed. Violence done to 
the living is usually done to their dead, 
who are dug up, mowed down, and built 
on. In the Jim Crow South, Black peo-
ple paid taxes that went to building and 
erecting Confederate monuments. They 
buried their own dead with the help of 
mutual-aid societies, fraternal organiza-
tions, and insurance policies. Cemeter-
ies work on something like a pyramid 
scheme: payments for new plots cover 
the cost of maintaining old ones. “Per-
petual care” is, everywhere, notional, but 
that notion relies on an accumulation of 
capital that decades of disenfranchise-

ment and discrimination have made im-
possible in many Black communities, 
even as racial terror also drove millions 
of people from the South during the 
Great Migration, leaving their ancestors 
behind. It’s amazing that Geer survived. 
Durham’s other Black cemeteries were 
run right over. “Hickstown’s part of the 
freeway,” Gonzalez-Garcia told me, 
counting them off. “Violet Park is a 
church parking lot.”

What would it mean for the future 

of the United States to mark and honor 
these places? In 2019, the four-hundredth 
anniversary of the arrival of the first cap-
tive Africans in Virginia, members of 
Congress from North Carolina and Vir-
ginia, inspired by volunteer organizations 
like the Friends of Geer, introduced the 
African-American Burial Grounds Net-
work Act. Last year, an amended version 
passed unanimously in the Senate. It 
doesn’t come with any money, but if it’s 
enacted it will authorize the National 
Park Service to coördinate efforts to iden-
tify, preserve, and interpret places like 
Geer, Hickstown, and Violet Park. Fed-
eral legislation might also provide some 
legal clarity. A few years ago, a Geer 
neighbor took down a giant tree; as 
it fell, it crushed a row of headstones. 
They’re pinned there still. There’s little 
the Friends can do about that: they don’t 
own the land. “Legally, this place is con-
sidered abandoned,” Gonzalez-Garcia 
explained. “The city hasn’t traced any-
one who’s inherited the title.” The Friends 
of Geer can’t find a titleholder, either, 
and not for lack of trying. Their work is 
guided by the principle that descendants 
(“people with bodies in the ground”) 
should decide what to do with the cem-
etery. They’ve so far found about fifty. 
They’re still looking. 

Meanwhile, that same principle—
that descendants decide—lies at the 
center of a widening controversy about 
human remains in the collections of 
universities and anatomical and anthro-
pological museums. It has led to a pro-
posal for another piece of federal legis-
lation modelled on the 1990 Native 
American Graves Protection and Re-
patriation Act, NAGPRA, but for Afri-
can American graves—an AAGPRA. This 
spring, in an essay published in Nature, 
three young Black archeologists called 
for, among other things, a halt to the 
unethical study of all human remains 
in the United States until those of peo-
ple descended from Africans can be 
identified, and descendants found and 
consulted. Another group of Black ar-
cheologists argued that, on the contrary, 
suspending research would only further 
widen the gap between what scientists 
know about people of African and Eu-
ropean ancestry, leading to worse pub-
lic-health outcomes for African Amer-
icans, who are already adversely affected 
by a history of medical mistreatment 
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and poor representation in everything 
from clinical trials to the human-genome 
project. Antiracist orthodoxy has it that 
everything’s either antiracist or rac-
ist: there is no other position. This an-
guished disagreement reveals the lim-
its of that premise.

It isn’t merely an academic dispute. 
The proposed burial-grounds network 
and graves-protection acts are parts of 
a larger public deliberation, less the al-
ways elusive “national conversation” than 
a quieter collective act of conscientious 
mourning, expressed, too, in new mon-
uments and museum exhibits. History 
gets written down in books but, like ar-
cheology, it can seep up from the earth 
itself, from a loamy underground of sa-
cred, ancient things: gravestones tucked 
under elms and tangled by vines; iron-
nailed coffins trapped beneath pavement 
and parking lots and highway overpasses. 
How and whether the debates over 
human remains get resolved holds con-
sequences not only for how Americans 
understand the country’s past but also 
for how they picture its future. The dis-
pute itself, along the razor’s edge be-
tween archeology and history, is beset 
by a horrible irony. Enslavement and 
segregation denied people property and 
ancestry. But much here appears to turn 
on inheritance and title: Who owns these 
graveyards? Who owns these bones? 
Who owns, and what is owed?

•

Bury me not in a land of slaves.

—Frances Ellen Watkins Harper, 1858.

When I went to Geer Cemetery, 
dusty with Carolina gravel, I was 

about midway through a road trip from 
New Hampshire to Florida. I’d plotted 
a route that would take me through bat-
tlefields in today’s history-and-archeology 
wars. I started out in Portsmouth, a brick 
city founded in 1652 along the Pisca-
taqua River and the site of the northern-
most African burial-ground memorial 
in the United States, and I ended in the 
Tampa Bay area, on the Gulf Coast, in-
corporated in 1866, where a half-dozen 
paved-over Black cemeteries holding 
thousands of graves have been found in 
the past two years alone, including under 
a parking lot at the Rays’ baseball sta-
dium, Tropicana Field. 

In an interview Toni Morrison gave 

in 1989, she explained why she’d writ-
ten “Beloved,” a novel whose title is an 
epitaph. “There is no place that you and 
I can go to think about or not think 
about, to summon the presences of, or 
recollect the absences of slaves,” she said. 
No marker or plaque, no museum or 
statue. “There’s not even a tree scored, 
an initial that I can visit, or you can visit, 
in Charleston or Savannah or New York 
or Providence or better still on the banks 
of the Mississippi.” Three decades after 
“Beloved,” people everywhere are tend-
ing to markers. 

Portsmouth’s Negro Burying Ground 
first appeared on a map in 1705 and dis-
appeared only after 1902, but it had al-
ready been built over by the eigh-
teen-teens. Primus Fowle, an enslaved 
artisan who operated the press that 
printed the New Hampshire Gazette, was 
buried there in 1791. The Gazette printed 
an epitaph: “Now he’s dead, we sure may 
say/Of him, as of all men,/That while 
in silent graves they lay/ They’ll not be 
plag’d agen.” In October, 2003, construc-
tion crews working on a sewer line under 
Chestnut Street discovered eight cof-
fins, which turned out to be a fraction 
of those buried there. In deciding what 

to do next, Portsmouth took as its model 
the New York African Burial Ground 
Project, an effort that began in 1992, after 
the remains of hundreds of people—at 
a site that held some twenty thousand—
were found in lower Manhattan during 
excavations for a federal office building. 
Because these weren’t Native American 
graves, no law explicitly applied to burial 
grounds which would prevent the gov-
ernment from continuing to excavate 
and build. Protests persuaded Congress 
to authorize funds for a memorial. Mi-
chael Blakey, a bioarcheologist then at 
Howard University, led the study of the 
remains and artifacts; he also pioneered 
a protocol for collaborating with the 
Black community, rather than leaving 
decisions to white property owners, gov-
ernment officials, and archeologists. 
Under NAGPRA, indigenous artifacts and 
remains were returned to Native nations 
designated as their “culturally affiliated 
group.” Blakey created an analogous 
group-rights category: what he called 
the “descendant community.” 

Descendants can be hard to find, for 
reasons that have everything to do with 
the atrocities of slavery, which stole people 
from their homes, separated children and 

“Maybe it’s more than just the waves you’re running from.”

• •
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parents, barred marriage, and assigned to 
people no family name except that of the 
people who claimed to own them. You can 
find Primus Fowle at Findagrave.com, 
but you can’t find his family tree at An­
cestry.com. Given the difficulty of iden­
tifying literal descendants, the New York 
African Burial Ground Project used a 
proxy—the local community of African 
Americans. Portsmouth’s population is 
more than ninety per cent white. The city 
council appointed a committee, led by a 
local Black educator, that, in the absence 
of a descendant community, held public 
meetings and selected a memorial de­
signed around the theme of honoring 
those who have been forgotten. Some­
times the people in charge of a site do 
nothing more than consult with a descen­
dant community after the fact. In an ar­
ticle published last year, Blakey denounced 
some white archeologists working in this 
field for “appropriating” human remains 
and “avoiding acknowledgment and re­
dress of White racism, blinded to their 
own deep subjectivity and deaf to critiques 
of those who are not of their own White 
likeness and presumed neutral voice.” 
(Blakey declined to speak with me.)

In 2003, just as Portsmouth’s site was 
discovered, the New York remains were 
carried from Blakey’s lab at Howard back 
to New York and reburied in a series of 
ceremonies called the Rites of Ancestral 
Return. The site is now a national mon­
ument. Here, too, Portsmouth followed 
New York’s example: in 2015, the remains 
found in 2003 were placed in eight cof­
fins and reburied in a vault beneath that 
block of Chestnut, now permanently 
closed to through traffic, at the unveil­
ing of a memorial featuring eight golden 
silhouettes that appear to rise up from 
the ground. A trail of red bricks is in­
scribed with the words from a petition 
that African­born Portsmouth men sub­
mitted to the New Hampshire legisla­
ture in 1779, seeking emancipation and 
pleading “that the name of ‘slave’ may 
no longer be heard in the land gloriously 
contending for the sweets of freedom.” 

More unknown sites are sure to turn 
up, especially if the African­American 
Burial Grounds Network Act passes. Still, 
not all African burial grounds in the 
North have disappeared. Last March, 
Keith Stokes, whose first African ances­
tor arrived in Philadelphia and moved to 

Newport, Rhode Island, in 1795, buried 
his mother beside seven generations of 
his family in an area now called God’s 
Little Acre. (In 2019, the Newport site 
was awarded a fifty­thousand­dollar grant 
from the African American Cultural Ac­
tion Fund, which is part of the National 
Trust for Historic Preservation.) What 
survives in God’s Little Acre is a mea­
sure of what’s been lost elsewhere. Its 
every headstone, including those carved 
by an enslaved eighteenth­century arti­
san named Pompe Stevens and dozens 
with engraved portraits—faces with strik­
ingly African features—contains a record 
not found in any archive. As Stokes told 
me, “It’s a repository of African Ameri­
can heritage and history.”

Vincent Brown, a colleague of mine 
who teaches in Harvard’s departments 
of history and African and African Amer­
ican studies, has ancestors who were  en­
slaved in the eighteenth­century Ches­
apeake. He coined the expression 
“mortuary politics,” to describe the uses 
to which mid­eighteenth­century and 
early­ nineteenth­century diasporic Af­
ricans put the dead. Lately, there’s a par­
tisan politics to mortuary politics. “I’d for 
sure rather have voting rights than June­
teenth,” Brown told me. “But who knows 
where that goes, because anytime some­
one is celebrating the dead it’s not really 
about the past—it’s about how we imag­
ine the future.” A century ago, when white 
supremacists destroyed Black cemeter­
ies and erected Confederate monuments, 
they weren’t so much honoring the Lost 
Cause as advancing their cause: segrega­
tion forever. A risk, in this fraught mo­
ment, is of getting strangled by their dead 
hands. White Tea Partiers dressed up 
like George Washington; Black Lives 
Matter activists demanded the removal 
of a statue of Robert E. Lee. The Trump 
Administration answered the New York 
Times’ 1619 Project with its 1776 Com­
mission. And then what? “There’s a 
strange overlap between people who don’t 
want to think about the history of slav­
ery and people who fixate on the politics 
of race only in terms of slavery,” Brown 
said. Both assume that “the conflicts of 
the past are necessarily the conflicts of 
the present and the future, as if some­
how the descendants of the slaveholders 
and of the slaves are supposed to be 
aligned with their ancestors forever.”

In Albany, a graveyard not on any 

• •
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map was found in 2005, on the onetime 
plantation of a cousin of Philip Schuy-
ler, Alexander Hamilton’s father-in-law. 
It held the bodies of African-descended 
people, mainly children and babies, all 
buried before 1790. Cordell Reaves, who 
is African American, was working for 
the New York State Office of Parks, Rec-
reation and Historic Preservation when 
he learned about the Albany remains. 
Those bones went to the New York State 
Museum for analysis. “What people ate, 
where people were from, where their an-
cestors hailed from, understanding the 
effect of the brutal physical labor they 
were forced to endure,” he told me. “That 
story is etched into their actual bones.” 
For a long time, Reaves tried without 
success to get people interested in a re-
burial. In 2015, it finally came together: 
a Catholic cemetery donated plots; 
woodworkers built coffins, and artists 
and schoolchildren decorated them. The 
dead lay in state in the front hall of 
Schuyler Mansion before the multi-faith 
burial, in one of the best attended and 
most moving public-history events the 
state has ever hosted. Reaves wept. “It 
was like lightning struck,” he told me. 
All that night and the next day, peo-
ple read poems, and sang, and danced. 
“Something about this captured peo-
ple,” Reaves said, tearing up again. “I’m 
not sure what it was. But I keep com-
ing back to the word ‘reconciliation.’ ”

He’s got a slightly different notion 
of what a descendant community might 
be. “I looked out at the sea of people 
that were there,” he said. “This coun-
try is rooted in the story of enslaved 
people. This is everyone’s history.” You 
can be a cynic about all of this, Reaves 
admitted. It’s one thing to pray for the 
dead; it’s another to look after the liv-
ing. But Reaves isn’t cynical. “It’s a door,” 
he said. “You open it, some of them will 
walk through.” The question is what 
lies on the other side. 

•

God has no children whose rights may be 
safely trampled on.

—Frederick Douglass, 1854.

Samuel Morton, a Philadelphia doc-
tor, began collecting skulls in 1830. 

Determined to study the craniums of the 
world’s five newly classified “races,” he 
directed faraway correspondents to dig 

up graves and ship him heads, eventually 
amassing nearly nine hundred, including, 
closer to home, those of fourteen Black 
Philadelphians. Morton is buried in Phil-
adelphia’s Laurel Hill Cemetery, under 
an obelisk inscribed, “Wherever Truth Is 
Loved or Science Honored, His Name 
Will Be Revered.” In 1854, three years 
after Morton’s death, Frederick Douglass 
called his work “scientific moonshine,” 
but it took more than a century for sci-
entists to disavow the notion of biological 
race. And yet calls for the return of those 
remains rest on a notion of race, too.

Christopher Woods, a Sumerologist 
from the University of Chicago, is the 
first Black director of the Penn Mu-
seum, in Philadelphia. In April, not yet 
two weeks after he began his appoint-
ment, the museum issued a statement 
apologizing “for the unethical posses-
sion of human remains in the Morton 
Collection” and pledging to return them 
“to their ancestral communities.” Penn 
is not alone. In January, the president 
of Harvard issued a similar apology and 
charged a committee to inventory the 
human remains found in its museums, 
with priority given to those of “individ-
uals of African descent who were or 
were likely to have been alive during the 
period of American enslavement.” As 
Evelynn Hammonds, a historian of sci-
ence who chairs the Harvard commit-
tee, told me, “No one institution can 
solve all these questions alone.”

But Penn has other problems. Days 
after Woods’s first apology, the museum 
issued another one, this time for hold-
ing on to the remains of a Black child 
killed by police in 1985 during a raid 
against the Black-liberation organization 
MOVE. (The police bombed the MOVE 
house, and eleven people, including five 
children, were burned to death.) The 
museum returned those remains to the 
families this summer. As for the rest of 
the remains, including the Morton col-
lection, “We want to do the right thing,” 
Woods told me. “We want to be able to 
repatriate individuals when descendant 
communities want that to be done.”

During the years when Morton was 
collecting skulls, much of Philadelphia’s 
African American community was bury-
ing its dead in a cemetery on Queen Street 
that’s now a playground called Weccacoe, 
for a Lenni Lenape word that means 
“peaceful place.” The day I stopped there, 

the playground was a tumble of sippy 
cups and strollers, water buckets and tubes 
of sunscreen, and toddlers playing pirates. 
Underneath lie thousands of graves. 

Pennsylvania passed a gradual aboli-
tion law in 1780, and by the seventeen-
nineties Philadelphia had a thriving free 
Black community, much of it centered 
on what is now the Mother Bethel Af-
rican Methodist Episcopal Church. In 
1810, the Bethel church trustees and the 
A.M.E.’s founder, Richard Allen, bought 
a city block on Queen Street. Until 1864, 
the congregation used the land as a burial 
ground and then, in 1889, strapped for 
cash, sold it to cover the cost of a new 
church. The burial ground became a park, 
and then a playground. Nearly half the 
city’s population is Black, but the city’s 
monuments and museums mostly com-
memorate Benjamin Franklin, the Dec-
laration of Independence, the American 
Revolution, and the drafting of the Con-
stitution. Avenging the Ancestors, a co-
alition formed in 2002 to advocate for a 
slavery memorial in the city, has taken a 
broad view of the notion of a descen-
dant community, describing its members 
as “today’s free Black sons and daugh-
ters” of “yesterday’s enslaved Black fa-
thers and mothers.” 

In 2010, Terry Buckalew, an indepen-
dent researcher and aging antiwar activ-
ist, read in the newspaper that the city 
was about to renovate Weccacoe. “They 
were going to dig it up,” he told me. “They 
were going to put in new trees, new light 
poles, and a sprinkler. And I said, ‘Oh, 
no. The bodies are still there!’ ” Three 
years later, the city conducted a ground-
penetrating-radar survey and concluded 
that the site, the Bethel Burying Ground, 
contained at least five thousand bodies. 
Buckalew, who is white, has spent his 
retirement researching the lives of those 
thousands of Black Philadelphians. I 
asked him why. “Reparations,” he said. 
“I firmly believe in reparations.”

Reparations rest on arguments about 
inheritance and descent. But, if geneal-
ogy has a new politics, it has always been 
urgent. After Emancipation, people put 
ads in newspapers, desperately looking 
for their children, husbands, wives, and 
parents. “INFORMATION WANTED of 
my mother, Lucy Smith, of Hopkins-
ville, Ky., formerly the slave of Dr. Smith. 
She was sold to a Mr. Jenks of Louisi-
ana,” Ephraim Allen of Philadelphia 



posted in the Christian Recorder in 1868. 
Today, reparative genealogical projects 
in search of descendants put out calls on 
social media and ask people to fill out 
Google Forms. One of the most success-
ful, the Georgetown Memory Project, 
has been looking for direct descendants 
of two hundred and seventy-two en-
slaved people sold by the Jesuit Society 
that ran Georgetown in 1838, mostly to 
pay off debts. So far, the project, in con-
junction with independent researchers 
and American Ancestors (the nation’s 
oldest genealogical research organiza-
tion, which established pedigrees for 
Mayf lower descendants), has located 
more than eight thousand descendants. 
In 2019, after a student-driven referen-
dum, the university announced a plan to 
provide four hundred thousand dollars 
a year in reparations, in the form of “com-
munity-based projects to benefit De-
scendant communities.” 

Reparations hasn’t been the dominant 
note sounded in Philadelphia over Bethel, 
perhaps in part because it was the A.M.E. 
Church that sold the burial ground. Still, 
there’s been plenty of controversy, along 
with the usual and more than usual de-
lays of a complicated city-planning pro-
cess. But last year the Bethel Burying 
Ground Historic Site Memorial Com-
mittee selected a proposal by the award-
winning artist Karyn Olivier, for a me-
morial titled “Her Luxuriant Soil.”

Olivier, who teaches sculpture at 
Temple University, was born in Trini-

dad and Tobago in 1968. “My ancestors 
were slaves, but not here,” she told me. 
Olivier likes to work with soil: “It holds 
history and holds loss and holds pain.” 
But she took her title from a speech 
made by Richard Allen in 1817, before 
a meeting of three thousand free men 
of African heritage, who’d gathered to 
debate a proposal, mostly favored by 
Southern slaveowners, for resettling free 
Black men and women in West Africa. 
“Whereas our ancestors (not of choice) 
were the first cultivators of the wilds 
of America,” Allen said, “we their de-
scendants feel ourselves entitled to par-
ticipate in the blessings of her luxuri-
ant soil.” 

Olivier’s elegiac design incorporates 
features discovered during excavation of 
the site, including the inscription found 
on the only headstone that was un-
earthed: “Amelia Brown, 1819, Aged 26 
years. Whosoever live and believeth in 
me, though we be dead, yet, shall we 
live.” A wrought-iron cemetery gate read-
ing “Bethel Burying Ground” will mark 
the entrance to the park—half of which 
will still be a playground—where pav-
ing stones engraved with epitaphs will 
have something of the quality of Ger-
many’s Stolpersteine, or stumbling stones, 
marked with the names of those who 
were killed in the Holocaust. You won’t 
trip over Olivier’s installation; instead, 
inscribed into water-activated concrete, 
the words will appear, and disappear, 
with rain, snow, and a sprinkler system. 

The plan is to break ground in March. 
But it won’t be very broken: the graves 
lie only inches deep.

Olivier’s work stands at the vanguard 
of a mournful aesthetic, closely associ-
ated with a Philadelphia-based non-
profit called the Monument Lab, which, 
with a four-million-dollar grant from 
the Andrew W. Mellon Foundation, is 
reimagining the nation’s public memory. 
In September, the Monument Lab re-
leased the results of a National Monu-
ment Audit as a prelude to opening ten 
field offices across the country—places 
in need of new monuments “to trans-
form the way our country’s history is told 
in public spaces.” The stops along my 
route began to appear to me to be gath-
ered together by thread. The artist Sonya 
Clark, who teaches at Amherst College, 
has worked with the Monument Lab, 
and she also once collaborated with a 
carver named Nicholas Benson, who 
owns the stone-carving shop in New-
port where Pompe Stevens etched head-
stones: Benson carved the word “slave,” 
in Italian, in Roman capitals in marble, 
then sent her the dust. Clark likes to 
work with dust the way Olivier likes to 
work with soil. “To gather dust is to gather 
up all that is around us that is sloughed 
off,” she told me. In 2019, Clark covered 
a floor with dust she’d collected from 
Philadelphia sites like Independence Hall 
and Declaration House, and—dressed 
as a charwoman named Ella Watson, 
photographed by Gordon Parks in 1942—
got down on one knee with a bucket of 
soapy water and scrubbed the floor with 
a Confederate-flag hand towel, to reveal 
the words “We hold these truths . . .” 

•

Let the people see what they did to my boy.

—Mamie Till-Mobley, 1955.

Washington, D.C., is a monument 
to the dead. But the “national” 

dead rest on top of the Black dead: Ar-
lington National Cemetery started out 
as a Black burial ground, the former 
plantation of the Confederate general 
Robert E. Lee, seized by the Union 
during the Civil War. After Appomat-
tox, James Parks, once enslaved, dug the 
graves of the white Union dead; the 
United States Colored Troops were bur-
ied in a separate section. In 1898, Presi-
dent William McKinley opened Arling-“I’m just here to complain about the length of this line.”
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ton to the Confederate dead, declaring, 
“In the spirit of fraternity, we should 
share with you in the care of the graves 
of Confederate soldiers.” In 1914, Wood-
row Wilson dedicated a thirty-two-foot 
monument to the Confederacy, on Jef-
ferson Davis’s birthday. Having admit-
ted secessionists, Arlington remained 
racially segregated until Harry S. Tru-
man integrated the military, in 1948. A 
bill introduced in 2020, the Removing 
Confederate Names and Symbols from 
Our Military Act, would, if passed, call 
for taking down the Confederate mon-
ument. But, like a lot of gestures made 
in 2020, nothing has yet come of it.

Washington’s newest monument is 
written on the ground across from the 
White House, where yellow painted 
letters spell BLACK LIVES MATTER. If  
a commitment to naming and marking 
the Black dead undergirds reparation 
efforts, it also informs the design of 
new monuments and museum exhibits. 
They cleave to the same dark themes—
dust and soil, ancestors and descendants, 
death and resurrection—because the 
spectre and the spectacle of Black death 
lie at the heart not only of anti-Black vi-
olence but also of Black freedom strug-
gles. The National Memorial for Peace 
and Justice, opened in Montgomery, Al-
abama, in 2018, suspends from its ceil-
ing hundreds of steel coffins, memorials 
to victims of lynching. The Smithsonian 
National Museum of African American 
History and Culture, which opened in 
2016, displays Emmett Till’s glass-topped 
casket. In September, the Smithsonian 
National Museum of American History 
installed a single artifact in a vast hall at 
the entrance of the museum, a histori-
cal marker that, until recently, stood  
along the banks of the Tallahatchie River, 
where Till’s body was found. It’s a sign, 
evocative of an old headstone, that not 
long ago had been shot by vandals three 
hundred and seventeen times. Dimpled 
with BBs, pocked with shotgun blasts, 
riddled with the bullets of semi-automatic 
weapons, the sign now stands as a mon-
ument not to the past but to our violent 
national present. “It is an object of such 
pain,” Anthea Hartig, the museum’s di-
rector, said to me. “How do you memo-
rialize when you’re still in the middle?” 
The historian Tsione Wolde-Michael, 
who co-curated the Till exhibit, is also 
the director of a new Center for Restor-

ative History. “There are very few his-
torical moments that create openings 
like the one we have right now,” Wolde-
Michael told me. “You have publics 
around the globe that are pushing not 
just museums but universities, and gov-
ernments, all sorts of major institutions, 
to not just issue solidarity statements, 
but to create altogether new structures.”

Lonnie Bunch III, the first Black sec-
retary of the Smithsonian, has charged 
the National Museum of Natural History, 
down the block from the 
American-history museum, 
with assessing its human re-
mains and sorting out indi-
viduals of African descent. 
Sabrina Sholts, a museum 
curator of biological anthro-
pology, is leading that effort, 
from an office where a plas-
tic skeleton, propped up in 
a corner, gathers dust. The 
audit is beset by a paradox: 
the people who collected these remains 
did so in order to invent “race” as a bio-
logical category, one that does not exist, 
but one that has to be used, somehow, 
to identify what remains can be consid-
ered those of African heritage. “Our dis-
cipline, biological anthropology, helped 
reify race,” Sholts told me. “And now we 
need to explain to the public that race 
does not describe biological variation.” 

Here’s one way of thinking about 
this impasse. Democratic political strug-
gle rests on the idea that ancestry is not 
destiny. But American history has be-
trayed that idea through centuries of 
state-imposed inequality, discrimina-
tion, and disenfranchisement. There is 
therefore no path to equality without 
measures aimed at repair: restorative 
history, reparations, the return of re-
mains. But these measures sometimes 
advance the anti-democratic idea that 
ancestry is destiny. Politicians are trapped 
in this maze; you can hear them in there, 
screaming. Can archeologists and ge-
nealogists, curators and artists, and, not 
least, everyday people who volunteer in 
cemeteries find a way out? 

Among the remains Sholts’s com-
mittee will consider are thirty-three 
skeletons found in Maryland in 1979, 
during the expansion of a state road 
through what turned out to have been 
a slave cemetery at Catoctin Furnace, 
an ironworks. (Catoctin isn’t far from 

Gettysburg, along a route taken by  
Civil War battleground tourists, where 
the highway signs read “Hallowed 
Ground.”) “It’s an accident of history 
that we have these bones,” Elizabeth 
Comer, the head of the Museum of  
the Ironworker, told me, but the mu-
seum is able to tell its visitors about 
those lives because of what has been 
learned from the remains by Sholts’s cu-
ratorial colleague Doug Owsley. Ows-
ley’s study, along with sequencing done 

by the Harvard geneticist 
David Reich, is the kind of 
research that people calling 
for AAGPRA want halted, 
until a descendant commu-
nity can be found and con-
sulted. (Owsley says that 
the local African American 
community supports the re-
search.) As for what to do 
with the Catoctin remains 
now, Comer, too, believes 

that it’s up to the descendants, except 
that, after years of steadfast searching, 
she has yet to find any. 

Why add only historical African 
Americans to a protected category? If 
collecting human remains without con-
sent is wrong, which was NAGPRA’s ar-
gument, why not include everyone? 
Sholts’s answer is that no one is more 
powerless to give consent than a person 
held as property, so the work has to begin 
there. She sees this change of approach 
as generational, and she’s a part of the 
new generation. 

Among the leaders of that gener-
ational change are Ayana Omilade 
Flewellen, from U.C. Riverside, and 
Justin Dunnavant, of U.C.L.A., co-
founders of the Society of Black Ar-
chaeologists. They’re trying to build the 
kind of restorative justice-based struc-
tures in archeology that Tsione Wolde-
Michael wants to build in history. In an 
essay that appeared this past April in 
American Antiquity, Dunnavant, Wolde-
Michael, and others warned, “The fu-
ture of archaeology is antiracist, or it  
is nothing.” The next month, Nature  
published an essay, by Dunnavant and 
others, calling for the creation of an 
AAGPRA, while acknowledging that  
“centuries of displacement and sparse 
genealogical records for African Amer-
icans can mean that it is difficult to link 
a set of human remains to specific Black 
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descendants.” The sensible solution, they 
argue, is to define “descendants both in 
genealogical terms and more inclusively, 
to welcome input from African Amer-
icans whose ancestors had a shared his-
torical experience.” According to guide-
lines established in 2018 by the Afri-
can American Cultural Heritage Action 
Fund, that shared historical experience 
is enslavement. For Dunnavant, it’s also 
being Black in America. “We need to 
do this research on behalf of the com-
munities we are studying,” Dunnavant 
told me. The Society of Black Archae-
ologists is calling for a national audit of 
all human remains. 

But the universal keeps straining 
against the particular. The people whose 
remains were most likely to be taken 
without their consent are also the people 
whose lives are the least well documented 
in paper archives, the people about whom 
forensic and genetic analysis has the most 
to tell. That’s why Henry Louis Gates, Jr., 
disagrees with aspects of the AAGPRA 
approach. Gates, who serves on the Har-
vard human-remains committee, has 
been studying the diaspora through his-
torical records, genealogy, and DNA for 
decades. In 2006, he started a PBS se-
ries called “African American Lives” that 
spurred interest in genealogy in the Af-
rican American community. Gates grew 
up in West Virginia, where he visited 
the “colored” cemetery. “My grandfather 
and my grandmother were buried there,” 
he told me. He hasn’t had a strong emo-
tional response to the African-burial-
ground ceremonies he’s seen, with kente 
cloth and African drumming. “I’m deeply 
moved by the recovery of remains,” Gates 
says, “but I worry that sometimes an ex-
cess of kitsch substitutes for substantial 
reflection about the meaning and im-
port of the burial sites.” Although he be-
lieves in a notion of descent that encom-
passes shared historical experience, he 
thinks that decisions “shouldn’t be made 
exclusively by local Black families who 
happened to live there” but through a 
process of collective deliberation involv-
ing genealogical descendants, represen-
tatives of the local Black community, sci-
entists, and other researchers. For Gates, 
DNA research has the potential to re-
pair some of the damage done by slav-
ery: it can restore links that were sev-
ered when families were separated and 
genealogical evidence was destroyed. 

Otherwise, it’s a Catch-22: not sequenc-
ing the DNA makes it harder to find 
the descendants to ask for their permis-
sion to sequence the DNA. “This is mag-
ical stuff,” Gates said. “It’s the only way 
to connect the dead to the living. It’s the 
only way these dead can speak. Some 
people think they should be buried and 
sealed. I believe in respecting the dead. 
I also respect the living.” 

Fatimah Jackson, a professor of bi-
ology at Howard University, has been 
weighing the implications of AAGPrA 
for scientific research. ( Jackson, like 
Blakey, is a former director of Howard’s 
W. Montague Cobb Research Labora-
tory, which houses the largest collec-
tion of African American skeletal re-
mains in the world—a collection that 
Cobb assembled to refute the work of 
people like Samuel Morton.) Suspend-
ing research, she argues, will affect pub-
lic health, widening historical inequi-
ties and leaving the African American 
community even less well represented 
in databases that are essential to prac-
tices expected to be central to the fu-
ture of medicine. 

What should be done when one kind 
of restorative racial justice conflicts with 
another? Jackson is unpersuaded by the 
contention that all people whose ances-
tors were enslaved ought to be called 
upon to decide what to do with their 
remains. “Scientists know more about 
Neanderthals than modern humans re-
cently out of Africa,” she said. And she’s 
skeptical of Dunnavant and his co-
authors “speaking for forty million peo-
ple, or even for four people.” She thinks 
their rhetoric of representation is mis-
begotten. “What sampling method is 
that?” she asks. “Does he speak for Black 
America? Or do I speak for Black Amer-
ica? It’s ludicrous.” She also believes 
that, on balance, African Americans 
(who lately, like the rest of the country, 
have tended to cremate their dead) 
would want the research to proceed and 
that, meanwhile, if the scientific com-
munity needs to make an ethical assess-
ment about future research, it should 
engage in a deliberative process, per-
haps involving a series of conferences 
with Black lawyers, doctors, clergy, eth-
icists, and scientists.

That deliberative body sounds some-
thing like the National Commission 
for the Protection of Human Subjects 

of Biomedical and Behavioral Research, 
called for by Congress in 1974 in the 
aftermath of revelations about the ex-
periments done on Black men at Tus-
kegee. The commission—eleven scien-
tists, ethicists, lawyers, and activists who 
deliberated for nearly four years—pro-
duced the landmark “Ethical Princi-
ples and Guidelines for the Protection 
of Human Subjects of Research,” bet-
ter known as the Belmont Report. It 
might be time for a new commission, 
on the Protection of Human Subjects, 
Postmortem. Still, it’s easy to imagine 
that venture falling apart before it even 
starts, over the vexing question of who 
can speak for the dead.

•

Why do you not propose a cemetery for the 

illustrious Negro dead?
—Zora Neale Hurston to  

W. E. B. Du Bois, 1945.

Near Richmond, the former capital of 
the Confederacy, Brian Palmer met 

me at East End and Evergreen Ceme-
teries with his little black dog, Teacake, 
named, he said, “for the one good male 
character in Hurston’s ‘Their Eyes Were 
Watching God.’” Palmer, an award-win-
ning journalist, helped found Friends of 
East End, in 2017. “I’m a descendant,” 
he told me, hitching Teacake’s leash to 
a carabiner dangling from a belt loop 
and waving to me across a locked gate. 
The cemeteries, both founded in the 
eighteen-nineties by African American 
citizens, are open only to descendants 
and, for now, only with advance notice. 
Between 2019 and 2020, the Enrich-
mond Foundation, a nonprofit that had 
no experience with cemeteries or with 
historical preservation, acquired both 
of them, an area that stretches across 
seventy-six acres. “The state secretly 
anointed this white-led organization 
and said, We’ll do what we want, and 
then we’ll worry about the descendants,” 
Palmer said. “In my humble, grumpy-
ass view.”

Enrichmond plans to develop a tour-
ist site (Palmer calls it a “recreation plan-
tation”), with an estimated price tag of 
$1.9 million, including a visitor center, 
bike trails, and hundreds of feet of elec-
trical, sewer, and water lines—all plans 
that could disturb unmarked graves. 
Last winter, members of Richmond’s 



Black community formed a descendants 
council: they consider the site hallowed 
ground, and they have asked the gov-
ernor to suspend the development’s 
funding. But Enrichmond has enlisted 
its own group of descendants, includ-
ing John Mitchell, a descendant of Rich-
mond’s celebrated Black newspaper  
editor John Mitchell, Jr., who is buried 
in Evergreen. Mitchell is also “Enrich-
mond’s Family Ambassador,” and the 
man you’ve got to notify before you enter 
the cemetery. While Palmer and I were 
walking around with Teacake in tow, 
Mitchell pulled up in a pickup truck. 
He waved hello but eyed us warily. “Brian 
has valid concerns about descendant 
representation,” Mitchell later said. “But 
twisting the words and actions of those 
descendants that chose to get inside this 
system is not productive.”

The term “descendant community” 
comes from Michael Blakey’s work on 
the New York African Burial Ground, 
but it also has roots in sites of conscience, 
where the terms are “families of the miss-
ing” or “communities of mourners”—la-
bels that apply equally well to U.S. sites 
of mass atrocity, like Tulsa, where arche-
ologists have been uncovering a grave 
believed to hold the bodies of hundreds 
of African Americans who were killed 
in the 1921 massacre. The human-rights 
scholar Adam Rosenblatt, the author 
of “Digging for the Disappeared,” is 
struck by the relationship between de-
scendant communities and communities 
of mourners. “These are the people who 
matter the most,” he told me. “But what 
it often too quickly translates into is the 
assumption that somehow those peo-
ple are always going to agree with each 
other.” Which, as a visit to East End 
and Evergreen makes clear, isn’t neces-
sarily what happens. Palmer, pointing 
out that the condition of these cemeteries 
is a consequence of disenfranchisement, 
argues for a democratic solution. “There 
are people who still have deeds to their 
plots, people in the ground,” Palmer said. 
“Let’s gather around a table. Let’s vote. 
Isn’t that what democracy is for?” 

After Richmond, I travelled through 
the heart of the Confederacy, from cem-
etery to cemetery. The Oberlin Ceme-
tery, in Raleigh, was one of the smallest, 
with about six hundred bodies interred 
beneath magnolias and oaks. Cheryl Wil-
liams’s family is buried there, and she’s 

the cemetery’s steward, but she doesn’t 
expect ever to lie in any grave. “My fam-
ily recently, we’ve been going with cre-
mation,” she told me. The Friends of 
Oberlin Village gives amazing tours. 
Williams said, “We’re at a time when 
people are ready to hear these stories and 
accept them as true history.” 

But in Charleston I wasn’t so sure. 
The neighborhood around Bethel United 
Methodist Church, on Calhoun Street, 
sits atop graveyards, including Bethel’s 
own, containing the remains of con-
gregants, white and Black. The church 
grounds are covered in dug-up old head-
stones, lying in beds of pine needles and 
on patches of shaggy grass, some rescued 
by the church, others left by neighbors 
who came across them in their back yards. 
(“Sacred to the Memory of Laurence 
Carnes,” one 1805 stone reads. “Disturb 
not his bones while they are moulder-
ing in their Mother Earth.”) Behind the 
church is a house on a lot that city ar-
cheologists believe to be the not very 
restful resting place of more than fifteen 

hundred people. In the nineteen-forties 
or fifties, the owner began using head-
stones as paving stones, for a garden path. 
I found the new owner by a dumpster 
in the driveway. Earlier in the summer, 
when he filed for a construction permit, 
the city issued a stop-work order but 
then decided that it lacked the author-
ity to halt the planned renovations. I 
asked him about the burials in his back 
yard. “It’s all over,” he said, exasperated. 
“It was sold in 1915.” He threw up his 
hands. “There is no story.” 

Everything happening in the rest of 
the country is happening faster, and 

hotter, in Florida. “It’s just insane right 
now. It’s crazy here,” the anthropologist 
Cheryl Rodriguez said when we spoke 
about the state’s Republican governor, 
Ron DeSantis. Rodriguez is the former 
director of the Institute on Black Life 
at the University of South Florida, in 
Tampa. In June, within a matter of days, 
DeSantis denounced the teaching of 
critical race theory, forbade the use of 

“And here’s one I made up called ‘Mama’s Last Nerve.’ ”
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the 1619 Project in the state’s classrooms, 
issued a requirement that state colleges 
and universities survey their students to 
reveal whether they have been indoc-
trinated into an antiracist agenda, and 
signed a law convening the Task Force 
on Abandoned African-American Cem-
eteries. I asked Rodriguez how the task 
force could possibly produce a report 
that doesn’t document the very kind of 
discrimination that the Governor’s other 
directives ban people from even talking 
about. She laughed, and said, “Welcome 
to Florida!”

In 2018, a Tampa Bay Times reporter 
named Paul Guzzo got a tip from an 
amateur genealogist named Ray Reed: 
he found death records for an African 
American cemetery called Zion, but he 
couldn’t find its location. At first, chas-
ing leads and digging through the ar-
chives, Guzzo thought there might be 
just a few bodies, but then he realized, 
“Oh, shit, this is a big cemetery.” Guzzo 
fell down a rabbit hole, and so did a lot 
of other people. He learned that part of 
Robles Village, now a predominantly 
Black public-housing community, had 
been built on top of Zion. People would 
call to tell him about another cemetery 
they knew had been paved over, Guzzo 
would investigate, the Tampa Bay Times 
would run another story. A local TV 
news station, WTSP, started a history 
series called “Erased.” All this breaking 
news galvanized activists, including 
Corey Givens, Jr., whose great-great-
grandfather, a mason who helped build 
the St. Petersburg seawall, is buried 
somewhere under an overpass for I-175, 
outside Tropicana Field. The Tampa 
Bay Rays are scheduled to redevelop the 
site in 2027. “All I’m saying is it should 
be Black descendants telling the mayor 
what we want to do to honor our Black 
ancestors, not him telling us,” Givens 
told me. “I want to bring some peace 
and justice to my family.” 

The Task Force on Abandoned and 
Neglected African-American Ceme-
teries, introduced by the state congress-
woman Fentrice Driskell, passed Flor-
ida’s legislature with unanimous support, 
and was signed into law this summer 
by DeSantis, even as he was doing things 
like banning the 1619 Project. Paul Ortiz, 
a historian at the University of Florida, 
and the president of the United Fac-
ulty of Florida, says, “They’re going to 

make sure you don’t mention 1619—I 
mean, don’t mention the date?” Ortiz is 
the author of a history of racial violence 
in Florida. Between 1882 and 1930, no 
state in the country had a higher rate 
of lynching than Florida; a state sena-
tor urged the nullification of the Four-
teenth and Fifteenth Amendments; and 
one governor, Napoleon Bonaparte Bro-
ward II, effectively proposed the depor-
tation of all Black people. During the 
election of 1920, the Ku Klux Klan 
burned prospective voters alive in their 
homes, and Dade County Democrats 
published an announcement in the 
Miami Herald: “WHITE VOTERS, RE-
MEMBER! WHITE SUPREMACY IS BEING 
ASSAULTED IN OUR MIDST.” In the 
face of this violence, Blacks f led the 
state. In 1860, the Black and white pop-
ulations of Florida were roughly the 
same size; by 1930, whites outnumbered 
Blacks by more than two to one. Then 
came cars, and asphalt. The decades-long 
process of transforming Florida from 
the Jim Crow South into a Sun Belt 
Disney World involved not only de-
stroying Black communities but also 
dismantling Black cemeteries, all but 
erasing the state’s Black history. In 1945, 
Zora Neale Hurston wrote to W. E. B. 
Du Bois proposing that the N.A.A.C.P. 
buy a hundred acres of land in Florida, 
build a cemetery, and rebury the remains 
of the “illustrious Negro dead.” Du Bois 
wrote back, “I have not the enthusiasm 
for Florida that you have.”

If a way ahead is possible in this 
moment, if all sorts of people can be 
brought together through a door to sit 

down around a table and come up with 
something like a Belmont Report, An-
toinette T. Jackson is the person to make 
it happen. Jackson, an anthropologist 
at the University of South Florida, is 
dazzling and unstoppable. In 2020, with 
funding from a university antiracism 
initiative, she started the African Amer-
ican Burial Grounds and Remember-

ing Project. The project has brought a 
team of anthropologists, historians, ac-
tivists, artists, poets, and storytellers to 
burial sites in both Tampa and St. Pe-
tersburg. (Cheryl Rodriguez is a prin-
cipal investigator on Jackson’s team.) 
They research genealogies, conduct oral 
histories, meet with community mem-
bers and organizations, make art, tell 
stories, and perform poetry. A burial-
grounds network? Jackson isn’t wait-
ing for federal legislation; she’s doing 
this now. This spring, she founded the 
Black Cemetery Network, a research 
coalition that tweets using the hashtag 
#BlackGravesMatter. 

Jackson, who was born in New Or-
leans, was an executive at A.T. & T. in 
Illinois when, on vacation in South Car-
olina, she heard stories she’d never heard 
before, and decided to become an an-
thropologist. “I went to a rice planta-
tion outside Charleston with my dad, 
and we were on a boat,” Jackson told 
me. “And something just hit me, and I 
knew, this is what you gotta do. Tell 
these stories.” She took a leave of ab-
sence from her job, and went to grad-
uate school. She wrote a pioneering 
book called “Speaking for the Enslaved,” 
about the efforts of African Americans 
to preserve their own heritage at an-
tebellum plantation sites. “Descendant 
knowledge needs to be on the same 
plane with archeological and histori-
cal knowledge,” she told me. “The same 
thing applies to the cemetery project.” 
As a cultural anthropologist, she doesn’t 
have the same attitude toward descen-
dants as Justin Dunnavant’s society of 
archeologists: she’s not only looking for 
descendants with a legal claim; she’s in-
terested in the meanings people make 
out of places. “One way to think about 
it is you network out, six degrees of sep-
aration,” she said. “There are the peo-
ple who have people in the ground. 
There are the people who live on top. 
There are the people who own the land.” 
Her work rests on all kinds of other 
work, including researching, unearth-
ing, and reburying, but she has a par-
ticular gift for bringing people together 
around learning, the act of openhearted 
and honest inquiry.

Jackson and I got into her blue Volvo 
and drove across a city of pavement and 
palm trees. Zion, Tampa’s first ceme-
tery for African Americans, opened in 



THE NEW YORKER, OCTOBER 4, 2021	 45

1901, at the center of a Black commu-
nity on North Florida Avenue. It closed 
in 1920. In 1951, the Housing Author-
ity of Tampa bought the land and then 
built Robles Park Village, a residential 
community for middle-class whites, a 
Sun Belt Levittown, one and a half acres 
of which is on top of more than eight 
hundred graves. Later, the housing au-
thority opened Robles to Black resi-
dents, who now account for more than  
ninety per cent of the population there. 
Three months after Guzzo’s story about 
Zion ran in the Tampa Bay Times, the 
housing authority conducted an envi-
ronmental assessment. When it an-
nounced the results at a community 
meeting in Robles and the residents 
learned that they were living on the 
dead, people wept and screamed. Some 
left the room. 

There is no plan to move the bod-
ies, only a plan to move the living. Find-
ing Zion led the housing authority to 
relocate all the tenants and accelerate 
a planned redevelopment that will ex-
pand low-income housing. The hous-
ing authority has convened the Zion 
Cemetery Preservation and Mainte-
nance Society to decide what to do with 
the cemetery; there has been talk of a 
memorial and a genealogical-research 
center. Todd Guy, the Robles Village 
property manager, met Jackson and me 
in the parking lot and took us into his 
office to show us a new master plan for 
a mixed-income community, a lavishly 
illustrated, glossy, oversized book that 
looks as though it cost the moon. “It is 
with great care and respect that we must 
now honor those buried within Zion 
and tell their story,” it says. The Zion 
committee has two vacant slots, re-
served for descendants. So far, commit-
tee members say, they have yet to con-
firm any.

Yvette Lewis, the head of the 
Hillsborough county branch of the 
N.A.A.C.P., wants more than a memo-
rial at Zion. “These people have been 
walked on all their lives, and now they 
want to rest and people still want to 
walk on them,” she told me. She wants 
reparations: scholarships for African 
American families affected by the Ro-
bles Village discovery. Fentrice Driskell, 
the state representative, wants the whole 
community involved. “In a place like 
Zion, if we can’t find descendants it’s 

got to be a community conversation,” 
she said. “Also, what about all the Black 
families who have lived in Robles over 
the years? What about sending these 
kids to college? Starting grants for Black 
entrepreneurs?” But, here again, the par-
ticular strains against the universal: free 
college tuition and business grants are 
great ideas as remedies for economic in-
justice. Why stop at providing them to 
people whose families lived at Robles?

Jackson, Lewis, and Driskell all serve 
on that state task force. Its report is due 
at the beginning of 2022, around the 
time that reports and audits from com-
mittees at Penn, Harvard, and the 
Smithsonian are to be finalized. “We 
don’t want to be a road to nowhere,” 
Driskell told me. “We want the work 
to continue even after the task force 
sunsets.” Jackson isn’t worried. DeSan-
tis? “The Governor has sanctioned the 
importance of African American cem-
eteries,” she told me, and smiled. “We 
can go wherever we want with that.”

Todd Guy drove Jackson and me 
around the Robles housing project in 
a golf cart. We rumbled across crum-
bling pavement and past tipped-over 
trash cans and fading grass to a six-
foot-tall chain-link fence that marks 
the perimeter of Zion. A Mylar ban-
ner, zip-tied to the fence, lists the names 

of the people known to be buried there, 
a makeshift memorial. 

Beyond a swinging gate marked “Re-
stricted Area” lies a peach stucco ghost 
town. The families living on top of the 
cemetery have been moved out. The 
housing authority will relocate the re-
mainder, about four hundred families, 
in the next year or two. “The housing 
authority ran this place into the ground,” 
Jackson whispered to me. She fears the 
worst. “They’ll move these people to 
someplace worse, make this place nice, 
and move other people in.” Spanish 
moss drooped from an oak tree. The 
trees are protected, Guy explained. 
“Even to prune the oaks, we have to 
have permission from the city,” he said. 
“We have to build around them.” 

Jackson looked around. A lone 
washing machine stood in a patch of 
grass. A white plastic bag fluttered on 
the ground. She appreciates the work 
that human-rights activists do at sites 
of conscience, but she doesn’t think it 
fits a place like this. “They define jus-
tice as if you build a memorial and 
you’re done,” she said. “ ‘You’ve got jus-
tice. You have closure.’ That’s not jus-
tice. I don’t want anything to get closed. 
I want an opening.”

In Zion, a black screen door, un-
latched, flapped in the wind. 

• •
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LIFE AND LETTERS

A STRAIGHT LINE IN THE DARKNESS
The author’s diaries and notebooks chart her early work and love life.

BY PATRICIA HIGHSMITH

P
atricia Highsmith, who published 
twenty-two novels, including 
“Deep Water” and “The Talented 

Mr. Ripley,” died in 1995, at the age of 
seventy-four. By the time of her death, she 
had alienated many of the people in her 
life, espousing racist, anti-Semitic, and 
otherwise offensive views, but the eight 
thousand pages of diaries and notebooks 
she left behind—an edited version of which 
will be published this November—depict 
an engaged, social, and optimistic youth. 
The following selections begin in the spring 
of 1948, when the twenty-seven-year-old 
Highsmith had a two-month residency at 
the Yaddo artists’ colony. There, she met 
the British writer Marc Brandel, with 
whom she began an on-again, off-again 
relationship, and finished writing her first 
novel, “Strangers on a Train.” To make 
money, for several years Highsmith wrote 
for comics, including those published by 
Timely, which later became Marvel. In 
December, 1948, she also found seasonal 
work in the toy department of Blooming-
dale’s, where she sold a doll to Mrs. E. R. 
Senn, the wife of a wealthy businessman 
from New Jersey, who became the inspi-
ration for the character Carol, in her novel 
“The Price of Salt,” which was first pub-
lished, in 1952, under a pseudonym. 

april 3, 1948: Have rented a type-
writer, and begun, in good mood, an-
other ending on the Comp. [Woman’s 
Home Companion] story. It flows. Yet 
each day that goes by—where is the 
writing I wish to do? I feel it in me. 
Shall I be like those people without 
number who feel a destiny to write 
magnificent works one day? Yet look-
ing at them I know I am different, and 
I put my trust in my intensity—my 
enormous need—which I do not see 
at all in them. The fortune-teller’s re-
mark to my mother in N.O. [New Or-
leans] haunts me: “You have one 
child—a son. No, a daughter. It should 
have been a boy, but it’s a girl.” All 

around me, the happy, lighthearted, 
happily living couples of the South. 
Courtship is so easy, the attainment so 
easy, their bodies so fortunate.

april 10, 1948: My mother awakened 
me at 9 with a call that I have been ad-
mitted to Yaddo. I am thrilled and de-
lighted. Such a relief, like a soldier, to 
have one’s life planned for the next 
10-12 weeks! My mother pleased, too, 
and grandma impressed. Grandma read 
all about Yaddo in the pamphlet. How 
wide in range are her interests—how 
much grander a person is she than all 
her offspring. 

may 11-30, 1948: What to say of Yaddo? 
I shall never forget it. A singularly dull 
bunch, no big names—though Marc 
Brandel is interesting. Bob White, Clif-
ford Wright, Irene Orgel, Gail Kubik, 
Chester Himes, and Vivien K[och] 
MacLeod, W. S. Graham, a Scots poet, 
Harold Shapero & wife, Stan[ley] 
Levine, painter, Flannery O’Connor. 
Great desire to drink, after 3 days. The 
drunkest evening of my life after ten 
days. At the Maranese Restaurant btw. 
here & town, the place we took dinner 
when the kitchen moved from garage 
to mansion. None of us ate much. We 
trooped into the bar & drank as if we 
had never had cocktails before. Mixing 
was the order—for a thrill—Marc soon 
succumbed, with carrot hair in his car-
rot soup. I exchanged a revealing phrase 
with C. Wright, the solitary gay person 
here, which was carried no farther. We 
both know. So what? 

I must have had five Martinis or six. 
Plus two Manhattans. A near blackout 
at Jimmy’s with Bob & Cliff, who had 
passed out at the Maranese, & had to 
be carried by three of us into the cab. 
We propped him on a stool in Jimmy’s, 
whence he fell like an egg. We seated 
him in the taxi, but when we came out 
he was gone! The taxi fare $7.50 for 

Bob & me by the time we finished look-
ing at Bob’s drawings in his studio. The 
driver drinking & looking, too. When 
we refused, we were whisked back to 
town, passing Cliff on the way, stag-
gering under the dark elms of Union 
Avenue on his 2-mile trek back home. 
This night has become legendary as 
“the Night Clifford Fell in the Lake.” 

Chester tried (in his room) to kiss 
me. Did I mention it already? Doesn’t 
matter.

There are six artists here. We are all 
very different from one another, yet re-
markably sociable, I think. What strikes 
me most forcibly is our basic similar-
ity, in fact. It occurred to me last night, 
if any of us saw a white note being slid 
under the crack of our door—with a 
sound like thunder in the silent depths 
of midmorning—each of us would drop 
his work and spring for it. With what 
hope? Perhaps a friend, some sign of 
personal choice, of a singling out from 
the rest. And it followed—personal se-
curity, ego assurance, a lover. These 
every artist needs and wants. Even the 
married artist is constantly attuned to 
these needs. The mornings. Energy is 
too abundant at ten. The world is too 
rich to be eaten. One sits in a whirl at 
one’s desk thinking of drawing, writ-
ing, walking in the woods. The over-
whelming flood of experience rushing 
in from all sides. In the morning only 
do I ever desire a drink to reduce my 
energy from 115% to 100%.

5/15/48: Please try to notice if every 
artist isn’t ruthless in some way. Even 
the sweetest of characters have done 
something, generally because of their 
creative life, that to the rest of the world 
is inhuman. Some cases are more ob-
vious, others may be more concealed. 
I know mine exists, my cruelty. Though 
where I cannot precisely say, for I try 
always to purge myself of evil. Gener-
ally it is selfishness in an artist. And 
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Highsmith, photographed by Rolf Tietgens, in 1942. “I have stretched an hour into eternity. It is all within me.”
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because he subjects himself so cheer-
fully to all kinds of privations for his 
art, it is difficult for him to see wherein 
he has been guilty of selfishness. He 
sees it as selfishness for such an obvi-
ously worthy cause, too. Generally, in 
one form or another, it is a self-preser-
vative selfishness, in regard to his not 
giving enough of himself to the world 
or another person. 

[no date] After three weeks at Yaddo. 
The soul lusts for its own corruption—
after only one week. Desperately, 
through alcohol, it tries to reestablish 
contact with the rest of humanity. One’s 
eternal and individual loneliness is sil-
houetted sharply against dark green 
pine woods where it seems no human 
figure has ever walked or will ever walk. 
And, too, there is the desire born of 
loneliness also, to mingle spiritually with 
all the rest of the world of this year 1948 
which is now starving, fighting, writh-
ing in agony of thirst and undressed 
wounds, whoring, cheating, scheming, 
developing private, secret fondnesses for 
the stinking gutter. We want that, for it 
is our destiny, too, and Yaddo is depriv-
ing us. There is the moment of utter 
corruption, around eleven or eleven-
thirty in the morning. One goes to uri-
nate, washes their hands and looks into 
the bathroom mirror. The clock in the 

workroom grows audible. One realizes 
the isolation and imprisonment of the 
body, one realizes the hell of the body, 
and not only here, everywhere and as 
long as one lives, one longs for another 
body, naked and loving, a man or a 
woman, as it may be. One mixes a drink 
of rye and water, sips half of it trucu-
lently at a window, looks at the sterile, 
made bed and contemplates masturbat-
ing and turns from it in fear and scorn. 
One stalks about the room like a crim-
inal imprisoned, unregenerate, incorri-
gible. This is the moment delicious, ni-
hilitive, supreme, all-answering, the 
moment of utter corruption.

june 2, 1948: Happiness overwhelms 
me. Twenty-three days at Yaddo. My 
life is regular, pleasant, healthful on the 
obvious plane. (And how often and 
where in the past eight years, since I 
lived with my parents, have I been able 
to say this?) On the less obvious plane, 
it restoreth my dignity, my self-confi-
dence, it enables me to complete what 
I have never completed, that child of 
my spirit, my novel, and give it birth. 

june 26, 1948: A turning point. Went 
with Marc to the lake and discussed 
homosexuality quite a bit. Amazingly 
tolerant he is. And he convinced me I 
must abolish guilt for these impulses 

and feelings. (Can’t I remember Gide? 
Must I always try to “improve” myself?) 
I returned with quite a different atti-
tude. I think more highly of myself. I 
have opened myself a little to the world.

august 2, 1948: These days, I’ve been 
speaking with Jeanne about the need 
for us to separate. Promised Marc I 
would. She was sad, but understands. 
Mostly she was jealous, I think. And 
later with Marc. I asked if he could 
spend the night with me. Said yes. He 
was very sweet, but nothing happened, 
and I was upset again.

8/5/48: Persistently, I have the vision 
of a house in the country with the blond 
wife whom I adore, with the children 
whom I adore, on the land and with 
the trees I adore. I know this will never 
be, yet will be partially, that tantalizing 
measure (of a man) which leads me on. 
My God, and my beloved, it can never 
be! And yet I love, in flesh and bone 
and clothed in love, as all mankind. 

september 10, 1948: Provincetown. 
Marc drunk when I arrived. Ann Smith 
[a painter, designer, and ex-Vogue model, 
a friend of Marc Brandel’s] visited us, 
I think probably to get a look at me. 
She interests me—young, pretty, sim-
ple, and understanding. We wanted to 
take a walk (a few days later), and Marc 
accompanied us. Yes—I feel like I’m 
in prison. Always has to be like that—
with a man. 

11/23/48: Opening at Midtown of 
B.P.’s [Betty Parsons’s] gallery. All the 
ancient acquaintances, friends of my 
friends of my twenty-first year. Age 
has sagged a chin line, silvered a golden 
head, stamped its uniform signature of 
tiredness on a dozen faces. I think of 
Proust, re-seeing the Guermantes clan 
in the last chapter of “À la Recherche 
du Temps Perdu.”

december 6, 1948: First day at 
Bloomingdale’s. Training, and in the 
toy [department]. Very pleased.

december 7, 1948: Hard work. Sell-
ing dolls, how ugly and expensive! And 
then—at 5 p.m., someone stole my meat 
for dinner! What kind of wolves one 
works with!

“Your favorite scene where he tramples the  
town’s small business is coming up, sir.”
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december 8, 1948: Was this the day 
I saw Mrs. E. R. Senn? How we looked 
at each other—this intelligent-looking 
woman! I want to send her a Christ-
mas card, and am planning what I’ll 
write on it.

april 23, 1949: How much I resent 
about Marc these days—his never doing 
anything but reading when he is here, 
while I attempt to play records, f ix 
drinks, watch meat & canapés in the 
oven, simultaneously fix dinner, wash 
dishes, do the bed (and disgusting di-
aphragm) and, in the morning, prepare 
breakfast. He hasn’t the particular sen-
sitivity to realize that a person in the 
bathroom does not wish another per-
son sitting at the table just outside the 
door. These and a thousand things dis-
turb my digestion, banish the gains 
made at other times.

may 7, 1949: [The fashion designer 
and painter] Mme. [Elizabeth] Lyne’s 
party tonight. The party a fiasco, be-
cause dear Marc thought two boys were 
making passes at him. I got my coat 
and left. Wish I’d stayed on or told him 
off—one or the other, for I came home 
in a silent, pent fury. 

may 8, 1949: Very depressed from last 
night. “You’d better make up your mind 
whom you love,” said Ann, “because 
you’re wasting a hell of a lot of valu-
able time . . . irrevocable time.” I feel 
she refers to my lack of achievement 
in my work, my age, etc., and it all over-
whelmed me. Moreover, I feel literally 
deprived of something, now that I can-
not fall in love with anyone. However, 
it takes only a lunch with Dione (or 
even a good drawing) and laughter to 
make me feel, and know I am, happier 
now, enjoying life more now, than ever 
before. Such a fact allows me to bear 
a great deal—even the thought of going 
away with Marc. Though, actually, Sat-
urday night dissuaded me from that. I 
will not be imprisoned so.

may 20, 1949: A gloomy, uneventful 
day, until Margot [ Johnson, Highsmith’s 
agent] informed me that Harpers wants 
my book! Everything happens at once! 
After all these months of plodding 
dullness, the book and Europe. And—
so I asked Marc to come over for din-

ner. He brought champagne. And we 
decided to marry Christmas Day. Three 
high points of my life—definitely!

june 4, 1949: Rosalind [Constable, a 
friend and a writer], Marc, my mother 
saw me off. A short farewell, for the 
cabin is not attractive (D deck!) and the 
Queen sailed promptly. I could not see 
any of them from the deck. Who is with 
me most? Ann. I think of her thinking 
of me today. Everything a madhouse. 
One gets lost dozens of times a day. The 
meals are thrown at one, then snatched 
away. No one attractive in tourist class, 
and we are very effectively barred from 
fraternizing with the other two. 

6/7/49: I am curious as to that part of 
the mind which psychology (which de-
nies the soul) cannot find, or help, or 
assuage, much less banish—namely, the 
soul. I am curious as to the soul’s dis-
satisfactions, that ever unsatisfied por-
tion of man, which would ever be some-
thing else, not necessarily better, but 
something else, not necessarily richer, 
more comfortable, or even happier, but 
something else. It is this I want to write 
about next.

june 11, 1949: A delightful first-class 
carriage ride from Southampton to 
London, where both Dennis [Cohen, 
Highsmith’s future U.K. publisher] & 
Kathryn [Cohen’s wife] met me at Wa-
terloo Station. Dennis in a Rolls-Royce. 
And a beautiful house to come home 
to—a Siamese cat, a superb lunch with 
Riesling. Kathryn is charming!

june 17, 1949: With Kathryn to Strat-
ford. Poor Kathryn—she unburdens 
her heart to me, I trust, about Dennis. 
She has money to play with, but pas-
sion—she cannot spend at the mo-
ment, and she has a treasure of that. A 
rushed bite of dinner at the Avon 
[Hotel], and to “Othello” with Diana 
Wynyard as Desdemona, John Slater 
as Iago, Geoffrey Tearle as Othello.

june 20, 1949: London. Increasingly I 
must be drugged to be creative. Whether 
this is a stage, whether it is wrong (it is 
momentarily wrong) is the great prob-
lem. The worst letter from Ann. She 
writes me almost daily. “Why do you 
write to me. If you loved me, we should 

live together & there would be no ques-
tion. It has been almost a year . . . I can-
not keep the light touch much longer.” 
And from Marc, the first letter. Rather 
cool, otherwise all right. I feel so ten-
derly toward him. But which is I???? Ex-
tremely tired. I grow ever thinner. 

6/20/49: There must be violence, to 
satisfy me, and therefore drama & sus-
pense. These are my principles.

june 22, 1949: Today at last a grand 
decision. It is impossible to think of 
marrying Marc—a sacrilege. I prefer 
Ann. But as yet I cannot trust my emo-
tions enough to believe I love her 
enough. Perhaps that will come—im-
mediately—for her. But I know I would 
only hurt Marc and myself by marry-
ing him.

[no date] How I miss the long talks 
with Kathryn. What things go through 
my head. What a charming woman is 
she. And the pity. The unjustness. The 
male form without context: everywhere. 
Dennis incapable of loving her. How 
alive she still is. How worthy of adora-
tion. What a beautiful instrument to play 
on! What songs could she sing! How 
proud could she make her lover! I come 
to Paris thinking of the strange kiss she 
gave me the night before I left, the way 
she held me close and would not let me 
go. And why? And why? And why was 
I not bolder? How many years since 
someone had kissed her—a modest kiss, 
but one with reality—as I did that night? 
I should have liked to hold her in my 
arms all night, to give her the feeling of 
being loved and desired, because the feel-
ing is more important than the deed.

july 18, 1949: I wrote to Marc—fi-
nally—severing everything, telling him 
I am sure I cannot be to him what I 
should. 

7/29/49: Europe for the first time at 
twenty-eight: it widens one’s interests 
again, makes one diverse as at seven-
teen. This closing up! I hate it. It grows 
on one slowly from nineteen onward, 
as S. [Samuel] Johnson said.

august 23, 1949: Roma—a dirty town. 
All the men masturbating or something, 
staring with idiotic fixity at me. Wired 
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K. last night & she telephoned at 6 last 
night. Wants to join me in Naples. Was 
so happy suddenly—a proper date with 
English-speaking friend—and what a 
person—I bought Cognac, wore my 
sweater from Florence. How lucky I am. 
Though suffering backache (?) and sore 
stomach, I feel like a god as I lie alone 
in my room, too sick, too frightened 
(physically) of what might happen in 
Rome, should I fall sick, to move out. 
Out finally to eat a beefsteak & noth-
ing else. Had had nothing but 2 om-
elets for 2 days. Forgive food details, 
dear diary, but they become life details, 
perhaps. Kathryn will join me Friday. I 
spin out the days in Rome until then, 
therefore, hating it.

september 8, 1949: I wanted to em-
brace and kiss Kathryn. Depression—
for what? I am not in love with her, 
only afraid to show the least sponta-
neity in my emotions. Always afraid? 
Always afraid—not really of offend-
ing—but of being offended by some-
one else’s rejection. With her, I can only 
think of my bad points, my untidy hair, 
bad teeth, my untidy shoes, perhaps. 
We leave tonight for Palermo. The boat 
is beautiful. Suddenly we both purr like 
kittens, responding to the cleanliness, 
the good service, above all the leaving 
of Naples, the change ahead. K. will 
stay with me until I go, then return to 
Rotterdam, finally to London where—
everything hellish awaits her— 

september 21, 1949: To the Grotta 
Azzurra with K. Very cluttered with 
rowboats, so certainly 50% of the light 
was obscured. What a shame. Caught 
the 4:10 bus back to Napoli. Then the 
parting. And the rushing. Grapes. And 
a last dinner with K. I in my white suit, 
which I’d wanted to wear the first eve-
ning with her. We dined—indiffer-
ently—at the vine balcony restaurant of 
our first lunch. K. often holds me, looks 
earnestly into my face, and kisses me 
on the lips. What does she wish me to 
say further? (I have said nothing.) She 
doesn’t wish anything. But mightn’t I? 
Plans—does K. want them? I know it 
is I who do not want them. That K. 
could more easily bear than I could say, 
I shall come to London next year and 
we shall live together. No, I don’t know 
what I want. With perfect equanimity, 

I can contemplate nothing but brief af-
fairs—promiscuous ones—in N.Y. And 
yet I hope for a jolt (of time, in time) 
to crystallize my desires. I long to write, 
and dream of its coming out easily as a 
spider’s web. Now I know why I keep 
a diary. I am not at peace until I con-
tinue the thread into the present. I am 
interested in analyzing myself, in try-
ing to discover the reasons why I do 
such & such. I cannot do this without 
dropping dried peas behind me to help 
me retrace my course, to point a straight 
line in the darkness. 

october 2, 1949: Does K. think of 
me in this long silence? I know she does. 
We have a strange psychic communi-
cation, we two. I began my novel, “Ar-
gument of Tantalus” [later titled “The 
Price of Salt”]. Seven or eight pages 
that went along with that ease and flu-
ency (of vocabulary) that generally 
means nothing much need be changed 
later. Naturally, I am very happy today. 
The happiest since leaving Kathryn. 

october 5, 1949: Page 28 of “Tanta-
lus.” I have no clear detail of what hap-
pens once Therese meets Carol. But it 
goes romping along, much as I do. All is 

my own reaction to things—with only, 
at the extremes, some extensions to fol-
low more closely the attitudes of my main 
character. The sea is rolling rather heav-
ily tonight. Could not sleep until 2 a.m.

october 9, 1949: Have never felt such 
outpouring of myself—in all forms of 
writing. A great gush. I want to get 
this book out of me in the shortest pos-
sible time, not even stopping to earn a 
bit of money. 

october 19, 1949: Marc called yes-
terday, to my surprise. We had drinks 
and dinner tonight, says he still feels 
the same, still talks of marriage, “not in 
two years or even more, but you’re still 
the person I want to spend the rest of 
my life with.” Marc stayed the night, 
trying to please me, but being too self-
effacing even.

october 22, 1949: Date with Marc. 
Went to dinner—bad at Le Moal’s—
and movie. He stayed. I was excessively 
tired, and then (in fact, unless I am 
drunk) he is so much dead weight in 
my bed. Oh Christ, I want Kathryn in 
my bed! I trust her. I like the fact she 
is older than me. I think she is beauti-

ENTIRE

There was dirt once, an entire earth
That clung to our bare feet when it rained,
Scorched them when it hadn’t,
Coated our arms when it rose
With the dry, furious wind.
How obvious, I thought then,
That it wanted to touch, interact,
Even if just molecule to molecule.
We hated that we couldn’t escape its reach—
Even indoors, weighing down our heels,
Licking our shoelaces. How it even opened itself
To other creatures, a baby snake poking through,
Surveying the kitchen. Such naked desire,
Though we never called it that, even after we moved
To another country with its concrete
And vast fields held inert beneath. 
“Our feet never touch mud now,”
I told my mother the other day.
“Yes,” she said, “yes.”
That was all.

—José Antonio Rodríguez
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ful and intelligent. I had another letter 
from her. More affectionate, I would 
say, more half said, than the other.

november 6, 1949: Typed almost all 
my [story] “Instantly and Forever” today. 
All I can say is, I’ve seen such things 
printed. Marc came up with a title [for 
the first novel] this morning. “Strang-
ers on a Train.” I like it very much & 
hope they do. God bless him. He helps 
me so much. Am very grateful.

november 11, 1949: Lunch with Har-
pers. Joan Kahn & Mr. Sheehan, an ed-
itor, junior, who says he likes my book 
tremendously, thinks it’s wonderful. 
(Later spoke with Mme. Lyne, who said 
Sheehan dropped in, raved about the 
book, without knowing she knew me.) 
Kahn: Will allow me to finish “Tanta-
lus” without showing even a piece of it. 
And some money can be arranged, too. 
Wants McCullers, etc., to read “Strang-
ers” and comment for jacket. 

november 23, 1949: Thanksgiving 
morn: 2:45 a.m. No letter from Kath-
ryn. She doesn’t love me. I had my chance, 
and I muffed it. (Will that be engraved 
upon my tombstone?) There is nothing 
in the world I want so much at this mo-
ment as a word from her. A new word. 
One cannot go on forever rereading the 
same letter. I am sick, and starving, from 
living on what one always lives on. Hope. 
The future that never comes, because 
one never makes it. That is, I don’t. I 
must tell her that I love her. I want her. 
I am hers. I want only to be with her. I 
must ask her, does she want it, too.

11/23/49: Continually I toy with my 
“if—ifs.” For instance, if my experience 
should be shut off now, sexually, emo-
tionally (not intellectually), but mun-
danely, practically, I feel I should have 
enough. I have stretched an hour into 
eternity. It is all within me. I have but to 
draw upon it. I have not been to sea for 
many months, but neither have I been 
immured. And yet I know, as I write this, 
that in a week I shall condemn it as ster-
ile, decadent, simply stupid. Thank God, 
I am not the single person, not even wor-
shipping the Intellect and the Soul with 
single mind, like Melville! For Melville 
became insane, and I shall not. This af-
ternoon in Hastings [New York], I raked 

leaves, in the sun and the air and the 
smoke. And I loved my love with all my 
heart. Therefore, I felt and I knew that 
I was not entirely the priggish person I 
had been half an hour before, immersed 
in Melville’s “Pierre” and following his 
vagaries of soul with the most person-
ally involved fascination. Therefore, I 
know I shall not ever go mad. Which is 
one of the matters for which I give thanks 
this Thanksgiving Day.

november 26, 1949: Another letter 
from Kathryn. The first in two weeks, 
but well [worth] waiting for. It trans-
forms everything. She misses me. It was 
a very intimate letter. I have never been 
so happy in my life. I must literally rest a 
while each day, lest I drop dead with the 
absurd ailment of Euphoria. Not that I 
am excited. I am calm, serene, my con-
centration is even good. But I am blessed, 
and I know it. All these years of repres-
sion, sacrifice, disillusionment, frustration 
have come to be of value, for they help me 
to measure my extreme happiness now. 

november 26, 1949: Lyne informs me 
Sheehan of Harpers was chiefly fasci-
nated by my book’s [“Strangers on a 
Train”’s] “homosexual theme” and pre-
sumably subject matter. I was astounded, 
a little disturbed. Felt wonderful this 
evening, going downtown after one Mar-
tini here, my pinstripe suit. I prefer my 
hair straight. Frightfully, dangerously 
tired when I went to bed at 4 a.m. I am 
always afraid of dropping dead, of course.

december 8, 1949: I read my note-
books all evening. A real thesaurus! I 
lay closer plans of “Tantalus.” I believe 
it will go well. I must not be too loose, 
that is all! I am happy tonight. And if 
I don’t have a letter from K. tomorrow, 
the fourteenth day? I shall be disap-
pointed, sorry, but not unhappy. For be-
trayal of faith and trust is the very theme 
of “Tantalus,” which tomorrow I hope 
to begin to write once more.

december 10, 1949: Worked. How 
well it all goes. How grateful I am at 
last not—as Lil says—to spoil my best 
thematic material by transposing it to 
a false male-female relationship! 

1/10/50: Loneliness. Not a mysterious 
visitation, not a disease. It depends what 

one has been doing last, what one will 
do next, whether it comes or not. This 
has nothing to do with “distraction,” ei-
ther. I mean loneliness has to do with 
the psyche’s rhythm alone. Distraction 
never keeps loneliness [at bay], of course. 
I honor loneliness: it is austere, proud, 
untouchable, except by what it would be 
touched by. Melancholy on the other 
hand can quickly be touched by distrac-
tion. For it is a more logical thing. (And 
I can also see myself writing the very 
opposite of all this one day.)

1/10/50: A note on hearing “America.” 
From sea to shining sea. The many small 
towns I have driven through. The many 
lighted windows on the second floors of 
small homes, where young girls stand 
brushing their golden hair. The houses 
certain people call home. The rooms that 
are certain people’s own rooms, unfor-
gettable. And perhaps the rooms they 
will have all their lives. And the shaded 
window with the red cross over the sill, 
that I passed every morning on the way 
to high school in Ft. Worth. The bread 
they eat, and the boyfriends who call 
them, the cars they drive to hamburger 
stands in, the summer evenings when 
the boys are home from colleges, and the 
betrothals are made. The children that 
are born to lead the same simple lives 
externally. And, always, the loneliness, 
the unsatisfied striving that is below the 
surface, much or little below. The girl 
who is unsatisfied, and yet has not the 
energy or perhaps the courage to escape. 
She dreams of something better, some-
thing different, something that will chal-
lenge and use up the aspiration that she 
feels clamoring within her, that cannot 
be satisfied by the men she meets, the 
stores she buys her clothes at, the mov-
ies she dreams in, even the food she eats. 

january 13, 1950: Bad luck. I owe the 
government $122, which I won’t pay. Mar-
got says that I have to continue work-
ing for the comics industry for several 
months at least. Well, then, I shall do 
that. At least I don’t have a hangover 
this morning. Ann came to see me. She’s 
not going to Europe this summer. Ann 
is too slim, not as attractive as before. 
My God, how many women do I want? 

january 19, 1950: My birthday. 29. 
Work—I thought that the comics might 
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be stimulating now. Unfortunately not. 
However, the checks will doubtless be. 
But the stories—! With the family to-
night. Martinis, good French wine, 
presents. And a check over $20 for a 
macintosh. Couldn’t sleep tonight. I 
think of Lyne—who tickles my curi-
osity, that’s all. And I was also think-
ing about my life. I should be writing 
now. I cannot possibly justify these two 
months I plan to work on comics. I 
don’t get any younger.

1/25/50: Education. How we should 
love those years of formal education, 
especially in the university. To the re-
flective person, it is the last time he 
will remember that the world made 
sense, the world promised to continue 
to make sense. It is the only time when 
all he is filled and concerned with re-
ally concerns life. No wonder he is 
happy! No wonder each day is heroic 
adventure! No wonder he doesn’t want 
to go to bed at night!

1/26/50: Insanity. When one has 
glimpses of it, it is not in the form of 
random irrational thoughts, but as the 
entire structure of one’s information 
slipping. It is as if the crust of the en-
tire world slips a bit, so that one eas-
ily imagines the North Pole at the South 
Pole one day. 

february 1, 1950: Thus, I go through 
life, subsisting on one drug or another.

2/2/50: I do indeed grow tired and de-
pressed by realism in literature—espe-
cially à la O’Hara, or even à la Stein-
beck. I want a complete new world. 
Painters are doing it. Why not writ-
ers? I do not mean the pixie-like fan-
tasy of Robert Nathan. I mean a new 
world that is at once not real, and at 
once fascinating and full of message, 
that is art, too, as simply, timelessly, and 
unrealistically as the best of the cave 
dwellers’ wall paintings. 

february 9, 1950: Margot likes “Tan-
talus.” What more can I say? I am alive 
once more. I am in love with Kathryn. 
I am an angel, a devil, a genius. I must 
have nothing more to do with Lyne, 
who will not grant me her bed, as sim-
ply and partially as I should take it. 
(Idiot, she is!) I love Kathryn. My eyes 

are on the stars and beyond. My spirit 
wanders in the galaxies, and under the 
oceans. My breath is in the coming 
spring winds. My fertility is in the dry, 
living seeds as yet unplanted. My food 
is my love itself, better than any feast! 
The frame of my life is the frame of 
my work. Gloria in Excelsis Deo! 

2/27/50: The entire pattern of my life 
has been and is: She has rejected me. 
The only thing I can say for myself at 
the age of twenty-nine, that vast age, is 
that I can face it. I can meet it head on. 
I can survive. I can even combat it. It 
will not knock me down again, much 
less knock me out. In fact, I have learned 
to reject first. The important thing is 
to practice this. That my limping 
crutches are not trained to do. Ah, how 
insignificant it all is! And how signifi-
cant! To one more love, goodbye. Adieu. 
But no— God will not be with you, 
not you. But fare thee well, all the same. 
God knows, I hold thee high. 

march 28, 1950: Lyne told Marc all 
I need[ed] was a man to “make me feel 
like a woman.” Her usual, refreshing 
tack, and to hell with Freud, and even 
past history. Pat’s not queer, Lyne says. 
She’s got this wrong. Spent night with 
Marc. I am easier with him, but much 
rebellion left, I can feel. And if Kath-
ryn writes me favorably? I envisage 2 
months now with Marc, when I shall 
write my book, followed by movie 

money, Europe, and I hope Kathryn. 
If I were to do what I feel like doing, 
it would be Kathryn & Europe, and 
not these 2 months (so far as pleasure 
goes) with Marc even. Feel like a 
woman? He makes me feel like a male 
pervert, a sailor in the Navy, a naughty 
little boy at school. He has a knack of 
not knowing what I want. 

4/2/50: A note after rereading all my 
notebooks—rather, glancing through 

all of them, for who could possibly read 
them? Impressed only by the range of 
interest, the terrible striving in all di-
rections. Depressed by the monotonous 
note of depression, and the affinity of 
melancholy. Impressed very rarely by 
cleverness, by poetry. But sometimes, I 
think, by an occasional good insight. A 
few usable things in literature. But this 
I must say: the sackcloth ashes age has 
passed. The adolescent aloneness (re-
luctance to join with humanity) has 
passed. So melancholy now, on the 
lonely gray seas, is tempered with sight 
of shore. I have my friends. More than 
that I have Life, and know how to re-
pair to it at all times, under any condi-
tions. Things which once were so be-
wildering and complex, marriage and 
sex, for example, are not so now. They 
have been torn down a bit. Become 
more lovable, in fact. I must get it all 
to flow. To let it dam up till it is an in-
sufferable force, that has to be knocked 
out by liquor and dissipation to tire the 
body. In short—as I have ivy-tower-
ishly preached since adolescence—I 
must learn to find life in my work, liv-
ing there, with its dramas, hardships, 
pleasures, and rewards. For I have yet 
another long road to go, before I can 
find in another person those compati-
ble elements, which will enable all this 
to flow. I have merely learned, so far, to 
avoid those persons who would stop it.

april 3, 1950: Margot sold my book 
[“Strangers on a Train”] to Hitchcock 
for $6,000 + $1,500 for Hollywood work 
or not at time of filming—6-9 months 
hence. Celebrated wildly with Lyne 
(broke date with Jeanne). Then called 
Ann at 3 a.m. & was stupidly invei-
gled into inviting her here. Dismal, and 
I feel it’s the last time.

april 7, 1950: Hysterical, because Lyne 
made me wait an hour for her. I have a 
cold & fever, but that’s small excuse. 
The point is, the pattern resumes. The 
point is, I have a chance out of it now 
(a bit of money), and my imprisoned soul 
(in such bad shape that an A.S.P.C.A. 
would have guillotined me years ago, 
had they known, and God himself must 
be wishing, o profoundly wishing, he 
hadn’t made such a creature or let such 
a creature be made). How about the 
insect in the country brook, born to 
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live 30 seconds due to natural enemy 
living in the proximity? I think such a 
creature even would be considered hap-
pier. At any rate, drunk and sober to-
night, I feel myself approaching the 
end of phoniness. I have lived as a phony 
too long. The honest money in my 
pocket is crying out against it. What 
do I cry? What is the cry of my soul? 
Kathryn. (Result of waiting for Lyne 
45 minutes, plus 102 fever, plus lousy 
dinner in a nightclub, + 3½ Martinis + 
a crying jag.)

april 17, 1950: I have borne heavier 
crosses than Kathryn. The letter came 
today (written Thursday April 13) and 
it is not good, I suppose. She is incred-
ibly burdened with all kinds of things 
just now. “I have to learn to walk alone,” 
she wrote, “before I’ll be of any use to 
myself or to anyone else.” And that she 
would like to see me whenever possi-
ble. What ever remains but friends? 

Marc got my negative letter today, 
too. Thus we both get it in the neck 
the same day.

april 20, 1950: [Port Jefferson] One 
inconvenience after another. No gas. 
Parents left at noon, and I sat huddled 
by a fire the rest of the chill, rainy day, 
reading Greene’s “The Man Within.” 
How brilliant it is. How like Kathryn 
is Elizabeth. And Andrews like me in 
my most cowardly, indecisive moments. 
(My cowardice, if any, lies in indeci-
sion alone.) I wept at the end. Real 
tears, à la “David Copperfield” when I 
was a child, tears now because I am 
grown up, and so are these people. 

may 3, 1950: Ah, life can be beautiful. 
Chapter Nine done. P. 111. And the 
next chapter planned at the moment. 
Symbolism coming out fine. I’ve my 
sloppy shirt-paper notes pinned beside 
my desk. I might go all day without 
speaking to anyone here, except per-
haps for my mail.

may 4, 1950: This is such a painful 
novel I am doing. I am recording my 
own birth. My 8-page stint is sometimes 
agony. So far, generally, I feel happy at 
night, however, after the pages are done. 

5/4/50: To hell with the psychoana-
lyst’s explanations of Dostoyevsky’s 

gambling as sexual release. Dostoyevsky 
wanted to destroy himself, to experi-
ence his own destruction. Purge of the 
soul! Dostoyevsky knew. Touch bottom 
before you can thrust to the heights! 
Touch bottom, indeed, merely for the 
sake of knowing bottom. I know all this 
so well, I feel it, I enact it, too. 

may 5, 1950: A letter from Kathryn. A 
good one. Very good. She liked my post-
cards, letters, congratulates me on the 
movie. “You are neither an irrit[ation] 
or a distraction, but someone whom I 
feel very close . . .” Excoriating letter 
from Marc, telling me I cling to my dis-
gusting, infantile sicknesses like a little 
girl clings to a doll, ending “and let’s 
get married.”

5/6/50: This won’t come again (some 
things I know, as I knew when I was 
twenty-three, and twenty-one, that the 
same sensations cannot be reduplicated 
because of the very age element), the 

sheeplike clouds on a pleasant evening 
in May, with the castle nearby, all black 
and dark and huge, where I shall work 
alone. And while my friends are leav-
ing in the car. It is all pleasant, I wel-
come it, and I am not afraid, and yet 
love goes with them, the human voice, 
the touch of the flesh at all, and the 
possibility of something failing, some 
little thing, while the group goes out 
to get into the car, while one or all of 
us look for a place which sells news-
papers after ten o’clock in the evening. 
No, this will not come again, I stand-
ing in the dark driveway, lighting a cig-
arette to comfort me, while the auto-
mobile purrs away in the darkness. I 
staring to a different world and one 
which I love better. Living life I do 
mistrust, but friends and lovers one has 
always. One has always, at least, the 
remembrance of how the lovers were, 
which indeed is no different from the 
way the friends are. For I do project 
into friends the imaginative virtues, 

“Is it possible you made the appointment under  
another name—like, say, Handsome Prince?”

• •
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capabilities, which I project into lov-
ers. Both are created. And a man does 
love by an illusion. 

5/17/50: Writing, of course, is a substi-
tute for the life I cannot live, am unable 
to live. All life, to me, is a search for the 
balanced diet, which does not exist. For 
me. Alas, I am twenty-nine, and I can-
not stand more than five days of the life 
I have invented as the most ideal. 

may 23, 1950: In a burst of confidence, 
I showed Ethel [Sturtevant, who was 
Highsmith’s creative-writing instruc-
tor at Barnard] chapter six, in which 
Carol appears, picks up Therese. “But 
this is love!” Ethel exclaimed upon read-
ing half of the first page. I admitted it 
was something like that but in later 
discussion said T. had a schoolgirl crush, 
wanted back to the womb relationship, 
which Ethel said was borne out by the 
milk episode, but not in their meeting. 
“That’s a sexual awakening. Your ge-
nius ran away with you here . . . Now 
this packs a wallop! This is an excel-
lent piece of writing, Pat.”

5/28/50: I have just heard a remarkable 
popular song called “Let’s go to church 
on Sunday (we’ll meet a friend on the 
way)” [“Let’s Go to Church (Next Sun-
day Morning),” performed by Marga-
ret Whiting and Jimmy Wakely]. They 
will meet a friend on the way. Next Sat-

urday night, the young man will hold 
up a candy store and the girl will sleep 
with the man who will necessitate an 
abortion. These two will marry in less 
than a year and produce five more Cath-
olics. They will vote in the Catholic 
senators and boycott the best artists 
and writers. They will provide sons for 
the next war and dedicate the next su-
perwar mondial to the unknown sol-
dier. They will prevent people from 
parking on their block and they will 
turn the stomachs of the rest of us when 
they appear in bathing suits on public 
beaches. They will be honored because 
they carry on the race. But they will 
not be the people by whom this cen-
tury will be known. 

may 31, 1950: Went to Wanamaker’s 
on luxurious lady of leisure shopping 
tour, & picked up maps from R.C.A. 
for Carol & Therese’s trip. I live so com-
pletely with them now, I do not even 
think I can contemplate an amour.

6/6/50: Today I fell madly in love with 
my Carol. What finer thing can there 
be but to fling the sharpest point of 
my strength into her creation day after 
day? And at night, be exhausted. I want 
to spend all my time, all my evenings 
with her. I want to be faithful to her. 
How can I be otherwise? 

june 14, 1950: Carol has said no now. 

Oh God, how this story emerges from 
my own bones! The tragedy, the tears, 
the infinite grief which is unavailing! 
I saw Marc for a beer. Very detached, 
unreal feeling tonight.

6/16/50: (One day before finishing my 
second novel.) 

I have learned the trade of writing 
rather late. I am later still learning the 
art of life. I came home and only hap-
pened to look into Emily Dickinson, 
and was reminded afresh of that poor 
woman’s (and rich poet’s) fate of lov-
ing a man she saw so briefly—and of 
what she made of it, of what she gave 
the world and herself in beauty. 

june 30, 1950: Today, feeling quite 
odd—like a murderer in a novel, I 
boarded the train for Ridgewood, New 
Jersey. It shook me physically, and left 
me limp. Had she [Mrs. E. R. Senn] 
ever taken the same train? (I doubt it. 
She’d use a car.) Was compelled to drink 
two ryes before I took the 92 bus, the 
wrong one, toward Murray Ave. I asked 
the driver, and suddenly, to my dismay 
and horror, I heard the entire bus shout-
ing “Murray Avenue?”—and giving me 
directions! Murray Avenue is a com-
paratively small lane going into thickly 
wooded land, on one side of Godwin 
Avenue. There is a building on the left, 
a big, quiet, fine house on the right, 
where two cars stood, and women sat 
on the porch, talking. The number was 
345—and I pushed on, seeing 39—on 
the next house, and thinking the num-
bers were going the wrong way, for hers 
is 315. Besides the street was so residen-
tial, there were no sidewalks, and I was 
a conspicuous figure. I dared not go 
any further up the avenue where the 
trees grew closer and closer, and hers 
might have been the only remaining 
house (I caught no glimpse of it!) and 
where she just might have been on the 
lawn or porch, and I might have be-
trayed myself with halting too abruptly. 
I walked on the opposite avenue, which 
was not even called Murray. (And felt 
safer because it was not hers.) And then 
as I came back to Godwin a pale aqua 
automobile was coming out of Murray 
Avenue, driven by a woman with dark 
glasses and short blond hair, alone, and 
I think in a pale blue or aqua dress with 
short sleeves. Might she have glanced 

• •
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at me? O time, thou art strange! My 
heart leapt, but not very high. She had 
hair that blew wider about her head. 
O Christ, what can I remember from 
that encounter of two or three minutes 
a year and a half ago. Ridgewood is so 
far away! When shall I ever see her in 
New York again? Shall I go to a party 
one evening and find her there? 

7/1/50: I am interested in the murder-
er’s psychology, and also in the oppos-
ing planes, drives of good and evil (con-
struction and destruction). How by a 
slight defection one can be made the 
other, and all the power of a strong 
mind and body be deflected to murder 
or destruction! It is simply fascinating!

And to do this primarily, again, as 
entertainment. How perhaps even love, 
by having its head persistently bruised, 
can become hate. For the curious thing 
yesterday I felt quite close to murder, 
too, as I went to see the house of the 
woman who almost made me love her 
when I saw her a moment in Decem-
ber, 1948. Murder is a kind of making 
love, a kind of possessing. (Is it not at-
tention, for a moment, from the object 
of one’s affections?) To arrest her sud-
denly, my hands up on her throat (which 
I should really like to kiss) as if I took 
a photograph, to make her in an in-
stant cool and rigid as a statue. And 
yesterday, people stared at me curiously 
wherever I went, in the trains, the bus, 
on the sidewalk. I thought, does it show 
in my face? But I felt very calm and 
composed. And indeed, at a gesture 
from the woman I sought, I should 
have cringed and retreated.

7/21/50: The night. I dream of earth-
quakes, the earth shaking and tipping 
out the window, while the house stands 
still! One half awakens—more than 
half !—sits up in bed with the dream 
clinging heavily to the edges of one’s 
brain, tipping the whole brain like a 
house itself, caught in an earthquake. 
I call out someone’s name, because I 
don’t know what bed I am in, or what 
house. I see and hear myself doing it, 
knowing I am both asleep and awake, 
and the limbo is horrible! I walk into 
the kitchen, thinking of getting some 
hot water and milk to drink, but my 
brain grasps even this simple idea like 
the clumsy hands of a primitive mon-

ster. And the primitive monster is my-
self. I chew voraciously at a half-eaten 
chop which I really do not want, and 
put it down again. The earth shakes, 
and I doubt even gravity. I am suddenly 
somebody else, another creature I do 
not know. (I know, though, that I lived 
a hundred million years ago.)

9/22/50: Of my book, in conclusion, 
two weeks before finishing the rewrite: 
this is not a picture of the author sweat-
ing. The bookstores at this moment 
happen to be glutted with tracts excus-
ing and apologizing for homosexuality, 
depicting their very rugged male he-
roes writhing with heterosexual disgust 
as they try to throw off the hideous coils 
that bind them, while in the last scene 
their beloved is without reason killed, 
lest somebody in the Bible Belt despise 
the fact they may continue living to-
gether in a cohabitation he has been 
hammered into countenancing, but 
which may sour in his mind a week 
later. This is the story of a woman weak 
because of social weaknesses in her so-
ciety, having nothing to do with per-
version. And a girl starved for a mother, 
in whom the artificial upbringing of an 
orphanage’s home, however scientific, 
has not sufficed as parental love. It is 
just a story that might have happened, 
with no axe to grind. 

october 12, 1950: In furious mood. 
Walked furiously up 2nd Avenue. And 
at 4 p.m. got the curse! First time since 

end of May or June. Because I finished 
my book today, too, perhaps. A nice 
writing streak, with the end in which 
Therese does not go back with Carol—
but refuses her, and is alone at the last. 
Shall show M.J. [Margot Johnson] both 
versions, and am sure she will prefer the 
“lift” ending in which T. & C. go back 
together. In the course of the evening 
got horribly blind drunk! Blackouts  
and everything else. Including spend-

ing all the money in my wallet. Lyne 
eventually poured me into a taxi at 3 a.m.

october 18, 1950: Walter [Marlowe, 
a friend and a writer] & I discussed 
my book. I told him I did not mind 
shelving it for five years. He suddenly 
agreed, and said Sheehan told him—
“I’m glad Pat tackles a subject like this, 
because it’s something she really knows 
about, but for her career I think it’s 
very bad.” To get a label. And I’ve al-
ready one as a mystery story writer!

october 19, 1950: So that is the big 
news—I shall try to persuade Margot J. 
that the book should not be published 
now. And she will doubtless argue oth-
erwise. Everyone will. But it is my ca-
reer, my life. 

10/20/50: Now, now, now, to fall in 
love with my book—this same day I 
have decided not to publish it, not for 
an indefinite length of time. But I shall 
continue to work on it for some weeks 
to come, to polish and perfect it. I shall 
fall in love with it now, in a different 
way from the way I loved it before. This 
love is endless, disinterested, unselfish, 
impersonal even.

october 29, 1950: Margot has fin-
ished my book. “I’m very pleased, Pat,” 
but not with too much enthusiasm, I 
thought. “What do you think of getting 
it published under another name?” she 
asked. I don’t mind. Temporary, partial 
relief from shame. We must get the opin-
ions of several “independent readers.”

december 21, 1950: What shall I write 
about next, I think here in this diary 
where I think aloud. O more definitely 
than ever this 29th year, this third year 
and I always change on the thirds, has 
seen much metamorphosis. It will come 
to me. My love of life grows stronger 
every month. My powers of recupera-
tion are wonderfully swift and elastic. 
I think of writing a startler, a real shocker 
in the psychological thriller line. I could 
do it adeptly. 

(Diary entries are dated in long form, 

notebook entries numerically. A few entries 

here were written or partly written in  

French or German and were translated by 

Sophie Duvernoy and Elisabeth Lauffer.) 
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T
o put it plainly, Yura confused 
Fryazino with Fryazevo and 
went the wrong way. Natasha 

had explained everything to him: go to 
Yaroslavsky Station and take the train 
toward Fryazevo or toward Schelkovo. 
Her station was Zagoryanskaya and not 
all trains stopped there. The train to-
ward Fryazevo did, but the train toward 
Fryazino didn’t. Yura ended up on the 
train toward Fryazino. 

“There’s a train at six-fifteen—it runs 
regularly on weekdays,” Natasha had 
said, standing in the Dinamo Station 
and licking the ice cream, sandwiched 
between two round waffles, that Yura 
had treated her to. “That train always 
stops at our station.”

“And how long . . . mmm . . . does it 
take to get there?” Yura quipped, chomp-
ing on his own ice cream and waffles. 

“Forty-five minutes.” Natasha smiled. 
“You’ll be at my stop by seven.”

This was the third time they’d met, 
but for some reason they were still using 
the formal word for “you.” 

“Will it be a big group?”
“I don’t like small ones!” Natasha 

laughed, shaking her head.
She always shook her head when she 

said something funny. Because of this, 
she came off as too sincere, perhaps even 
foolishly naïve, but she wasn’t stupid; 
Yura had quickly figured that out. He 
liked her more and more. Short, tan, slen-
der, fidgety, and always smiling—she 
clearly had some southern blood run-
ning through her veins. Moldavian or 
Armenian. Maybe even Jewish. Yura 
hadn’t asked her about her roots yet. There 
was always a wave of joy emanating from 
Natasha. Her hair was black, tied up in 
two tight braids that encircled her head.

“So can I expect to meet a whole co-
hort of your admirers?” he asked, fin-
ishing his drippy ice cream.

“No doubt!” Natasha shook her head 
again.

“You got any duelling pistols?” 
“My dad’s got a double-barrelled one.”
“I’ll provide the ammunition.”
“Deal!”
Looking at her lips, which were smil-

ing and glistening with ice cream, Yura 
imagined their first kiss. Perhaps . . . in 
front of a lilac bush. 

“Are there any lilac bushes at your 
house?” he asked.

“We had one. It was ex-qui-site! But 

it was dying, so Dad cut it down. There’s 
just the ti-i-niest bit left.”

Natasha finished her dessert, took a 
handkerchief out of her jacket pocket, 
wiped her lips, picked up her satchel, 
which had been leaning against her 
slender, nut-brown legs this whole time, 
wrapped both her arms around it, and 
pressed it to her stomach.

“Well, I’m off.” Then, bowing her 
head and looking sideways at Yura, she 
added, “See you Saturday, Yura.”

“See you Saturday, Natasha!” Yura 
raised his hand in a fist. 

Natasha turned away and hurried 
down into the subway. She’d turned 
away from him just as quickly the first 
time he’d seen her, as she was walking 
across a balance beam in the gym. Then 
she’d done an easy cartwheel along the 
beam, pushed off it, and jumped into 
the air, her hands spread wide and her 
head thrown back, exposing her radi-
ant face. 

She was a top-ranked student ath-
lete, studying at a pedagogical institute 
and participating in a student Sparta-
kiada, which Yura, a second-year stu-
dent in the journalism department of 
Moscow State University, class of ’63, 
was reporting on for the university pe-
riodical. That was how they’d met. 

Then they’d gone to a French film, 
“Under the Roofs of Paris,” which they’d 
both already seen: Yura once and Na-
tasha three times. 

Then they’d taken a stroll through 
Gorky Park.

Then Natasha had invited him to 
her birthday party. 

And now . . . Yura had missed his 
chance. 

He was carrying two gifts: a bottle 
of champagne and a book of poems by 
Walt Whitman, translated by Kornei 
Chukovsky. The book, beautifully printed 
by Akademia Publishers, had been at 
Yura’s home, nestled among the many 
other books that Yura’s grandfather had 
collected. Before today, Yura had glanced 
at it only once, flipping through it quickly 
and putting it back on the shelf. But 
when he started to think about what to 
get Natasha for her birthday he remem-
bered it. He’d already spent his student 
stipend on three American jazz records, 
which he’d bought from scalpers on 
Kuznetsky Most. The remaining money 
was just enough for the champagne. Yura 

had basically not asked his parents for 
money in two months. 

A good poet and a beautiful book, 
he thought, and put the Whitman into 
his yellow leather bag along with the 
champagne, then slung the bag over 
his shoulder. 

On the train, he read Whitman. And 
realized too late that he was head-

ing the wrong way.
“Could you tell me when we’ll be at 

Zagoryanka?” he asked a thin old man 
with a cane and a pail in a string bag. 

“Never,” the old man replied lacon-
ically. “You got on the wrong train.”

“What?”
“Well . . . the train to Fryazino has 

never, ever stopped in Zagoryanka.” 
Yura jumped up and looked out the 

window. Bushes and telegraph poles 
were crawling by. 

“What the heck . . .”
“The next stop is Green Pine. Get 

off there, take this train back to My-
tishchi, then get on the train toward 
Fryazevo.”

“Damn it!” Yura punched his palm 
impotently. 

“There’s no reason to swear,” the 
old man said, and looked gloomily out 
the window. 

Cursing his own idiocy, Yura picked 
up his bag and walked into the vesti-
bule. The door was missing, so the June 
air blustered in.

“Hey, buddy, gimme a smoke!” A 
voice rang out behind his back. 

Yura turned around. A tough-look-
ing guy was leaning against the wall in 
a corner of the vestibule. Yura hadn’t no-
ticed him when he walked in. Looking 
unhappily at him, Yura took a half-empty 
pack of Astra cigarettes and a box of 
matches out of his pants pocket. He re-
moved one cigarette for himself, then 
held out the pack. The guy pushed him-
self off the wall, strode over in his loose 
black pants, silently pulled out a ciga-
rette, and placed it between his promi-
nent lips. Yura lit his own cigarette and 
threw the used match over his shoulder.

“Gimme a light, too!” the guy 
demanded. 

Yura hesitated, thinking of telling 
him it was time to start carrying his 
own, but ended up lighting a match and 
putting it to the tip of the man’s ciga-
rette. The guy started to smoke. He had 
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a pale, thin face with wide cheekbones 
and a steep chin.

“Is Green Pine soon?” Yura asked 
him crabbily.

“Who the hell knows,” the guy an-
swered. “I’m goin’ to see some fellas in 
Ivanteevka. I’m not from here. Same 
with you, right?” 

Yura nodded. 
The guy examined Yura dully, then 

leaned back against the wall and, with 
the cigarette between his wet lips, half-
closed his eyes. 

Yura turned away and blew smoke 
out through the door frame.

The train rolled along unhurriedly. 
This train is crawling like a turtle, 

Yura thought furiously. Cretinoid. Idi-
otium. Stuposaurus . . .

He quickly finished off his cigarette 
and threw the butt into the dusty green-
ery the train was passing through. Went 
back into the carriage. The same pas-
sengers were sitting in the same seats. 
Some of them were looking at Yura and, 
he felt, smirking.

I’m a laughingstock. And rightly so, 
he thought.

Yura opened the Whitman and again 
began to read. Eight pages later, a hoarse 
voice on the intercom announced, 
“Green Pine.” Yura picked up his bag, 
walked out into the vestibule, the lippy 

man now gone, and took his place next 
to three women of various ages: an old 
woman, a full-figured middle-aged 
woman, and a young girl. 

The train braked with an unpleas-
ant screech. Yura got off with the women 
and looked around. A small number of 
other passengers were also stepping 
down onto the wooden platform, then 
setting off in the direction of a village 
that was visible in the distance through 
the trees. The train crawled away. 

Realizing that he had to get over to 
the opposite platform, Yura jumped down 
onto the railroad ties and crossed the 
tracks, stepping over the rails, which had 
grown hot in the sun. As he approached 
the other side, he surveyed the platform, 
spotted a set of wooden steps, and 
climbed up them. There was nobody on 
the platform. Some cigarette butts lay 
on the ground. On the long, latticed sign 
only the word “pine” remained. Yura 
could just see the outline of the word 
“green” that had once been there.

“They must be painting the pines 
red, then,” Yura joked gloomily. He 
walked over to a bench with peeling 
white paint, and sat down. 

He looked at the Luch watch that 
his father had given him when he’d 
got into Moscow State: six-forty-two.

“They’ll start without me.”

He pulled out his cigarettes, then 
thought better of it and put them away.

“Idiotium!” he pronounced again, 
looking at the rays of light caught in 
the branches of the pine trees, and spat 
onto the filthy flooring.

Twelve minutes passed.
Then thirteen more.
Then twenty more.
The train wasn’t coming.
“Frick me. Happy birthday, Natasha!” 
Yura stood up and walked down the 

platform. There was still not a soul to 
be seen. The sun was sinking lower in 
the sky, already hemmed in by the 
trunks of the trees.

With his bag over his shoulder, Yura 
began to walk across the dusty boards, 
slapping his sandals down angrily 
against them. 

“Shitomometer! 
“Tearassium!
“Shitassium!”
The boards groaned stupidly under 

the blows of Yura’s feet. Their groans 
enraged him. Having walked the en-
tire length of the platform, he turned 
around, started to run, and tried to do 
a long jump like a track-and-field ath-
lete, compressing all his fury into his 
impact on the shabby platform. 

“Foolodancius!
“Shitokneadius!”
The boards rattled. 
Yura walked up to the latticed sign 

with the word “pine” on it. 
“A pine day! 
“I pine for the train!
“oh, suck a pinus!!! when! will! 

it! come!?” 
“In eight minutes,” someone said 

loudly.
Yura turned around. A man was sit-

ting on the bench he’d just jumped 
past. This was so unexpected that Yura 
stopped moving. A fat, puffy-faced 
man in light summer clothes sat look-
ing at Yura. 

“What?” Yura muttered, not believ-
ing his own eyes.

“The train will be here in eight min-
utes,” the man pronounced. 

There was no expression on the man’s 
large, mealy-white, pear-shaped face. 
No expression at all. Absolutely no ex-
pression. It was the first time in his life 
that Yura had seen a face like that. 

“What train?” he asked, unable to 
look away from the man’s face. 

“It’s all significantly less impressive once you  
realize these guys had free child care.”

• •
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“Your electric locomotive.”
The man’s small, expressionless eyes 

were fixed on Yura. It seemed to Yura 
that the man’s face was frozen. And 
that the man himself . . . was from the 
morgue. A corpse. A dead man. Yura 
suddenly began to feel ill, just the way 
he’d felt when he’d had sunstroke in 
Baku last summer. His legs trembled. 

“Please, sit down,” the man’s frozen 
lips said. “You look like you have sun-
stroke. It’s very hot for the beginning 
of June.”

Yura plopped down onto the bench. 
He inhaled, coming back to his senses 
now, and ran his hand across his sweaty 
forehead. 

“It’s better not to practice your long 
jump in this kind of heat,” the man 
advised. 

Yura noticed just how fat the man 
was. He hadn’t moved at all and was 
still staring straight ahead. His cloth-
ing was old-fashioned: a white panama 
hat, a beige summer suit, and a white 
kosovorotka with an embroidered collar. 
White canvas shoes peeked out from 
under his loose beige trousers. A fun 
friend of Yura’s late grandfather—a coin 
collector, a joker, a drunk—had dressed 
this way in the summer; he was also 
dead. The fat man’s comical shoes––re-
ally, they were low boots—brought Yura 
back to his senses. He exhaled. Inhaled. 
Exhaled again. He was calmer already. 
The gloom had suddenly passed. He 
felt light and cheerful. 

Where did he come from? Yura 
thought. Totally out of the blue . . .Why 
didn’t I notice him? Did I really, like, 
overheat? 

The fat man stared straight ahead 
with calm indifference and without 
changing his position.

“Eight minutes, huh? You know the 
schedule?” Yura asked.

“Seven now.”
“Do you have a mental stopwatch 

or something?”
“And that’s not all.”
Yura began to feel even lighter and 

more cheerful. He laughed with relief 
and scratched at the back of his neck. 

“So you know everything there is 
to know?”

“Almost.”
“O.K. What’s Mittelspiel?”
“It’s the middle of a game of chess.”
“Right. What about . . . Betelgeuse?”

“A star in Orion’s Belt. A red su-
pergiant with roughly the same diam-
eter as Jupiter’s orbit around the sun.” 

“Exactly right! Now tell me who 
Dave Brubeck is.”

The fat man’s frozen lips puckered 
up as he whistled a pretty decent ver-
sion of “Take Five.” 

“Who-o-oa!” Yura gasped. He 
slapped his knees, then chuckled. “You’re 
a musician. That’s it, right? And musi-
cians are usually good at chess, right? 
You play jazz?”

“No,” the fat man replied calmly.
“Come on, that’s got to be it! What 

do you play? Sax? Trumpet?”
The fat man was silent.
“O.K. A guessing game. Then tell me 

this: where is . . . hmm . . .Rotten Marsh?”
“In the Selizharovsky District of 

Tverskaya Oblast.” 
Yura was shocked. Rotten Marsh was 

a place known only in Khutor, the small 
village where he used to go hunting with 
his father and grandfather. It was in-
deed in the Selizharovsky District. Rot-
ten Marsh was a swamp surrounded by 
a forest. Waterfowl loved nesting there. 
How could the fat man know that?

He was still sitting on the bench, 
unmoving.

Was he telepathic? A hypnotist? He 
had to be a hypnotist! Probably used to 
work with Wolf Messing. . . . So. Yura 
had to trip him up somehow.

He examined his surroundings. And 
suddenly, in the middle distance, in front 
of a one-story building made of white 

silicate brick, he saw a faded poster on a 
large panel: “our goal is communism!” 

Lenin’s profile was visible beneath 
the slogan.

“Tell me who Vladimir Ilyich Lenin 
was, then,” Yura demanded loudly, fold-
ing his arms victoriously across his chest. 

“The man who called forth the pyr-
amid of the red roar,” the fat man re-
plied calmly. 

Yura opened his mouth.

“What? The pyramid? Of the 
red . . . what?”

“The red roar.”
“What kind of pyramid is that?”
“The source of the endless red roar.”
“And where is it?”
“In the center of our capital.”
“Where, exactly?”
“Where the center is.”
“In the Kremlin?”
“No. On Red Square.”
“On the square itself? A pyramid?”
“Yes.”
“But where is it on the square? 

Concretely.”
“Its base takes up the entire square.”
“The entire square?”
Yura laughed. The fat man was still 

sitting with the same imperturbable calm.
“You know,” Yura said, “I live pretty 

close to Red Square, on Pyatnitskaya. 
But I’ve never noticed a red pyramid 
around there.”

“You can’t see it.”
“But you can?”
“Yes.”
O.K., then, Yura thought. The guy 

has hallucinations.
“And what does this pyramid do?”
“Emits the red roar.”
“Like a loudspeaker?” 
“More or less. But it emits a differ-

ent kind of sound wave. Different  
vibrations.”

“And why does it . . . emit them?”
“To infect the world with the red roar.”
“Why?”
“To destroy mankind’s intrinsic 

structure.”
“Destroy it? Why?”
“So that humans stop being humans.”
This sounds seditious, Yura thought, 

and looked around.
But there was still no one else on the 

platform.
“So Lenin built this pyramid?”
“No. He simply called it into being.”
“So he, like, flipped a switch?”
“Something like that.”
“Who built it, then?”
“You wouldn’t know them.”
“The Germans, then? Or Marx, 

maybe? Engels?” Yura laughed.
“No, not the Germans.” 
“The Yanks, then?”
“No.”
“Well, then, who? Where are they 

from?”
“From there,” the fat man replied, then 
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added, “Your train’s coming from there.” 
Yura looked out into the hot air, gaz-

ing to the left at the tracks shrinking 
off toward the horizon, didn’t see any-
thing, but still stood up and put the 
strap of his bag over his shoulder. Looked 
back over at the poster of Lenin.

“What about Communism?”
“What about Communism?” The fat 

man trained his frozen eyes on Yura. 
“Well, isn’t it our . . . radiant future?”
“It’s not our radiant future but the 

red roar of the present day.”
At that precise moment, a horn 

sounded off in the distance. And Yura 
saw his train. It was still far away, and 
its movement was inaudible. Yura wanted 
to say goodbye to the fat man, wanted 
to say something humorous and offen-
sive, but suddenly thought better of it. 
He stood there, swaying in place as he 
loved to do, and stared at the strange 
man. The man still sat looking straight 
ahead. Yura could hear the train now. It 
crawled up to the platform. He suddenly 
felt absolutely certain that he would never 
see this unusual man again. He was quite 
sure that the man would just keep sit-
ting there on this empty, dusty platform. 
He wouldn’t get on the train to Mos-
cow. Maybe he wouldn’t get on any train 
at all. It was unclear where this man 
could possibly want to go. He seemed 
to have grown up out of the bench it-
self. Yura felt bitterly sad. His eyes filled 
with tears. 

The train came to a halt with its 
usual screech. 

Yura automatically stepped inside. 
Entered the car and sat down. Wiped 
his eyes with the back of his hand. 
Looked out the window at the plat-
form. The fat man was sitting in exactly 
the same position on the bench. Look-
ing straight ahead. There was some-
thing painfully familiar about him. 

The train shoved off.

Yura was frozen in place. He felt an 
intense yearning. A quiet yearn-

ing. He had nowhere to go. And no 
thoughts to think. Instead of thinking, 
he simply remembered the fat man’s 
last words: “The red roar of the pres-
ent day.”

Paralyzed, Yura stared out the win-
dow at the greenery, the telegraph poles, 
the little houses, the cars, the dumps, 
the warehouses, the cranes, the piles of 

coal, the heating plants, the people, the 
birds, the goats, the dogs. . . .

And completely forgot about Nata-
sha’s birthday party. 

And missed the stop for Mytishchi. 
He came to his senses only as the 

train was pulling into Yaroslavsky Sta-
tion. The moment it stopped, his pa-
ralysis passed. He stood up and got off 
the train, stepping down onto the plat-
form with the other passengers, and im-
mediately moved away from the crowd. 
He took out his cigarettes.

And what about the birthday party? 
Zagoryanka? Natasha? He remembered 
everything. 

“You idiot!” he said, and spat furiously.
He lit his cigarette. Wandered 

through the evening streets of Moscow. 
Crossed the Garden Ring. Walked to-
ward his apartment, on Pyatnitskaya.

Smoking brought him back down 
to earth.

“He must have been a hypnotist,” 
Yura told himself, and started laughing, 
“and I got taken in like a little idiot. 
Red roar! Red ro-o-o-oar! A pyramid!”

He pulled the bottle of champagne 
out of his bag and opened it while walk-
ing. The cork flew out with a loud pop, 
scaring an old lady, and bounced off the 
wall of a building. The warm, half-sweet 

champagne erupted out of the bottle, 
and Yura lapped at it, drenching him-
self in the process. 

He drank the whole sticky bottle on 
his way home, then left it on someone’s 
windowsill. 

At home, he read a fresh issue of 
Youth and went to bed earlier than usual.

Sunday passed by.
On Monday, Yura had two tests. 

And on Tuesday he set off to Dinamo, 
where the Spartakiada was coming to 
an end. Walking into the gymnasium, 
he nearly bumped into Natasha. In 
dark-blue tights, her palms white with 
talcum powder, she was walking to-
ward the locker room. 

“Hi!” he said, stopping.
“Hi,” she replied with her perpetual 

smile, then continued walking.
They never saw each other again.

Yura graduated from Moscow State 
University and married Albina, the 

daughter of one of his parents’ old 
friends. With the help of his father, a 
prominent functionary in the Ministry 
of Transport, he got a job at Komsomol-
skaya Pravda. He and Albina had a son 
named Vyacheslav. In the late sixties, 
Yura joined the Party and got a job with 
Izvestiya. He and Albina had a daugh-

TO GATHER TOGETHER

It is not yet after the pandemic
but most of us have bared our faces
in public. Most of us are a little haptic 
though we remain somewhat wary 
of strangers merging in enclosures & 
what does it mean, to gather? To take up
from a resting place. We are so tired. 
We are uncovered & mustering
strength. Never mind my mother’s
post-stroke slurred speech & vertigo,
her ear crystals misaligned, her 
neck brace. We are survivors of the 
panic wars. We are reaching new 
conclusions intuitively from inferences 
about hugging. My radar is broken. 
I’m not sure where to put all my limbs. 
When they’re tangled with yours it’s not
a problem. Your failing configurations
of attention. My bad knees. To draw
fabric into puckers: pleated pants, 
rumpled sheets, your fingers hooked



THE NEW YORKER, OCTOBER 4, 2021	 61

ter named Yulia. In the mid-seventies, 
he took a position as a department head 
at Ogoniok. 

One July morning, he had a quick 
breakfast, as he always did, got into his 
father’s old white Volga, and set off for 
the editorial office. The moment he 
drove onto Moskvoretsky Bridge, his 
heart clenched and fluttered in such a 
way that he couldn’t catch his breath. 
Yura stopped the car by the curb. He 
tried to take evenly spaced breaths and 
massaged the He Gu points on his hands 
as his doctor had taught him to. 

Yura had already had a lot of heart 
problems. They’d started after he pub-
lished a controversial article in Izvestiya, 
which had been “rashly” approved by the 
department head while the editor-in-
chief was on vacation. Yura was called 
to testify in front of the city’s Party com-
mittee. “You’ve crossed the line of what 
is permissible,” a man with the face of 
an old wolf had said to him. The depart-
ment head was removed from his posi-
tion with lightning speed. Yura’s career 
was hanging by a thread. He managed 
to hold onto it by a miracle; his father’s 
Party connections came in handy like 
never before. But his heart went out of 
whack, and the doctors said that he had 
suffered a small heart attack. He spent 

two months with Albina at a sanatorium. 
The second time his heart acted up was 
when his son was implicated in a dis-
gusting story: a gang rape in a student 
dormitory. Yura’s father had recently died, 
and there was no one up there to appeal 
to for help. Yura had to go to a lot of of-
fices, asking for favors and humiliating 
himself. His son was saved: he got away 
with probation. But after those six months 
Yura had to start taking heart medica-
tion. Then the problem had gone away. 

But now, now, now.
His heart was fluttering. 
It had never felt like this before. Yura 

just couldn’t catch his breath. He got 
out of his car and walked to the balus-
trade of the bridge, laid his hands on 
the chill granite, and tried to breathe 
normally, looking out at the morning 
light over the Moscow River. The fresh-
ness of the water wafted toward Yura 
on the bridge. He tried to calm himself 
down. But his heart was still fluttering. 
Like a small animal flitting around in 
a cage—as if it were dancing.

Doing the can-can.
Dressed in a caf-tan.
Its paws going bam-bam.
Yura breathed, breathed, breathed.
His head was spinning and two steel 

cicadas were buzzing in his ears. 

His legs trembled. He grabbed onto 
the balustrade and leaned over it. The 
water was shining below him. The water 
was shining. The shining water shone 
with shiny shininess. 

“Stop, stop, stop,” he whispered to 
himself.

The he-art. The h-ea-rt. His h-e-
a-r-t. Stopped fluttering.

Stopped. Sto
pped. 
Stopped for good.
Inside Yura reigned
silence.
With the last of his strength, he 

tried to stand up straight.
Clutched the balustrade. 
And suddenly saw the red pyramid.
It towered up on Red Square, its 

base taking up the entire area of the 
square. The pyramid vibrated as it emit-
ted the red roar. The roar came forth 
in waves, flooding everything around 
it like a tsunami, flowing off beyond 
the horizon toward all four corners of 
the earth. The human race was drown-
ing in this red roar. Drowning as it 
tried to paddle through. Walking, driv-
ing, standing, sitting, sleeping—men, 
women, old people, children. The red 
roar overwhelmed all of it. Its waves 
beat beat furiously against every per-
son person inside every person person 
light light and the red roar roar beats 
beats out of the pyramid pyramid in 
order to extinguish extinguish the light 
light of man man and extinguish ex-
tinguish cannot cannot and why why 
beats beats this frighteningly frighten-
ingly and dumbly dumbly red waves 
waves beat beat and cannot cannot beat 
beat and cannot cannot why why beat 
beat this stupidly stupidly furiously fu-
riously six-wingèd six-wingèd you here 
here next to next to six-wingèd six-
wingèd you bright bright you most 
most you eternal eternal you hello hello 
six-wingèd six-wingèd back then back 
then you were were different different 
fat fat funny funny white white shoes 
low boots shoes your name name.

“A pine day,” Yura muttered, his lips 
turning white as he tried to smile. 

And keeled over. 
(Translated, from the Russian,  

by Max Lawton.)

in my underpants & we bring together 
all the parts of ourselves to embrace—
haul in our bodies. To harvest, like 
clusters of ripened cherry tomatoes
still warm from the sun. Forget 
the kale, stripped bare by bright-
green cabbage worms congregating 
on thick stems. To summon everyone 
back to this abundant & skeletal planet
after we’ve jettisoned the billionaires
into space. We celebrate the launch
with tiny coupes of champagne. 
To throw open the doors & host 
guests & board packed planes where
everyone is cranked & cranky about 
proximity still. But look at the skyline—
clutches of buildings reaching for
billows of clouds. To assemble
in a sequence for binding, somewhere
past contact tracing. Gather is a
transitive verb.

—Erika Meitner

NEWYORKER.COM

Vladimir Sorokin on supernatural encounters.
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THE CRITICS

BOOKS

GOOD TIMES
In Jonathan Franzen’s “Crossroads,” a minister and his family confront a crisis of faith—not in God but in one another.

BY KATHRYN SCHULZ

good if he can’t stop his busy mind 
from tallying up the ancillary bene-
fits of doing the right thing? The rabbi 
and the pastor are pleasantly surprised 
that a teen-ager is interested in such 
morally substantive matters, but the 
hostess, familiar with Perry and there-
fore suspicious of him, tries to steer 
him away from the clergy. Perry, blood 
alcohol surging, promptly explodes; 
as the party falls silent, his mother 
steps into the room. “This is what I’m 
talking about,” he exclaims. “No mat-
ter what I do, it’s always me who’s in 
the wrong.” Drunk, desperate, ashamed, 
he bursts into tears, and into the only 
apologia available to him: “I’m doing 
the best I can!”

Perry is not the only character in 
“Crossroads” who is struggling to  
understand the nature of virtue. The 
Hildebrandt family occupies a mi-
lieu—churchgoing, suburban, Mid-
western—in which worth is measured 
according to “the all-important nice-
ness spectrum,” niceness being that 
quality Perry fears: a simulacrum of 
goodness that may or may not have its 
substance. Within this milieu, Russ is 
known for being upstanding, and his 
wife, Marion, for being “Very Nice,” 
but both of them, together with three 
of their four children, are doing some 
notably Not Nice things.

This distinction between real and 
ersatz virtue is the central preoccupa-
tion of “Crossroads”—so much so that 
Franzen, who historically wears his 
thematic concerns on his dust sleeve 
(“Freedom,” “Purity,” “The Correc-
tions”), might have titled this new novel 
“Goodness,” if the word didn’t double 

as an awkward exclamation. It is true 
that “Crossroads” is also concerned, 
like every Franzen novel, with the 
makeup and the breakdown of Amer-
ican families. And it is concerned, too, 
with the issues implied by the title he 
gave it: those moments in the lives of 
individuals and in the history of a na-
tion when stark choices with perma-
nent consequences must be made. But, 
deliberately and otherwise, the book 
returns again and again to the same 
question: What does it mean—for a 
person and, in a different sense, for a 
novel—to be good?

“Crossroads” is structured chrono-
logically, around the liturgical 

calendar, and opens in the season of 
Advent. But Russ Hildebrandt is not 
waiting to celebrate the birth of his 
Saviour. He is waiting for an oppor-
tunity to convert his adulterous feel-
ings for Frances Cottrell, a pretty young 
widow in his congregation, into an ac-
tual affair.

Raised Mennonite and still devoted 
to God and at least nominally to fam-
ily, Russ is not a serial philanderer; 
Marion was his first love and remains 
the only woman he has ever slept with. 
But, twenty-five years and four chil-
dren later, time—which, for the fami-
lies in a Franzen novel, is almost al-
ways a corrosive rather than an adhesive 
force—has worn their marriage away 
to a dull cycle of aversion and routine, 
and his eye has lately wandered. Mar-
ion knows this, but she also knows what 
Russ does not: that lurking behind their 
relationship is a lie she told at its very 
beginning, and lurking behind that lie A
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rabbi, a preacher, and a drug 
dealer walk into a Christmas 
party. This is not the setup to 

a joke; it is the setup to a pivotal scene 
in “Crossroads,” Jonathan Franzen’s 
new novel. The drug dealer is Perry, 
the fifteen-year-old son of Russ Hil-
debrandt, the associate pastor of the 
First Reformed Church of New Pros-
pect, Illinois. That makes him a P.K., 
or preacher’s kid, a famously fraught 
identity that some people navigate by 
striving to be good enough to live up 
to the accompanying expectations, and 
others by becoming conspicuously, de-
fiantly bad. When we first meet Perry, 
he is stranded between the two op-
tions: brilliant but troubled, he has 
lately resolved to quit doing drugs, be 
nicer to his sister, and generally be-
come a better person, but he is find-
ing the whole idea of goodness diffi-
cult to comprehend.

At the party—an annual interfaith 
affair for the religious leaders of New 
Prospect—he convinces himself, through 
a brief bargaining session with his bet-
ter angels, that drinking is not tech-
nically a contravention of his resolu-
tion, then covertly helps himself to a 
generous amount of gløgg, the potent 
Scandinavian drink on offer. While 
the booze works its way into his sys-
tem, he strikes up a conversation with 
a rabbi and a pastor about a question 
that is much on his mind: whether an 
action can be considered good if the 
actor knows that by taking it he will 
gain either pleasure or advantage. Is 
a godly man truly good if “he enjoys 
the feeling of being righteous, or he 
wants eternal life”? Is Perry himself 
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Franzen depicts the struggles of five characters to reconcile themselves to the elusive nature of virtue.

ILLUSTRATION BY BARRY BLITT



is the conviction that she is a funda-
mentally bad person, one who deserves 
forgiveness from neither her husband 
nor her God.

The Hildebrandts, in other words, 
are a nuclear family chiefly in the fis-
sile sense, rendered unstable and ex-
plosive by reactive elements at the 
core. Only the youngest, Judson, seems 
(at first) unscathed by this ambient 
volatility; at nine years old, he is still 
possessed of a kind of Rousseauian 
purity. Not so the eldest child, Clem, 
lately deflowered and on his way back 
from college to inform his parents 
that he has dropped out, given up his 
deferment, and notified the local draft 
board that he is ready to ship out to 
Vietnam. His sister, Becky, the social 
queen of her high school, is newly in 
love, newly interested in Jesus, and on 
the verge of thwarting every expecta-
tion that anyone ever had for her fu-
ture. As for Perry, the second young-
est: Clem ignores him, Judson worships 
him, Marion believes that he is a ge-
nius while worrying that he has in-
herited her family’s troubled genes, 

and Russ, who fears Perry’s intellect, 
generally tries to avoid him. That 
leaves Becky with—in her opinion—
the only clear-eyed view of her younger 
brother: as an expert manipulator, too 
slick by half, with a surfeit of brains 
and a deficit of soul. But Perry him-
self shares her view, though he is un-
sure whether he is responsible for his 
faults or has been condemned by fate 
to being an “evil, selfish worm.” Ei-
ther way, he believes that he is intrin-
sically bad, as Marion believes that 
she is—in contrast to Russ and Becky, 
who remain convinced of their own 
fundamental goodness, no matter what 
they actually do.

Thus do the Hildebrandts enter 
the Christmas season of 1971. The 
events of that season and those which 
follow are told by Franzen, a master 
of free indirect discourse, via a series 
of baton handoffs among the f ive 
older members of the family. What 
we learn from Russ sets the stage for 
the intramarital and intergenerational 
breakdown to come: three years ear-
lier, he suffered a grand “humiliation” 

in which he was ousted—in his tell-
ing, owing to excess piety and insuf-
ficient hipness—from the youth group 
at First Reformed. That group is called 
Crossroads—a name with just the 
right degree of clever-hokey Chris-
tian plausibility. It is now led by Russ’s 
nemesis, the adored youth pastor, Rick 
Ambrose, under whose guidance it 
has become vaguely cultlike: low on 
recognizable Christianity, high on the 
repeated baring of adolescent souls. 
Its members speak “from the heart,” 
offer one another “strokes” for affir-
mation, sing along to the strumming 
of acoustic guitars, and gather around 
a single candle flame to share their 
feelings.

Much of this world will be famil-
iar to readers of “The Discomfort 
Zone,” a 2006 collection of essays (some 
of which appeared in this magazine), 
in which Franzen describes his youth-
ful participation in a similar organi-
zation. And indeed the depiction of 
Crossroads has the uncomfortable  
accuracy, simultaneously comic and 
cringeworthy, of a particularly unfor-
tunate childhood photograph. But one 
can as easily mine one’s past for clay 
as for gold, and at first glance the go-
ings on at a Christian youth group in 
the nineteen-seventies seem less like 
the stuff of serious literary fiction than 
like the premise of the newest movie 
from Christopher Guest.

As it turns out, though, Crossroads 
is classic Franzen fodder: a slice of 
suburban life ripe not for satire but 
for the far deadlier scrutiny that comes 
from taking it seriously. He shows us 
the group as it is experienced by his 
characters, each of whom grants it 
outsized importance. For Clem, Cross-
roads matters because he was present 
for Russ’s humiliation and promptly 
lost all respect for him. For Becky, it 
matters partly because joining a Chris-
tian youth group is a morally unim-
peachable way of rejecting her father, 
and partly because she was encour-
aged to join by the young man with 
whom she has fallen in love: Tanner 
Evans, an aspiring musician whose 
band is a Crossroads mainstay. For 
the addiction-prone Perry, who grasps 
that, in the economy of the group, 
“public display of emotion purchased 
overwhelming approval,” it matters 

“I can’t wait for it to be 5 P.M. so I can go from looking at work stuff  
on the Internet to looking at non-work stuff on the Internet.”
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because he craves that approval like 
a drug.

Ultimately, this oozy adolescent ex-
perience is no less important to the 
two grownup Hildebrandts. For Russ, 
Crossroads matters because, having 
semi-reconciled with Ambrose, he has 
invited himself along on the group’s 
annual service trip to a Navajo reser-
vation in Arizona, where he hopes to 
seduce Frances, one of the trip’s par-
ent chaperones. For Marion, it mat-
ters because, while Russ is away, she 
plans to visit an old flame in Los An-
geles and commit a little adultery of 
her own.

That service trip, which takes place 
during spring break, advances the 

time line of “Crossroads” from Advent 
to Eastertide, and propels the Hilde-
brandts from mere dysfunction to out-
right disaster. Yet despite that catastro-
phe, and earlier ones in the history of 
Marion Hildebrandt, “Crossroads” does 
not offer a theodicy—an explanation 
of why a benevolent and all-powerful 
God would permit the existence of 
suffering. Franzen is not interested, 
here, in why bad things happen to good 
people. He is interested in why peo-
ple perceive themselves as good or bad, 
often despite ample evidence to the 
contrary, and why people who are at 
least intermittently trying to be good 
do terrible things.

These questions are among the fun-
damental concerns of moral philoso-
phy, but they are also some of the old-
est preoccupations of fiction, which 
was once far more overtly concerned 
with goodness than it is today. Eigh-
teenth- and nineteenth-century nov-
els are full of naïve young protagonists 
striking off on journeys of ethical mat-
uration, and omniscient narrators opin-
ing on virtue and meting out reward 
or punishment to characters based on 
their moral worth. Novels were judged 
in part on their promotion of recti-
tude—“Madame Bovary” caused a 
scandal because Flaubert failed to ex-
plicitly condemn the adultery he de-
picted—and authors, accordingly, used 
their work as vehicles for advancing 
ethical ideals. Consider Dickens, mak-
ing the case again and again for self-
lessness over greed, or Austen, parsing 
the distinctions between dignity and 

vanity, discernment and snobbery, ami-
ability and ingratiation—those every-
day virtues, at times almost indistin-
guishable from manners, that make 
sharing one’s life with others either 
pleasant or insufferable.

Eventually, this tradition waned, 
partly because of the rise of modern-
ism, with its greater interest in con-
sciousness than in conscience, and 
partly because of increasing skepti-
cism toward conventional notions of 
goodness. But Franzen is an admirer 
and an inheritor of this earlier mode 
of the novel, and he nods to it in his 
new one. “Crossroads” is the first vol-
ume in a trilogy called “A Key to All 
Mythologies,” a title he borrowed from 
George Eliot’s “Middlemarch,” per-
haps the most deft and persuasive 
work to emerge from the long history 
of fiction as an instrument of moral 
instruction. The original “Key to All 
Mythologies” was an omnibus trea-
tise on world religions, destined to re-
main unfinished, that was the life’s 
work of the dreary old clergyman Ed-
ward Casaubon, who marries the 
book’s moral and actual heroine: the 
much younger Dorothea Brooke, who 
realizes too late that his mind is no 
match for his ambition.

Given that the phrase “Key to All 
Mythologies” is now inseparably asso-
ciated with misguided and unrealized 
ambition, it’s unclear, in Volume I, why 
Franzen has decided to use it. Presum-
ably he is not just winking at his Ca-
saubon-like status in certain corners 
of literary culture: cranky, condescend-
ing, out of touch, always at work on 
that other impossible achievement, the 
Great American Novel. Nor are there 
any obvious literary progeny of “Mid-
dlemarch” here, though Marion, like 
Dorothea, is markedly smarter, more 
socially astute, and more theologically 
sophisticated than her husband, and 
has faithfully rewritten his sermons 
throughout their marriage.

What seems most likely is that the 
reference is meant to draw our atten-
tion to the fatal limitations of total-
izing theories of religion or anthro-
pology—of any attempt to unify the 
wildly varied ways that people justify 
their actions, measure their own worth, 
and make sense of existence. In the 
course of Franzen’s novel, we watch 

the Hildebrandts pursue such differ-
ent means of doing all this that they 
collectively reflect the fracturing of 
any kind of shared understanding of 
virtue in modern life. Marion tries 
psychotherapy; Clem rejects introspec-
tion in favor of action; Russ turns to 
volunteer work; Becky experiments 
with romantic love and love of God; 
and Perry tries logical deduction, will 
power, and cocaine.

None of these efforts are particu-
larly successful—but then, with the 
exception of the cocaine, none of them 
are wholly unsuccessful, either. Franzen 
is not Dickens, which I mean here as 
a compliment; he does not do moral 
pageantry, doling out impossible quan-
tities of virtue to some characters while 
withholding it entirely from others. 
Instead, in “Crossroads,” the desire to 
be good is broadly shared but alarm-
ingly ephemeral, dissolving with equal 
ease in the face of forces as potent as 
addiction (for Perry), as insidious as 
self-pity (for Russ), and as trivial as a 
traffic jam (for Marion). Yet it is also 
strangely persistent, readily rekindled 
by an encounter with another person, 
an experience of the ineffable, or the 
banked heat of some mysterious inner 
fire. This combination of fragility and 
tenacity renders the old-fashioned 
question of virtue interesting again, by 
rendering it suspenseful. Like real peo-
ple, the characters in the book go to 
therapy every week and attend wor-
ship services every weekend because 
their will to be good is in constant 
need of renewal, which is to say that 
it is in constant jeopardy.

If this were the only question about 
goodness animating “Crossroads”—
basically, “Will it prevail?”—the novel 
would be old-fashioned indeed, and 
also almost certainly not by Jonathan 
Franzen. What makes the book dis-
tinctly part of his canon, with its am-
bient atmosphere of self-absorption, 
self-loathing, and disaffection, is not 
the question of whether virtue can tri-
umph but the meta-question that Perry 
asks: Does real goodness even exist, or 
is it always compromised by the divi-
dends it pays to the do-gooder?

To ethicists, that is a question about 
whether right thinking matters more 
than right action—that is, whether 
we should judge people’s goodness 
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based on what they are doing or on 
why they are doing it. Most of them 
agree that motives matter: in a per-
fect world, we would all do the right 
thing simply because it is the right 
thing to do. But we don’t, and Franzen 
repeatedly exploits the gap between 
what we do and why we do it—which, 
in fiction, is the gap between plot and 
character. Many of the book’s crises 
are set into motion by allegedly high-
minded decisions: Becky shares an 
unexpected financial windfall with her 
siblings; Clem gives up his deferment 
to keep someone from a less privi-
leged background from taking his 
place in Vietnam; Russ, in his youth, 
leaves a cushy administrative job to 
help out on a Navajo reservation. Yet 
we know that Becky is not so much 
generous as invested in feeling supe-
rior; that Clem wants to spite his fa-
ther, a former conscientious objector 
who opposes the current war; and that 
Russ’s volunteer work has long been 
more helpful to him than to its in-
tended beneficiaries.

Do these motives matter to the rest 
of the story? You can imagine. In the 
end, the ostensibly good acts in “Cross-
roads” are only slightly less disastrous 
than the overtly bad ones, and virtue 
seems less like a living possibility than 
like a trap or a phantasm. There is no 
Dorothea here, no steadfast moral cen-
ter to rouse our admiration. Instead, 
the most generous take on human na-
ture to be found within “Crossroads,” 
and the final summation of all its char-
acters, might be that desperate claim 
Perry makes at the Christmas party, 
rendered strikingly pitiable by how 
sincere it is, and how little it avails: 
“I’m doing the best I can!”

I t would be a mistake to conclude, 
from all this talk of virtue, that 

“Crossroads” is a solemn book. It is, 
on the contrary, a breezily written fam-
ily drama with plenty of plot and a 
touch of melodrama; on the map of 
literary culture, it shares a border with 
the beach read. As befits a novel of 
middle-class suburban life, its crises 
are insular: a kid isn’t living up to his 
potential, a woman is unhappy about 
her weight, a teen-ager has a crush on 
someone else’s boyfriend. Even the 
Vietnam backdrop bows to this insis-

tent banality: by 1972, the war is be-
ginning to wind down, and the draft 
board isn’t interested in Clem, who 
ends up going to Louisiana and work-
ing at a Kentucky Fried Chicken.

These everyday stakes are not a 
problem; most of life is banal unless it 
is happening to you. But some part of 
Franzen—the part that believes in so-
cial novels and novels of ideas, and, no 
doubt, also the grimacing pessimist of 
his nonfiction, who feels so much de-
spair for the state of the world—is for-
ever turning outward, toward the grand 
sweep of history and the prevailing 
customs and troubles of our era. Some-
times his attempts to square those two 
scales are successful. Without manip-
ulation or overreach, he nicely instan-
tiates in the characters of “Crossroads” 
a series of larger phenomena: the gen-
erational fraying of the nineteen-six-
ties and seventies; the emergence of 
women’s liberation, slightly too late for 
Marion’s cohort of mid-century moth-
ers and wives; the way mainstream 
Protestantism lost traction with young 
people precisely by its eagerness to re-
tain them (Rick Ambrose, defending 
the absence of anything identifiably 
Christian in his youth group, weakly 
observes that, “obviously, the hope is 
that everyone will find their way to an 
authentic faith”); and, especially, the 
particular kinds of trouble that befall 
suburban Wasps whose lives have ev-
erything but meaning.

Moreover, in a f irst for Franzen, 
whose characters of color have histor-
ically been few and dreadful, the ex-
treme discomfort of scenes set on 
Chicago’s South Side reads less like 
authorial limitation than like literary 
realism. Russ, in his volunteer work 
there, displays the awkward mix of 
self-consciousness, self-congratulation, 
and obliviousness emblematic of white 
liberals struggling to reconcile their 
awareness of racial inequality with their 
sense of themselves as the good guys. 
And, to the bit part of a Black preacher, 
Franzen grants an interiority not in-
terested in sharing itself with Russ, 
and an external reality, in the form of 
pastoral obligations, that the white vol-
unteers are just as likely to complicate 
as to improve—another, more fraught 
iteration of the question of whether 
our intentions or our actions matter 

more when we try to do the right thing.
Sometimes, though, Franzen’s out-

ward impulse leads him away from 
his own strengths. At heart, the human 
scale to which he is most acutely at-
tuned is the familial—taken together, 
his novels amount to one long elab-
oration on the theme of Every Un-
happy Family Is Unhappy in Its Own 
Way—and the forces he channels best 
are centripetal: he is at his finest when 
writing about the Midwest, the mid-
dle class, midlife crises, middlingness 
in general. The farther he ventures 
from all that, the shakier his plots be-
come, the less organically they arise 
from his characters. Thus the other-
wise effective spring-break trip is 
marred by a secondary tragedy on the 
Navajo reservation involving strip 
mining, which seems imported less 
from Arizona than from “Freedom,” 
where it didn’t work, either. Similarly, 
toward the end of “Crossroads,” Clem 
vanishes to rural Peru, for no reason 
except that Franzen routinely sends 
one character per book on an ill-ad-
vised adventure in a developing na-
tion, in service to some woes-of-
globalism subplot. In such moments, 
the characters seem subservient to a 
set of ideas, which is the problem with 
Clem more generally: his fall from 
diligent student to aimless drifter is 
less a plausible personal trajectory 
than a convenient embodiment of the 
generational archetype of the drop-
out. Even Judson feels more like a real 
person, despite having almost no role 
in the book beyond quietly absorbing 
his family’s trauma.

That lacuna is effective, in that it 
makes the reader look forward to hear-
ing from the youngest Hildebrandt  
in the rest of the trilogy. Elsewhere, 
though, the spectre of those future nov-
els does not serve the current one as 
well. In general, Franzen is good at 
endings; a surprising feature of his writ-
ing, given how consumed it is with dys-
function and disaffection, is how reg-
ularly it finds its way toward tenderness 
in the final pages. But the pacing is off 
at the end of “Crossroads.” Although 
most of the book lingers on just a hand-
ful of days during Christmastime of 
1971 and Holy Week of 1972, its final 
stretch feels rushed. A couple of years 
pass with no more than a summary of 
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the momentous events that filled them, 
and the conclusion is really just a cliff-
hanger; the novel does not so much 
end as trade on our knowledge that the 
story itself is far from over.

Yet here is the thing about “Cross-
roads”: when I got to that unsat-

isfying ending, I found myself irritated 
less by its shortcomings than by the 
fact that I couldn’t read those other 
volumes right away. The experi-
ence brought to mind E. M. Forster’s 
maxim about the novel: “Qua story, it 
can only have one merit: that of mak-
ing the audience want to know what 
happens next.”

By that metric, “Crossroads” plainly 
succeeds—yet that metric does not dis-
tinguish Jonathan Franzen from James 
Patterson. Still, the two are plainly dis-
tinct, which raises the question of what, 
other than suspense, makes Franzen’s 
new novel so compelling. That’s tricky 
to answer, because what’s true of eth-
ics is also true of aesthetics: certain 
forms of goodness are strangely elu-
sive. And Franzen, more than most 
contemporary writers of his calibre, 
operates in this covert mode almost 
exclusively. In the years since the pub-
lication of “The Corrections,” his prose 
has grown looser and laxer; never a 
showy author, he now sometimes 
scarcely seems like a good one. He has 
become so assertively styleless that he 
appears to have deemed linguistic plea-
sure not only inferior to but anath-
ema to all other literary aims. Whole 
chapters—almost whole books—go by 
without a beautiful line or an arrest-
ing image. Yet I still remember the de-
scription, from “The Corrections,” of 
thunderstorms piling up across the 
Midwest—“like big spiders in a little 
jar”—and I miss the writer who con-
jured that vision. Unlike Perry, in other 
words, Franzen does not always seem 
to be doing the best he can. That im-
pression is enhanced by the unmistak-
able fact that, from time to time, he 
towers above his own work. I don’t just 
mean that “The Corrections” was the 
best of his novels; I mean that at some 
point within each novel he demon-
strates the full, showstopping range of 
what he is capable of doing.

These bursts of excellence take two 
forms, the first having to do with his 

BRIEFLY NOTED
Bewilderment, by Richard Powers (Norton). In this follow-up 
to Powers’s Pulitzer-winning eco-saga “The Overstory,” a re-
cently widowed astrobiologist engaged in assessing the poten-
tial for life on other planets must attend to the needs of his 
nine-year-old son, Robin, who has a spectrum disorder. Since 
the boy’s mother died, his symptoms have intensified and his 
empathy for animals sometimes leads to angry outbursts. He 
undergoes an experimental neurofeedback therapy that can 
imprint other people’s emotions—including his mother’s—
onto him. Before long, the treatment transforms Robin into 
an almost oracular figure, a social-media activist devoted to 
protecting the earth against mankind. Powers provides a mov-
ing depiction of filial love, as father and son confront a world 
of “invisible suffering on unimaginable scales.”

Something New Under the Sun, by Alexandra Kleeman (Ho­
garth). In this novel, set in the near future against a backdrop 
of California wildfires and drought, an East Coast novelist trav-
els to Los Angeles in order to be on set for the film adaptation 
of his book. Thanks to the film’s female lead, he gets drawn 
into investigating a synthetic water substitute, WAT-R, that has 
become ubiquitous. Meanwhile, back East, his wife and daugh-
ter join a cultlike gathering in the woods, where they mourn 
extinct species and plants. Charting a path through the genres 
of mystery, Hollywood novel, and dystopian fiction, Kleeman 
ably balances entertainment with an ambient sense of disaster.

Against White Feminism, by Rafia Zakaria (Norton). Combining 
personal anecdotes with historical analysis, these essays exam-
ine such linked phenomena as the “white savior industrial com-
plex,” “securo-feminism,” and the commodification of sexual 
liberation. Zakaria calls for a feminism that is not only cen-
tered on the experiences of women of color but also, more 
broadly, seeks to counter “whiteness”—a term that, for her, de-
notes not merely a phenotypic trait but, more, a nexus of be-
haviors, systems, and ideologies stemming from “the legacy of 
empire and slavery.” Her argument spans centuries and conti-
nents to demonstrate the ways in which mainstream feminism’s 
focus on white, Western perspectives has perpetuated, rather 
than challenged, oppression and exploitation across the globe. 

Burning Man, by Frances Wilson (Farrar, Straus & Giroux). 
This biography of D. H. Lawrence dwells on the years be-
tween the publication of “The Rainbow,” in 1915, and his di-
agnosis of advanced tuberculosis, in 1925, during which Law-
rence lived in a perpetual state of motion, wandering from 
Bloomsbury to Sri Lanka and Taos. Wilson portrays a man 
defined by contradictions: a coal miner’s son and a snob; an 
intellectual who despised the intellect; a novelist driven to 
write about sex while also fearing it. Wilson has an infectious 
enthusiasm for the byways of her subject, lavishing attention 
on such figures as the arts patron Mabel Dodge Luhan and 
championing a foreword that Lawrence wrote for a friend’s 
memoir—“an unclassifiable document virtually unknown”—
as the epitome of his genius.
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characters. Not all of them are con-
vincing, although I’ve never agreed 
with the claim that Franzen is bad at 
writing women. (Yes, all the female 
characters in “Freedom” are weak, but 
so are all the men.) But when he does 
succeed with characters he succeeds 
dramatically, lighting up their inner 
lives, in the manner of police stations 
and emergency rooms, with accurate, 
unf lattering f luorescence. Think of 
Enid, the matriarch of “The Correc-
tions,” who presides over her difficult 
husband’s decline into dementia while 
desperately yearning for one more 
family Christmas with her adult chil-
dren gathered together in their child-
hood home. She is needy, maddening, 
familiar, sharp, utterly consistent, in 
urgent relationship with the con-
straints of her gender, her marriage, 
and her era, and, all told, one of the 
truly great creations of twenty-first-
century literature.

In “Crossroads,” the standout char-
acters are Becky, Perry, and Marion. 
We watch Becky’s moral formation 
almost in real time—under the triple 
influences of newfound piety, a nar-
cissistic aunt, and her family’s sudden 
implosion—and the result is f latly 
terrifying. By the end of the book, she 
appears to have turned to ice, com-
plete with an inner Zamboni to keep 
her maximally smooth; nothing can 
mar her perfect self-righteousness, 
and it is to Franzen’s great credit that 
she made my skin crawl to a degree 
usually achievable only by someone 
from whom you have repeatedly 
walked away fuming. Perry, mean-
while, is terrifying in a different way: 
we are scared not of him but for him. 
A teen-age drug addict with a trou-
bled mind, a grave lack of adult over-
sight, and ruinous instincts, he is 
headed for disaster from the begin-
ning, yet I can think of no other char-
acter in the Franzen universe who re-
ceives such tender treatment.

Together with Marion, Perry also il-
luminates the second of Franzen’s 

erratic but astonishing gifts, which is 
for the creation of the perfect set piece. 
There is at least one of these in almost 
all the novels—a moment when some 
inner gear shifts dramatically upward 
and we are delivered into a stretch of 

literature transcendent in its wonder-
fulness. In “The Corrections,” that mo-
ment comes when Chip, in childhood, 
is left alone at the dining-room table 
until he finishes his dinner. All around 
him, the other members of the fam-
ily retreat to their various corners of 
the house, his mother willfully and his 
father accidentally forgetting about 
him, while time simultaneously slows 
to a crawl, reduced to Chip’s micro-
scopic contemplation of the pattern 
on a placemat and the ancient boogers 
stuck to the underside of the table, and 
stretches forward indefinitely into the 
future—because, as Franzen under-
stands, once you have sat alone at age 
seven in front of a plate of cold liver 
and mashed rutabaga for long enough, 
some part of you will be sitting there 
for the rest of your life.

That scene is representative of what 
makes these set pieces work: it com-
bines maximum insight into a char-
acter’s psychology with maximum  
narrative reach, both spatial and tem-
poral—a different kind of successful 
squaring of scales. In “Crossroads,” 
the analogous scene with Marion lasts 
for sixty pages and is set in a thera-
pist’s office, a convenient place for 
both elongating time and accessing 
interiority. In the course of it, we learn 
what her therapist, interestingly, does 
not: as a very young woman, she had 
an affair with a married man that re-
sulted in a psychotic break, a preg-
nancy, and an abortion, which she 
could afford only through a bargain 
so Faustian that she sincerely describes 
its purveyor as Satan.

It is difficult to know which is more 
gripping: this backstory or Marion’s 
take on it, which is shaped by the po-
tency of her belief in guilt and sin. 
Her insistence that she is responsible 
for some of the terrible things that 
have happened to her dismays her 
therapist, who suggests, predictably, 
that she should forgive herself and feel 
angry at the perpetrators instead. But 
Marion, who does not regard anger as 
benign, is refreshingly unpersuaded: 
“I know you think it’s sick to blame 
myself, but spiritually I think it ’s 
healthier.” Gradually, we learn that the 
litany of things for which she blames 
herself tracks backward along a dark 
red line from Perry’s fragile mind all 

the way to her father’s long-ago sui-
cide. And all the while Becky is head-
ing to a Crossroads concert to pub-
licly declare her love to Tanner Evans, 
Perry is taking Judson to that ill-fated 
Christmas party, and Russ, who should 
be at the party as well, is getting into 
a fender bender in the increasingly 
heavy snow with his would-be mis-
tress beside him in the car.

Three hundred more pages and 
thirty years elapse before Marion’s cri-
sis is echoed by another, and we watch 
as Perry, now in the grips of a full-
blown addiction, descends into catastro-
phe in the Arizona desert. Franzen’s 
narrative dexterity is never more evi-
dent in the book than in the widening 
chasm between Perry’s inner experi-
ence and what we see happening to 
him there, and the resulting story line 
is the opposite of Clem’s: meticulously 
constructed, emotionally convincing, 
simultaneously suspenseful and inevi-
table. But it is also successful for a sub-
tler reason. A breakdown in the past, 
a breakdown in the present; two par-
ents each abandoning a child in order 
to pursue an affair; a climactic week 
unfolding with exact, unforced chore-
ography across multiple time zones and 
six family members: it turns out that 
“Crossroads,” which reads so speedily 
it can seem almost slapdash, is care-
fully wrought, its neatly balanced ar-
chitecture another clandestine source 
of its power.

“Crossroads” is an imperfect novel 
that is nonetheless a great one, its inner 
operations lofting it high above its 
flaws. Only the rest of the trilogy can 
tell us whether the same will hold for 
any of its characters. Throughout the 
book, Franzen fixes his gaze on bad 
decisions, bad faith, the incremental 
setting in motion of disaster. Ultimately, 
though, he seems more invested in 
what happens after all those calami-
tous choices are made—in their prac-
tical consequences but also in who of-
fers forgiveness and who withholds it 
when the will to be good has failed. 
The deepest form of suspense at work 
in his novel is driven not by its plot 
but by a kind of moral uncertainty. At 
its conclusion, almost every character 
is at his or her worst; the question it 
leaves us with is whether any of them 
can ever be better. 
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CONNECT THE DOTS
Everything must converge in Anthony Doerr’s “Cloud Cuckoo Land.”

BY JAMES WOOD

ILLUSTRATION BY ADAM SIMPSON

object is an exquisite seventeenth-cen-
tury painting, which thirteen-year-old 
Theo Decker has stolen from the Met-
ropolitan Museum. In “All the Light 
We Cannot See,” Marie-Laure LeBlanc, 
sixteen years old and blind, ends up as 
the surviving guardian of a hundred-
and-thirty-three-carat diamond known 
as the Sea of Flames, which once sat in 
a vault in the Museum of National His-
tory in Paris. As the Nazis closed in on 
the city, Marie-Laure and her father, 
who worked at the museum, fled with 
the gem to Saint-Malo.

The two novels end with loudly re-
demptive messages. On the final page 
of Tartt’s book, Theo informs us, “What-

ever teaches us to talk to ourselves is 
important: whatever teaches us to sing 
ourselves out of despair. But the paint-
ing has also taught me that we can speak 
to each other across time.” Toward the 
end of Doerr’s novel, a character re-
flects that to behold young Marie-Laure, 
who has survived the Second World 
War, albeit orphaned, “is to believe once 
more that goodness, more than any-
thing else, is what lasts.” Years later, in 
2014, a now elderly Marie-Laure sits 
in the Jardin des Plantes, and feels that 
the air is “a library and the record of 
every life lived.” At each moment, she 
laments, someone who once remem-
bered the war is dying. But there is 
hope: “We rise again in the grass. In 
the flowers. In songs.”

For both writers, I think, the real 
treasure to be safeguarded is not a par-
ticular painting or jewel but story itself: 
Tartt’s novel shares its very title with 
the painting in question, and more im-
portant to Marie-Laure than the gem 
are Jules Verne’s adventure stories, which 
she carries with her throughout the 
novel; in a stirringly implausible epi-
sode, a German soldier is kept alive  
by listening to her radio broadcast of 
“Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the 
Sea.” In both books, “goodness” is re-
ally just the presumed great good of 
story. We “sing” across the generations, 
and this song is first of all the novel we 
hold in our hands, and more generally 
storytelling itself. This is what lasts, or 
so these writers hope: history as an enor-
mous optimistic library.

What was implicit in “All the Light 
We Cannot See” is blaringly overt in 
Doerr’s new novel, “Cloud Cuckoo 
Land” (Scribner). Scattered across six 
hundred and twenty or so pages are five 
stories, set in very different places and 
periods. In the nearish future, Konstance, 
a teen-age girl (here’s our hero-guard-
ian, once again), is flying in a spaceship 
with eighty-five other people, toward a 
planet that may sustain human life, after 
its collapse on earth. (Reaching its des-
tination will take almost six hundred 
years.) In mid-fifteenth-century Con-
stantinople, Anna, a Greek Christian, 
awaits the assault that has long been 
threatened by Muslim forces. A few 
hundred miles away, Omeir, a gentle 
country boy, finds himself caught up in 
the Sultan’s army and its march toward What Doerr has written is less a novel than a giant therapeutic contraption.

A curious coincidence, of the kind fa-
vored by certain novelists, occurred 

in 2014 and 2015, when both the Pulit-
zer Prize for fiction and the Carnegie 
Medal for Excellence in Fiction were 
awarded in consecutive years to Donna 
Tartt, for “The Goldfinch,” and An-
thony Doerr, for “All the Light We Can-
not See.” These novels, enormous best-
sellers, are essentially children’s tales for 
grownups, and feature teen-age protag-
onists. In both books, the teen-ager pos-
sesses a rare object that has been re-
moved from a great museum; the sub-
sequent adventures of the object are in-
extricable from the adventures of the 
protagonist. In “The Goldfinch,” the 
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Constantinople, and he eventually en-
counters Anna. In contemporary Lake-
port, Idaho, a sweet-natured octogenar-
ian named Zeno Ninis is minding a 
group of schoolchildren, who are re-
hearsing a play in the local library, while, 
outside the building, a troubled eco-
terrorist named Seymour sits in his car, 
a bomb in his lap, about to make his 
great explosive statement.

These characters are explicitly con-
nected by a fable (or fragments of a fable) 
that Doerr has invented, and that he at-
tributes to an actual Greek writer, An-
tonius Diogenes, thought to have flour-
ished in the second century C.E. Titled 
“Cloud Cuckoo Land,” the Doerr-Dio-
genes fabrication tells the tale of Ae-
thon, a shepherd who tries to travel to 
“a utopian city in the sky,” a place in the 
clouds “where all needs are met and no 
one suffers.” After assorted escapades 
of a classical nature—the hero is turned 
into a donkey and a crow—Aethon re-
turns to earth, grateful for “the green 
beauty of the broken world,” or, as Doerr 
capitalizes for the slow-witted, “WHAT 
YOU ALREADY HAVE IS BETTER THAN 
WHAT YOU SO DESPERATELY SEEK.”

Each of the novel’s five principal char-
acters finds his or her way to this invented 
Greek text. Anna stumbles across a frail, 

goatskin codex of the tale in a ruined 
library in Constantinople. Omeir and 
Anna eventually fall in love and have 
children, and together they guard and 
tend the magical manuscript. Zeno 
spends his later years translating the 
Greek fable—indeed, it’s his dramatic 
version of “Cloud Cuckoo Land” that 
the schoolchildren are rehearsing in the 
Idaho library. Konstance’s father, one of 
a small number of people on the space-
ship old enough to remember life on 
earth (most have been born on board), 
used to tell embellished adaptations of 
the Greek story to his daughter at bed-
time. Near the end of Doerr’s novel, Dio-
genes’ fragments reach even Seymour, 
now in the Idaho State Correctional 
Institution, where he is doing time for 
the deadly incident at the library: Sey-
mour gets interested in Zeno’s transla-
tion, and asks one of his victims, the 
town’s former librarian, to send it to him. 
As he reads, the potent text emits its 
healing gas. “By age seventeen he’d con-
vinced himself that every human he saw 
was a parasite, captive to the dictates of 
consumption,” we’re told. “But as he re-
constructs Zeno’s translation, he realizes 
that the truth is infinitely more compli-
cated, that we are all beautiful even as we 
are all part of the problem, and that to 

be a part of the problem is to be human.”
What on earth—or even on Cloud 

Cuckoo Land—is this? It’s less a novel 
than a big therapeutic contraption, mov-
ing with sincere deliberation toward mil-
lions of eager readers. The author might 
reply, with some justice, that a fable is a 
therapeutic contraption, and so is plenty 
of Dickens. Doerr’s new novel, though, 
is more of a contraption, and more ear-
nestly therapeutic, than any adult fiction 
I can recall reading. The obsessive con-
nectivity resembles a kind of novelistic 
online search, each new link unfolding 
inescapably from its predecessor, as our 
author keeps pressing Return. The title 
shared by the Greek text and the novel 
comes, an epigraph reminds us, from 
Aristophanes’ comedy “The Birds.” Yet 
these characters are also bound to one 
another by larger ropes of classical allu-
sion and cross-reference. Anna and Zeno 
both excitedly discover the Odyssey be-
fore they encounter the Diogenes text; 
Seymour, who appears to be somewhat 
autistic, develops a relationship with an 
owl, which he nicknames Trustyfriend 
(a borrowing from “The Birds”); when 
Konstance’s father was back on earth, he 
used to live in Australia, on a farm he 
called Scheria (a mythical island in the 
Odyssey); the spaceship is named the 
Argos (the name of Odysseus’ dog, and 
also suggestive of Jason’s ship, the Argo).

These characters are, necessarily, held 
together not only by “Cloud Cuckoo 
Land” the fable but by “Cloud Cuckoo 
Land” the novel. Having laid out his 
flagrantly disparate cast, Doerr must in-
sist on that cast’s almost freakish gene-
alogical coherence. This formal insis-
tence becomes the novel’s raison d’être. 
We have no idea how these people or 
periods relate to one another, or how 
they rationally could. But storytelling, 
redefined as esoteric manipulation, will 
reveal the code; the novelist is the magus, 
the secret historian. Although the book 
is largely set in a recognizable actual 
world, largely obeys the laws of phys-
ics, and features human beings, story-
telling, stripped of organic necessity, 
aerates itself into fantasy.

Novels that, like “Cloud Cuckoo 
Land,” follow the “Cloud Atlas” 

suite form provide an opportunity for 
authorial bravado. (David Mitchell has 
much to answer for.) Doerr’s new book 

“I couldn’t find parking in the city, so I moved  
home, got back with my high-school girlfriend, had  

a baby, and got a great deal on a new car.”

• •
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and its predecessor open with narrative 
propositions. The reader is, in effect, 
presented with a vast map, pegged with 
tiny characters who begin very far apart. 
Slowly, these dots will get bigger and 
move toward one another. In “All the 
Light We Cannot See,” for instance, 
we open in Saint-Malo, with sixteen-
year-old Marie-Laure. Two other char-
acters—a tenderhearted German radio 
engineer and a Nazi gem hunter—are 
converging on Marie-Laure, and it will 
take the course of the book for them 
to do so.

Doerr likes to start in medias res, 
and then to go back to the origins of 
his stories and work forward again (or 
forward and backward and forward 
again, in alternation). He dangles that 
first picture, the confusing snapshot 
from the thick of things, as the prize 
awaiting the properly plot-hungry, 
plot-patient reader. So that novel be-
gins in 1944, and promptly takes us 
back to Marie-Laure at the age of six, 
in Paris, in order to demonstrate how 
she and her father ended up in Saint-
Malo with a diamond bigger than the 
Ritz. At the opening of “Cloud Cuckoo 
Land,” we’re presented with the incom-
prehensible tableau of fourteen-year-
old Konstance hurtling through space 
in the Argos. She has recently discov-
ered the connection between her fa-
ther and Antonius Diogenes’ tale of 
Aethon. But the scene quickly gives 
way to the snatched pre-
ludes of two other stories: 
Zeno at the Idaho library 
with the children, Seymour 
in a parked car with his 
bomb. These stories, too, 
quickly reverse—we see 
Zeno at seven, in 1941, and 
Seymour at three, in 2005—
in order to go forward once 
again more slowly. When 
we next encounter Kon-
stance, a hundred or so pages after her 
first appearance, she is four years old. 
In this way, the reader is always play-
ing Doerr’s game of catch-up, eager to 
reach a finale that has already func-
tioned as prelude.

As a stylist, Doerr has several war-
ring modes. One of them comes from 
what could be called the Richard Pow-
ers school of emergency realism. Omeir 
isn’t merely afraid; “tendrils of panic 

clutch his windpipe.” Anna isn’t merely 
very thirsty; “thirst twists through her.” 
When Seymour thinks, “questions chase 
one another around the carousel of his 
mind.” But Doerr’s habitual register is 
less obtrusive. He often writes very well, 
and is excellent at the pop-up scenic 
evocations required by big novels that 
move around a lot. Although the arcs 
of his stories may tend toward a kind 
of sentimental pedagogy, his sentences, 
in the main, scrupulously avoid it. He 
knows how to animate a picture; he 
knows which details to choose. Here is 
Zeno as a young infantryman, fighting 
in the Korean War. The supply truck 
he’s riding in has been ambushed by 
enemy soldiers:

A middle-aged Chinese soldier with small 
beige teeth drags him out of the passenger’s 
door and into the snow. In another breath there 
are twenty men around him. . . . Some carry 
Russian burp guns; some have rifles that look 
four decades old; some wear only rice bags for 
shoes. Most are tearing open C rations they’ve 
taken out of the back of the Dodge. One holds 
a can printed PINEAPPLE UPSIDE-DOWN CAKE 
while another tries to saw it open with a bay-
onet; another stuffs his mouth with crackers; 
a fourth bites into a head of cabbage as though 
it were a giant apple.

Zeno is captured, and put in a P.O.W. 
camp. Doerr deftly provides the equiv-
alent of a cinematic establishing shot: 
“In winter stalagmites of frozen urine 
reach up and out of the latrines. The 
river freezes, the Chinese heat fewer 

bunkhouses, and the Amer-
icans and Brits are merged.” 
We’re up and running.

Yet his prose is regularly 
on the verge of formula, 
and too often capitulates 
to baser needs. “All the 
Light We Cannot See” re-
cycles a goodly amount of 
Nazi tropes: impeccably 
dressed officers brush in-
visible specks of dust from 

their uniforms, or pull off their leather 
gloves one finger at a time. A boy is 
“thin as a blade of grass, skin as pale 
as cream.” In both novels, when Doerr 
wants to gesture at immensity, he . . . 
gestures. The telltale formulation in-
volves the word “thousand.” From his 
previous novel: “At the lowest tides, 
the barnacled ribs of a thousand ship-
wrecks stick out above the sea.” And: 
“A thousand frozen stars preside over 
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the quad.” And: “A thousand eyes peer 
out.” And: “A shell screams over the 
house. He thinks: I only want to sit 
here with her for a thousand hours.” 
He’s at it again in the new book. Anna 
“practices her letter on the thousand 
blank pages of her mind.” Zeno, as a 
little boy, is afraid: “Only now does fear 
fill his body, a thousand snakes slith-
ering beneath his skin.” Konstance, too, 
is on edge: “From the shadows crawl 
a thousand demons.”

It’s a minor tic, appealing even in 
its unconsciousness. But this double 
movement, simultaneously toward the 
enlargement of intensity and the rou-
tine of formula, tells us something about 
the strange terrain of Doerr’s novels, 
which leave so little for the mean, for 
the middle. Proficient prose supports 
an extravagance of storytelling; excel-
lent craftsmanship holds together a 
flashing edifice; tight plotting under-
writes earnestly immense themes. Every 
so often, a more subtle observer emerges 
amid these gapped extremities, a writer 
interested merely in honoring the world 
about him, a stylist capable of some-
thing as beautiful as “the quick, dras-
tic strikes of a bow dashing across the 
strings of a violin,” or this taut descrip-
tion of an Idaho winter: “Icicles fang 
the eaves.”

“Cloud Cuckoo Land” has little 
time for such mimetic modesties and 
accidental beauties. Far more even than 
its predecessor, it is fraught with 
preachment. This novel of performa-
tive storytelling that is also a novel 
about storytelling is dedicated to “the 
librarians then, now, and in the years 
to come.” Two anxieties, reinforcing 
each other, are at play: the end of the 
book, and nothing less than the end 
of the world. Which is to say, the book 
is under threat both by the erosion of 
cultural memory and by the climate 
crisis. Doerr’s invention of the fable 
of Aethon is also Doerr’s fable about 
the precariousness of the book: a frag-
ment that barely made it into the mod-
ern world, surviving only by the ten-
uous links between successive gener-
ations of readers. Books, a teacher tells 
Anna, are precious repositories “for 
the memories of people who have lived 
before. . . . But books, like people, die.” 
Elsewhere, another scribe reminds 
Anna that time “wipes the old books 

from the world,” and, likening Con-
stantinople to an ark full of books, 
neatly twins this novel’s emphases: 
“The ark has hit the rocks, child. And 
the tide is washing in.”

The terminality of the message per-
haps explains the frantic didacti-

cism of all the theming. Libraries are 
everywhere here, from Constantinople 
to Idaho. In one of the book’s most ten-
der episodes, Zeno meets an English 
soldier in Korea named Rex Browning, 
and surreptitiously falls in love with 
him. Rex is a classicist, who tells Zeno 
that he might be named for Zenodo-
tus, “the first librarian at the library at 
Alexandria.” Later in the novel, back 
in England, Rex writes a book titled 
“Compendium of Lost Books.” The 
spaceship Argos offers an elegiac, trou-
bling vision of life without actual li-
braries; its brain is a Siri-like oracle 
known as Sibyl, a vast digital library of 
everything we ever knew: “the collec-
tive wisdom of our species. Every map 
ever drawn, every census ever taken, 
every book ever published, every foot-
ball match, every symphony, every edi-
tion of every newspaper, the genomic 
maps of over one million species—ev-
erything we can imagine and every-
thing we might ever need.”

Gradually, you come to understand 
that the desperate cross-referencing 
and thematic reinforcing borrow not 
so much from the model of the Inter-
net as from the model of the library. 
Just as this novel full of stories is also 
about storytelling, so this novel about 
the importance of libraries mimics a 
library; it is stuffed with texts and al-
lusions and connections, an ideal com-
pendium of “the collective wisdom of 
our species.”

It ’s here, perhaps, that “Cloud 
Cuckoo Land” becomes an affecting 
document. As a novelist, Doerr is ut-
terly unembarrassed by statement. For 
him, storytelling is entertainment and 
sermon; the novel is really a fable. Late 
Tolstoy might have approved. And 
since we are living in critical times, 
the lessons are made very legible: the 
book is at risk; the world is at risk; we 
should not seek out distant utopias 
but instead cultivate our burnt gar-
dens. Above all—or, rather, underneath 
all—everything is connected. Seymour, 

vibrantly, morbidly alive to our self-
destruction, realizes this:

Seymour studies the quantities of methane 
locked in melting Siberian permafrost. Read-
ing about declining owl populations led him 
to deforestation which led to soil erosion which 
led to ocean pollution which led to coral bleach-
ing, everything warming, melting, and dying 
faster than scientists predicted, every system 
on the planet connected by countless invisible 
threads to every other: cricket players in Delhi 
vomiting from Chinese air pollution, Indone-
sian peat fires pushing billions of tons of car-
bon into the atmosphere over California, mil-
lion-acre bushfires in Australia turning what’s 
left of New Zealand’s glaciers pink.

If this sounds like it could almost have 
been written by Don DeLillo, there’s a 
reason. The apprehension that every-
thing is connected is essentially a para-
noid insight (and a useful one for the 
novelist, who can pose as esoteric de-
coder). What’s poignant here is the way 
one kind of connectivity helplessly col-
lapses into another. Seymour’s Internet 
search, today’s version of a library search, 
is an exercise in scholarly connection, of 
the kind this novel also enjoys—every-
one and everything is related by cross-ref-
erence and classical allusion and the-
matic inheritance. But “Cloud Cuckoo 
Land” embodies and imposes a darker 
connective energy, too. Climate change, 
after all, enforces an entirely justifiable 
paranoia: we are indeed part of a shared 
system, in which melting in one place 
arrives by flood in a second place and 
fire in yet another. One form of connec-
tivity might be almost utopian; the other 
has become powerfully dystopian. His-
tory’s enormous optimistic library be-
comes reality’s enormous pessimis-
tic prison. Each vision, as in Seymour’s 
alarmed search, fuels another in this book.

Artistically, this sincere moral and po-
litical urgency does the novel few favors, 
as the book veers between its relentless 
thematic coherence and wild fantasias 
of storytelling. But that urgency may also 
account for the novel’s brute didactic 
power; it is hard to read, without a shud-
der, the sections about the desperate and 
deluded Argonauts, committed to voy-
aging for centuries through space-time 
because life on earth has failed. A pity, 
then, and a telling one, that Doerr finally 
resolves nearly every story optimistically 
and soothingly. And Konstance’s hurtling 
spaceship? Oh, it turns out to be the big-
gest therapeutic contraption of all. 



THE NEW YORKER, OCTOBER 4, 2021	 73

BOOKS

TELL ME WHAT YOU WANT
Our sexual desires shape us. Can we shape them? 

BY ALEXANDRA SCHWARTZ

ILLUSTRATION BY NA KIM

many blissful nights with her father, 
until Cinyras at last thought to fetch a 
light to see the face of his young lover. 
On learning the truth, he seized his 
sword, to kill her. She fled and wan-
dered the earth until the gods put an 
end to her misery by turning her into 
a tree. That is how we got myrrh.

Two thousand years later, this tale 
is as strange and harrowing as ever. 
(The poet Frank Bidart drew on it in 
his 1997 book, “Desire,” and his telling 
practically burns the page.) Why is Or-
pheus singing of such things? He has 
just lost Eurydice by turning back and 
taking a forbidden look at her as she 
followed him up from Hades. Maybe, 

having ruined his life by succumbing 
to his own desire, he is taking bitter 
comfort in the fact that someone else 
has done the same.

What makes Orpheus’ account of 
Myrrha even stranger is that it imme-
diately follows the story of Pygmalion, 
a sculptor who falls in love with a statue 
of his own making. (Cinyras is their 
grandson.) That is a happy tale, end-
ing with an impossible wish fulfilled. 
But it, too, contains the bitter seed of 
female duplicity. Pygmalion’s statue is, 
in Charles Martin’s translation, “bet-
ter than any living woman could boast 
of ”—essentially, it is an ivory sex doll—
and he’s moved to create it by his dis-
gust at women’s wanton ways: 

Pygmalion observed how these women lived 
lives of sordid

indecency, and, dismayed by the numerous 
defects

of character Nature had given the feminine 
spirit,

stayed as a bachelor, having no female  
companion.

Pygmalion’s attitude sounds like one 
that we now associate with incels: in-
voluntary celibates. The most notori-
ous example is Elliot Rodger, the twenty-
two-year-old who went on a murderous 
spree in Isla Vista, California, in May, 
2014, to avenge himself on a world of 
women who, as he claimed in a hun-
dred-thousand-word autobiographical 
manifesto, acted like rapacious sluts with 
other men and yet punished him by de-
nying him sex. Thwarted male desire, 
we know, is a dangerous thing—and so, 
Myrrha’s story tells us, is female desire 
fulfilled. Myrrha is cursed from the mo-
ment that she recognizes what it is she 
wants, and she knows it.

This is an ancient belief: that our 
most ardent desires dwell fully formed 
within us, only waiting to emerge. It’s 
at the center of contemporary sexual 
politics, too; few things have been more 
critical to the acceptance of gay rights 
in the United States than the notion 
that queer people are “born this way.” 
Change our desire? It seems easier to 
be changed into a tree.

Has the time come to reconsider? 
Amia Srinivasan, a professor of 

philosophy at Oxford and an occasional 
contributor to this magazine, thinks 
so. Her new collection of essays, “The Desire is perceived as deeply personal and wholly spontaneous.

Do you know the story of Myrrha 
and Cinyras? It appears in Book X 

of Ovid’s Metamorphoses, alongside 
more celebrated tales, like that of Or-
pheus and Eurydice; in fact, Orpheus 
himself sings of it. Myrrha, he tells us, 
was the princess of Cyprus, the daugh-
ter of King Cinyras, whom she dearly 
loved—but not as a daughter should. 
Tormented by forbidden lust, she tried 
to hang herself, but was discovered  
in time by her nurse. The nurse then 
arranged for Myrrha to go to Cinyras 
during a festival when married women 
(including Myrrha’s mother, the queen) 
stayed away from their husbands’ beds. 
Disguised by the dark, Myrrha spent 
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Right to Sex” (Farrar, Straus & Giroux), 
takes on a number of topics that are 
relevant, as its subtitle says, to “femi-
nism in the twenty-first century,” such 
as porn, consent, and the prospect of 
sex between students and their teach-
ers. But at its heart is the title essay, in 
which Srinivasan asks us to imagine 
what might be possible if we chose to 
see our own erotic desires as flexible 
rather than fixed. The essay caused a 
stir in 2018, when it was first 
published, in the London 
Review of Books, in part be-
cause its provocative orig-
inal title, “Does Anyone 
Have the Right to Sex?,” 
suggested to certain read-
ers that Srinivasan was pre-
pared to argue that some 
people did. In fact, she was 
arguing the opposite; it is 
“axiomatic,” she writes, 
“that no one is under an obligation to 
have sex with anyone else,” and “axi-
omatic” is a word that philosophers do 
not just throw around. Still, reading the 
essay now, you can see why people—
conservative commentators, like the 
columnist Ross Douthat, but also a 
number of feminists—were freaked out.

Srinivasan begins her discussion  
with Elliot Rodger. He and other self-
declared male incels want to rape and 
kill women, and, what’s more, they 
blame us for inspiring them to rape 
and kill. As many feminists have 
pointed out, the incel phenomenon is 
a particularly concentrated form of 
the misogynistic poison that is aero-
solized throughout the general cul-
tural air. Such men feel that they have 
a right to sex, but so have many men—
and, until very recently, the law was  
often on their side. (Nobody was con-
victed of marital rape in the United 
States before 1979.)

So, though what Rodger did was 
aberrant, “his sense of sexual entitle-
ment was a case study in patriarchal 
ideology,” Srinivasan writes. This is the 
consensus position. Then she asks us 
to look closely at what Rodger’s par-
ticular sense of sexual entitlement en-
tailed. Rodger’s mother was Malaysian 
Chinese, his father white English; in 
his manifesto, he wrote of his fury at 
finding himself sexually rejected while 
“an inferior, ugly black boy” he knew 

was “able to get a white girl.” Clearly, 
Rodger’s desire for, and hatred of, 
women was amplified by a rigid, repel-
lent racial hierarchy. But, Srinivasan 
wonders, is the incel’s system so differ-
ent from the one that most so-called 
normal people in our society use when 
they go about looking for sex? Rodger, 
who was erotically obsessed with “the 
spoiled, stuck-up, blonde slut,” was not 
wrong to recognize that such a person 

was not likely to return his 
interest. He might have 
been looking at women re-
ductively, categorically, but 
weren’t women doing the 
same, when they looked at 
him and saw (as Srinivasan 
puts it) a “short, clumsy, ef-
feminate, interracial boy”? 

Our sexual marketplace 
is explicitly and brutally 
judgmental, especially now 

that dating and hookup apps make it 
easier than ever to “shop” for partners 
according to a set of predetermined 
preferences—as if shopping for gro-
ceries by category online—and such 
“preferences,” Srinivasan thinks, tend 
to involve race. Certain bodies con-
fer status to those granted access to 
them. “Consider the supreme fuckabil-
ity of ‘hot blonde sluts’ and East Asian 
women,” Srinivasan writes, summon-
ing the values of the marketplace in 
flesh, “the comparative unfuckability 
of black women and Asian men, the 
fetishization and fear of black male 
sexuality, the sexual disgust expressed 
towards disabled, trans and fat bodies.” 
So our desire is not some neutral, pri-
vate thing. It is mimetic of other peo-
ple’s, as the scholar René Girard pos-
tulated, more than half a century ago. 
It colludes with society to stratify and 
imprison us.

Feminism should help point the 
way out of this predicament, but fem-
inism, Srinivasan believes, bears some 
blame for getting us into it in the first 
place. Female desire isn’t seen as an 
appropriate subject for feminist cri-
tique. Sex positivity rules the day: 
whatever a woman claims she wants 
is, by definition, a good thing, an ex-
pression of female agency, so long as 
it takes place within the bounds of 
consent. “Sex is no longer morally 
problematic or unproblematic,” Sri-

nivasan writes. “It is instead merely 
wanted or unwanted.”

That wasn’t always the case. Many 
second-wave feminists of the nine-
teen-sixties and seventies were con-
cerned with analyzing sex and desire. 
Enough of Freud and his ridiculous 
theories, they said. Desire, in Catha-
rine MacKinnon’s words, is not some 
“innate primary natural pre-political 
unconditioned drive divided along  
the biological gender line.” Who and 
what and how we want is political, 
conditioned by patriarchy, which is to 
say, by oppression. What is more, many 
feminists—“anti-sex feminists,” as they 
came to be known—believed that the 
fact of desire itself constituted oppres-
sion, at least when it was directed to-
ward men. One obvious solution was 
to cut men out of the picture. Lesbi-
anism was framed as a political iden-
tity, available to all women regardless 
of sexual preference, though, true to 
their moniker, some anti-sex feminists 
decided to go further. Srinivasan writes 
of a group called Cell 16, based in Bos-
ton, which “practiced sex separatism, 
celibacy and karate” and opened meet-
ings with a reading of Valerie Sola-
nas’s “SCUM Manifesto.”

On the other side were “pro-woman” 
feminists like Ellen Willis, who pointed 
out that asking women to reshape and 
restrict their desires according to their 
politics might not exactly be libera-
tory. The anti-sex feminists, they said, 
wanted to apply “personal solutionism” 
to a problem that was, at root, struc-
tural. Men had a lot of work to do, but 
women didn’t need to forswear their 
company while they got their act to-
gether: the bedroom was the battle-
field. Eventually, Willis helped stake 
out a new position. Feminism, she de-
manded, needed to stop engaging in 
“authoritarian moralism” when it came 
to sex, and to start considering women 
as empowered sexual agents who got 
to decide what they did and didn’t like 
in bed without being told that they 
were colluding in their own oppres-
sion. Women had an absolute right to 
follow their own desires, within the 
limits of consent. This was sex posi-
tivity, and it anticipated the advent of 
feminism’s third wave, the one that we 
are largely still surfing.

Unsurprisingly, sex positivity has had 
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more staying power than celibacy or 
political lesbianism. Sex is a useful thing 
to have on your side, but, Srinivasan 
believes, it comes at a cost. “The im-
portant thing now, it is broadly thought, 
is to take women at their word,” she 
writes. “If a woman says she enjoys 
working in porn, or being paid to have 
sex with men, or engaging in rape fan-
tasies, or wearing stilettos—and even 
that she doesn’t just enjoy these things 
but finds them emancipatory, part of 
her feminist praxis—then we are re-
quired, many feminists think, to trust 
her.” She herself doesn’t seem to think 
so—her tone here is laced with skep-
ticism, even sarcasm—but she stops 
short of saying that directly. One rea-
son may be that she sees this kind of 
because-I-say-so feminism as the by-
product of an indisputably good thing 
that happened to the movement, which 
is that it got more diverse, and conse-
quently more tolerant. A lot of the fights 
during the second wave took place 
among middle-class white women; as 
feminism broadened its racial and cul-
tural tent, Srinivasan writes, “thinking 
about the ways patriarchal oppression 
is inflected by race and class has made 
feminists reluctant to make universal 
prescriptions, including universal sex-
ual policies.”

Mainly, she seems to want all of us 
to think harder about whom and what 
we like—to “dwell in the ambivalent 
place where we acknowledge that no 
one is obliged to desire anyone else, 
that no one has a right to be desired, 
but also that who is desired and who 
isn’t is a political question, a question 
often answered by more general pat-
terns of domination and exclusion.” 
Srinivasan is clear about the need to 
do something about our desires but 
not about what, exactly, we should do. 
She sees promise in body positivity 
and other “radical self-love move-
ments,” whose iconic phrases—“Black 
is beautiful” and “big is beautiful”—
are “not just slogans of empowerment, 
but proposals for a reevaluation of our 
values.” Such a reëvaluation may be 
harder to accomplish when you are 
trying to love people other than your-
self. There is already a term for cate-
gorical attraction to “the other”: fe-
tishization. There’s a term, too, for 
preference based on guilt rather than 

on desire: pity. The first is anathema 
to love, the second to sex, and both 
are anathema to dignity.

Srinivasan’s essential counsel—to em-
brace ambivalence—might seem 

unlikely to cause offense. But it did. 
The disgruntled responses to the pub-
lication of “Does Anyone Have the 
Right to Sex?” are the subject of a sub-
sequent essay in Srinivasan’s book, 
“Coda: The Politics of Desire.” Read-
ing these two pieces together is like 
chasing a glass of rosé with a shot of 
fire. In “The Right to Sex,” Srinivasan 
is temperate and scholarly, treading 
lightly as she builds her argument. In 
“Coda,” she is writing with the clarity 
of anger. She numbers each para-
graph—there are eighty-eight in all—
like Martin Luther’s theses, as if to 
make sure that we miss none of what 
she has to say. And there is another 
major tonal shift. She embraces the 
first person, telling us what she only 
hinted at in “The Right to Sex”: that 
these questions, for her, are personal.

Srinivasan takes her critics seriously, 
citing the tweets and the columns of 
the opposition. They include trans fem-
inists who worry that Srinivasan’s po-
litical critique of desire could impinge 
on the desires of marginalized people; 
anti-trans lesbians who “want to resist 
any possible analogy between the white 
person who as a matter of policy doesn’t 
sleep with black people, and the cis les-
bian who as a matter of policy doesn’t 
sleep with trans women”; conservatives 
who see in Srinivasan’s arguments the 
upending of the old sexual order of fe-
male submission to male dominance. 
(Of course, if the old sexual order had 
been upended, Srinivasan would not 
need to write a book addressing the 
problem of male domination.)

Srinivasan responds by marshalling 
evidence that the premise of “prefer-
ence” is used to cover for an astonish-
ing array of injustices and abuses. This 
requires her to go spelunking through 
sexist Reddit threads, racist reality-TV 
shows, and other icky places. But what 
is most painful is often what is closest 
to home. She quotes the writer Audrea 
Lim, who—in an Op-Ed about the 
tendency, among alt-right men, to date 
and marry Asian women—described 
her own experience as a “14-year-old 
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Asian girl in an overwhelmingly white 
school” who sought favor by “distanc-
ing myself from the other Asian kids” 
and knew she had succeeded when a 
friend told her that she was “cool,” and 
therefore white. “I also have friends 
who joke that I am ‘basically white.’ ” 
Srinivasan writes. “Maybe it isn’t a joke.” 
She goes on:

I know many East and South Asian women, 
living in western countries, who don’t want to 
marry the sort of men our mothers, our grand-
mothers, and our aunts married. Sometimes 
when we say that Asian men remind us of our 
cousins, we are saying: we know too much 
about how these boys and men are raised. One 
question is: aren’t Asian women within their 
rights to make such choices? Another question 
is: why think that white boys and men are 
raised any better? Is sophistication to be found 
only in Caucasia? 

Srinivasan is talking about the un-
settling experience of being catego-
rized by others, and looking hard at 
the way that she might be tempted to 
adopt these categories. For each of her 
points, as this passage makes clear, she 
can find a counterpoint. This must be 
what it means to “dwell in ambiva-
lence.” Clearly, it’s not a comfortable 
place to be. 

But why should it be comfortable? 
Confronting one’s own desires is risky, 
and its history, as a practice, is hardly 
one of success. Conversion therapy, 
too, is about trying to change what 
people want, and by all accounts the 
experience is not only hell; it is also 
ineffective. Yet conversion therapy 
serves a politics of repression. Srini-
vasan is after liberation. The process 

of self-interrogation may be painful, 
but it is part of the quest, she main-
tains, for greater joy.

In Pedro Almodóvar’s film “Law of 
Desire” (1987), Antonio Banderas 

plays Antonio, a smoldering young lay-
about with a screw loose, who becomes 
obsessed with Pablo Quintero (Euse-
bio Poncela), a gay film director. An-
tonio hangs around the club where he 
knows Pablo likes to go, waiting to 
bump into him. “I don’t normally sleep 
with guys,” he tells Pablo, when at last 
they meet. But what he normally does 
or doesn’t do is irrelevant. He has been 
ambushed by desire, and is determined, 
as Pablo soon learns, to satisfy it.

Desire changes, and not usually by 
the mechanism of conscious choice. We 
meet someone; we want them. Then 
we meet someone else. Srinivasan rec-
ognizes this. Actually, it ’s what she 
thinks we should hope for. “Desire can 
take us by surprise, leading us some-
where we hadn’t imagined we would 
ever go, or toward someone we never 
thought we would lust after, or love,” 
she writes, at the end of her “Right to 
Sex” essay. Maybe we shouldn’t worry 
too much about how to shift what we 
want but instead, like Antonio, recog-
nize that we may be wrong about what 
we think we want, and embrace the pos-
sibility of wanting something different.

That is the message of the theorist 
Katherine Angel’s recent book, “To-
morrow Sex Will Be Good Again” 
(Verso). Erotic desire, Angel argues, 
does not sit within us, fully formed, 

waiting to be mined like ore. It takes 
shape through a process of exploration, 
and, ideally, collaboration. (They don’t 
call it “intercourse” for nothing.) But 
Angel thinks that this kind of happy 
discovery is compromised for many 
women. One clear reason is the threat 
of male violence. A less obvious cul-
prit is the safeguard that contempo-
rary feminism has formulated to de-
fuse that threat: affirmative consent.

Where Srinivasan’s issue with con-
sent is that it is too permissive a stan-
dard to determine what constitutes 
“good” sex, Angel’s is that it is far too 
restrictive. For one thing, affirmative 
consent depends on “the conceit of 
absolute clarity”: before a woman can 
agree that she does or doesn’t want 
to do something, or to have some-
thing done to her, she must know just 
what it is she likes and wants. What 
if she is uncertain, or doesn’t yet know? 
Too bad. Angel worries, too, that the 
focus on consent treats any sexual en-
counter between a man and a woman 
as a possible crime scene, which it is 
up to the woman to police. (Her focus 
is on the dynamics of heterosexual-
ity.) The man is assumed to be a threat; 
the woman’s role is to assure him that 
he is not. This doesn’t exactly make 
for an equal exchange of pleasure, and 
it doesn’t seem like a particularly ef-
fective way of preventing sexual vio-
lence, either.

Angel writes witheringly of “confi-
dence feminists,” who object to female 
hesitance and uncertainty. Why didn’t 
you just say what you want? Why didn’t 
you just leave? That’s what these fem-
inists ask when a woman admits that 
she was disturbed or confused in the 
aftermath of an ambiguous sexual en-
counter. Confidence feminists treat any 
sign of vulnerability on the part of a 
woman as an admission of weakness—
and vulnerability is exactly the aspect 
of desire that Angel finds most pre-
cious: “A sexual ethics that is worth its 
name has to allow for obscurity, for 
opacity and for not-knowing.” 

“Tomorrow Sex Will Be Good 
Again” is most exciting at the start and 
at the end, where Angel is boldest in 
her own ideas. In the middle chapters, 
she walks us through a lot of other peo-
ple’s, mainly in the interest of throw-
ing cold water on studies that purport 



to prove some objective truth about 
women and desire. If you are tempted 
to put your faith in tools like the vag-
inal plethysmograph (“a small, acrylic 
probe the size of a tampon,” in Angel’s 
useful description), which measures 
blood flow to the vagina in an attempt 
to objectively determine what it is that 
women want, Angel will disabuse you 
of the urge. It is a relief when she moves 
from science to film and literature—
that is, to fiction, where the most com-
plex human truths are told. On the rec-
ommendation of her enthusiasm, I read 
Susanna Moore’s novel “In the Cut,” 
and it nearly melted my face off. As 
Angel’s interest in that violent, sexy 
book suggests, she is drawn to the link 
between eros and danger. Vulnerabil-
ity entails risk, Angel reminds us, and 
sex is never free from the dynamics of 
power. That is what makes it scary, and 
also, sometimes, wonderful.

Angel is not proposing that we do 
away with consent. She wants us to 
treat desire less like an assertion and 
more like a “conversation, mutual ex-
ploration, curiosity, uncertainty—all 
things, as it happens, that are stigma-
tized within traditional masculinity.” 
The modern woman has been told, ad 
nauseam, to embrace her masculine 
side: to be declarative, decisive, and 
confident, to admit no confusion or 
hesitancy, to “lean in” not only in the 
boardroom but also in bed. Now, Angel 
says, it is time for men to act more like 
women by embracing their own “po-
rousness” and sensitivity. (After all, 
Angel points out, fondly, what is more 
vulnerable than the male body, which 
makes its desires so openly known?) 
It’s good to see Angel pay attention to 
heterosexual men, to “welcome them 
to vulnerability.” They may be the group 
of people most in need of hearing what 
she has to say.

One challenge that Srinivasan and 
Angel confront, as theorists of sex 

and desire, is that sex and desire are 
hard to theorize about. It is easier to 
explain what sex isn’t than what it is. 
“Sex is not a sandwich,” Srinivasan 
writes. Angel agrees: sex is not “some-
thing to be given and taken,” like an 
object or a good. It is “a process, a de-
velopment, an unfolding.” That is why 
she and Srinivasan care so much about 

it—not just because it provides plea-
sure but because it can expand the lim-
its of the self.

And sexual desire can be a creative 
act, an invitation to imagine. This is 
something that Srinivasan gets at in 
an essay called “Talking to My Stu-
dents About Porn.” Many second-wave 
feminists believed that porn not merely 
condoned but in fact conditioned vio-
lence against women. Some fought to 
restrict and ban it, though, as Srini-
vasan points out, laws restricting sex-
ual expression and its depiction tend 
to do no favors to women and queer 
people. Her own problem with porn is 
the way it insures that “imagination is 
limited to imitation, riffing on what it 
has already absorbed.” What people—
young ones, particularly—need is “an 
emboldened sexual imagination.” Sex, 
she writes, “can, if they choose, remain 
as generations before them have cho-
sen: violent, selfish, and unequal. Or 
sex can—if they choose—be something 
more joyful, more equal, freer.” It’s a 
lovely vision, though Srinivasan isn’t 
sure how it can be brought about.

Maybe no one can know—at least, 
not until such a choice becomes a ne-
cessity. Readers of Srinivasan might 
want to watch Xavier Dolan’s film “Lau-
rence Anyways” (2012), which follows 
ten years in the lives of a couple in 
Montreal. When the film begins, in 
the late nineteen-eighties, Laurence 
(Melvil Poupaud) is a teacher of liter-
ature who lives with his beautiful, vital 
girlfriend, Fred (Suzanne Clément). 
They are in an ideal kind of love, in-
habiting a private world of two. Then 
Laurence announces that he is trans. 
Fred is furious. She feels betrayed. Her 
mother pushes her to leave; her sister 
points out that Fred likes men. But 
Fred decides that she will try to make 
it work: she, too, will do her best to 
wrestle with ambiguity, to expand her 
own imagination of what desire can 
be. Laurence’s transition, in its social 
difficulty and personal liberation, is 
beautiful, but so is the process by which 
Fred, who wishes everything could stay 
the same, grapples with change. None 
of us are static, stable beings, with some 
fixed, internal true north. The real ques-
tion may not be whether we can man-
age to change but whether we can af-
ford not to. 
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POP MUSIC

VIDEO STAR
Lil Nas X goes from TikTok curiosity to full-fledged pop icon.

BY CARRIE BATTAN

ILLUSTRATION BY JORDAN MOSS

In the earliest days of his career, the 
twenty-two-year-old musician Lil 

Nas X was a poster child for success on 
TikTok, after the platform helped pro-
pel his song “Old Town Road” to un-
precedented ubiquity. Lately, he’s grown 
into something more old-fashioned: a 
music-video star. Pop culture is more 
visual than ever, but the traditional music 
video—in all its cinematic, big-budget 
glory—has been overtaken by bite-size, 
off-the-cuff material tailored for rapid 
consumption on social media. Still, the 
extravagant music video has become the 
most effective way for Lil Nas X, a mas-
ter of visual iconography, to make a 

splash. In March, he released a video 
for a new single titled “Montero (Call 
Me by Your Name),” which begins with 
a voice-over: “In life, we hide the parts 
of ourselves we don’t want the world to 
see. . . . But here we don’t. Welcome to 
Montero.” Lil Nas X, born Montero 
Lamar Hill, was using his given name 
for a fantastical underworld of his own 
making, a pastel-colored utopia where 
everyone could fly a freak flag. Rendered 
in C.G.I., the video follows Lil Nas X 
through a baroque, Boschian nether-
land, populated by outrageously cos-
tumed clones of the artist, and crack-
ling with sexual charge.

For Lil Nas X, who revealed in 2019 
that he is gay, “Montero” signalled a new 
and emphatically libidinal phase in his 
art. At the end of the video, the singer, 
dressed in nothing but a pair of briefs 
and thigh-high boots, slides down a 
never-ending stripper pole and lands in 
a version of Hell, where he performs a 
striptease for Satan. As part of the rollout 
for the video, Lil Nas X announced a 
collaboration with a company called 
MSCHF, which designed a limited-edition 
run of satanic-themed Nikes, each al-
legedly containing a drop of human blood 
in its sole. The video was raunchy, sure, 
but it was too absurdist to be as sala-
cious as its naysayers made it out to be. 
Nevertheless, after the release of the 
video and the sneakers, Lil Nas X was 
decried by Christian pastors, Fox News, 
and even the South Dakota governor, 
Kristi Noem. (“We are in a fight for the 
soul of our nation,” she tweeted.) The 
critiques only affirmed Lil Nas X’s in-
tuitive ability to create a major moment 
in pop culture. “Montero” the song—a 
hand-clappy fusion of hip-hop and fla-
menco with lyrics about Lil Nas X’s des-
perate longing for one man—was al-
most beside the point. “Old Town Road” 
lived in a psychedelic alternative uni-
verse, bridging the familiar with the fu-
turistic. “Montero” positioned Lil Nas X 
in pop music’s present-day reality, which 
is not nearly as fun.

The frenzy of attention around the 
“Montero” video seemed only to fuel Lil 
Nas X’s taste for provocation. In July, he 
released the music video for a new sin-
gle, “Industry Baby,” another ambitious 
visual feast, this time with a mischie-
vous eye trained on the institution of 
prison. The clip features Lil Nas X as 
an inmate at Montero State Prison, a 
place where the prisoners wear bright-
pink uniforms, and sometimes nothing 
at all. Riffing on Black male sexuality in 
the context of incarceration, Lil Nas X 
performs an energetic dance routine in 
the showers with his fellow-inmates. 
The song, which nods to some of the 
hip-hop pumping out of Lil Nas X’s 
home town of Atlanta, contains a tri-
umphant horn arrangement and a swag-
gering chorus: “This one is for the cham-
pions.” It also has a forgettable guest 
verse by Jack Harlow, the faintly charm-
ing, cocksure white rapper du jour. (Near 
the end of the video, Lil Nas X escapes The artist’s understanding of the Internet’s attention economy has seldom failed.
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the prison when one of the guards is 
distracted by watching the video for 
“Montero (Call Me by Your Name).”) 
Not since Lady Gaga in her early days 
of stardom has an artist so fully taken 
advantage of the music video as a recep-
tacle for camp, comedy, social commen-
tary, and ostentation. And as with Lady 
Gaga there’s some cognitive dissonance 
involved in the pairing of such over-the-
top videos with otherwise unremarkable 
pop songs. Since “Old Town Road,” Lil 
Nas X has yet to produce a song that 
feels worthy of such pomp.

He may never need to. In today’s 
pop ecosystem, music is often a 

vessel for stardom and charisma, not the 
other way around. And Lil Nas X’s un-
canny understanding of the Internet’s 
attention economy has seldom failed 
him. In 2018, he was a college student 
in Atlanta reportedly managing a pop-
ular Nicki Minaj fan account on Twit-
ter. He began recording songs, and pro-
moting them by attaching them to 
memes that were already going viral. 
After dropping out of school, he re-
corded “Old Town Road,” a rudimen-
tary country song filled with hip-hop 
Easter eggs, not necessarily because he 
was interested in inverting genre tropes 
but because he’d noticed that “country 
trap” was trending online. As anyone 
with a pulse knows, his strategies worked: 
his remix of “Old Town Road,” featur-
ing Billy Ray Cyrus, became the lon-
gest-running No. 1 song in history, a 
track with a miraculous ability to tran-
scend cultural and generational divides.

“Montero (Call Me by Your Name),” 
on the strength of the music video, also 
shot to No. 1, and helped transform Lil 

Nas X from a one-hit wonder into a 
full-fledged pop star. It underscored his 
savvy, although to characterize him as 
a marketing genius, as many have done, 
ignores his burgeoning artistic talents. 
The song, along with “Industry Baby,” 
turned Lil Nas X into an icon because 
of his unrestrained expressions of queer 
sexual desire. Unlike some of his most 
successful contemporaries—such as 
Frank Ocean or Tyler, the Creator—Lil 
Nas X refuses to participate in the game 
of coyness when it comes to his sexu-
ality. (“I’m queer, ha!” he says on “In-
dustry Baby.”)

But his new, full-length album, also 
called “Montero,” is not the bawdy romp 
that fans might have anticipated. If those 
singles were about Lil Nas X’s desires, 
the album is largely about the disap-
pointment arising from passions left un-
fulfilled, or the melancholy that floods 
in once you’ve got what you want. Lil 
Nas X has refuted the assumption that 
he’d never have a hit after “Old Town 
Road,” but the accomplishment comes 
with a host of new demands and stress-
ors, and it has not granted his every wish. 
Even the album’s most cheerful and peppy 
songs are backlit with innocent yearn-
ing: “I want someone to love / That’s 
what I fuckin’ want!” he shouts on a track 
called “That’s What I Want.” Co-writ-
ten by Ryan Tedder, the song is a whirl-
igig of whoops and claps that seems de-
signed for the wedding dance floor. Like 
much of this mostly wholesome record, 
it is hardly an expression of demonic lust 
or sexual debasement.

 “Old Town Road,” at the peak of its 
popularity, generated a heated discus-
sion about the boundaries of genre. Ini-
tially, Lil Nas X had classified the song 

as country, but as it gained velocity Bill-
board removed the song from its coun-
try chart, arguing that his label had not 
promoted it as a proper country track. 
At the time, the decision seemed strange, 
especially given how stylistically broad 
the country charts were becoming. “Old 
Town Road” assumed such cultural force 
that these distinctions now feel irrele-
vant, but the success of the song helped 
fuel an evolution in the crossover between 
hip-hop and country. “Montero”—a pop-
rap album that shares almost no DNA 
with country music—is less interested 
in musical innovation. It’s genre agnos-
tic, a blur of hi-hats, guitar flourishes, 
and midrange trap beats that make you 
wonder whom, exactly, the record is in-
tended for. It’s an awkward vehicle for 
Lil Nas X’s charisma. It points to the 
insufficiency of the album as a format 
for the modern pop star.

The back half of “Montero” takes an 
unexpected turn toward the morose and 
the introspective. On one song, “Void,” 
Lil Nas X pens a letter to an old friend 
to let him know that the exuberance of 
his public image is all smoke and mir-
rors. The song is spare, with a bleary 
electric-guitar line but not much else; 
in the open space, Nas is able to use his 
vocals to mark the contours of his emo-
tions more delicately than on his other 
songs. “I spent inordinate ’mounts of 
time / Trapped in a lonely, loner life / 
Looking for love where I’m denied,” he 
sings mournfully in a half whisper, as 
if in a confessional booth. We’ve expe-
rienced Lil Nas X as an Internet troll, 
a hypersexual provocateur, a pop star 
with a Warholian visual sensibility, but 
“Montero” shows something different: 
a human being. 
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Each week, we provide a cartoon in need of a caption. You, the reader, submit a caption, we choose  
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“Oh, go ahead, live a little.”
Ben Fishel, Washington, D.C.

“Turns out expiration dates do matter.”
Krista Adams, Bethesda, Md.

“This isn’t what I meant when I said to go toward the light.”
Elias Leventhal, Shelburne, Vt.

“I guess I misunderstood when you  
said your legal problems were behind you.”

Sean Kirk, Bellingham, Wash.
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PREMIER SPONSORS

OFFICIAL SPONSOR

MERRICK GARLAND COURTESY DEPARTMENT OF JUSTICE; THELMA GOLDEN BY JULIE SKARRATT; 

KARA WALKER BY ARI MARCOPOULOS; LETITIA JAMES BY KYLE O’LEARY

Merrick Garland

Kara Walker

Thelma Golden

Letitia James

Find the full program of events and 

reserve tickets at newyorker.com/festival

@newyorkerfest

The New Yorker Festival returns with 

a dynamic and timely array of virtual 

off erings—panels, performances, and 

conversations—including newly announced 

events with Merrick Garland and Jane 

Mayer, Kara Walker and Thelma Golden, 

and Letitia James and Andrew Marantz. 

We will also host select in-person outdoor 

events in Brooklyn, featuring performances 

by Dave Grohl and Aimee Mann, plus a 

drive-in screening of “The Humans.” 

We invite you to join us.



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

Solution to the previous puzzle:

ACROSS

1 Do some improv, say

6 Its biggest attraction is on a list

10 Action items in a demand letter

14 Novel marketing strategy?

16 “Victory is mine!”

17 First Canadian female solo artist  
to reach No. 1 on the U.S. Billboard  
Hot 100

18 Winter home of the Chicago Cubs

19 Senate coverup

20 Swarmed

22 Medium power?

23 ___ of Good Feelings

24 Treadmill setting

25 Anti-bullying ad, e.g.

26 Send a message in Morse code, say

27 Coaches

29 Opposite of hog

31 “Always on Time” rapper

32 Component, along with the Buddha and 
the sangha, of Buddhism’s Three Jewels

33 Classic sitcom whose fans often 
categorize themselves as one of its four 
protagonists

35 Gay who wrote the 1966 Esquire profile 
“Frank Sinatra Has a Cold”

36 Michigan and Ohio State, e.g.

37 Library requests

38 Moment for decisive action, informally

39 Event requiring an S.E.C. filing

40 “Abolish ___” (anti-deportation rallying 
cry)

42 “___ Mañanitas” (traditional Mexican 
birthday song)

43 Org. with a lot of baggage?

46 Fluxus artist ___ June Paik

47 Appear on “The Brian Lehrer Show,” 
maybe

49 Troubles

50 Negatively charged particle that is two 
hundred times more massive than an 
electron

52 DC Universe hero whose superpower 
was the basis of that of Marvel’s  
Mr. Fantastic

54 Comrade in the fight for racial justice, 
say

55 Collective action by a group of tenants

56 Point of a graph-theory lecture?

57 Annoys

58 Event during which the Four Questions 
are read

DOWN

1 Lessen

2 Blood ___

3 “Ars ___, vita brevis”

4 Company whose how-to manuals lack 
words

5 Social movement since 2013, for short

6 Like a 24k. ring

7 Abbr. on a memo

8 Scalawags

9 “Sure, I’m remembering now”

10 Goal

11 Candy whose name is an oxymoronic 
portmanteau

12 Rock-and-roll fan club since 1975

13 Stir-fry ingredient

15 Adjustment after a wild pitch?

21 Producers of road movies?

24 Period that began about two hundred 
million years ago

27 Strained

28 Old-timey

30 Two-time Olympic running gold 
medallist Gebrselassie

31 Wobbly, ring-shaped dessert

32 Nonconformists

33 City that’s home to the world’s largest 
Pride parade

34 Offer sheets?

35 Dashiell Hammett whodunnit, with 
“The”

38 Last name of two of the friends on 
“Friends”

41 Site of Italy’s Blue Grotto

43 Meek

44 Quench

45 Ed who played Lou Grant

48 Rangy

49 One of a hundred in Winnie-the-Pooh’s 
wood

51 12/31

53 Often mispunctuated word
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Watch live conversations and 
participate in Q. & A. sessions  
with today’s most influential figures 
in politics and culture.

Tune in at newyorker.com/live.

EXCLUSIVE SUBSCRIBER BENEFIT 

Join us for our next 
virtual event.

The New Yorker Live
returns on September 30th.




