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Gideon Lewis-Kraus (“Dangerous 
Minds,” p. 42) became a staff writer in 
2020. He is the author of the memoir 
“A Sense of Direction.”

Marie Howe (Poem, p. 59) has published 
four books of poems, including “Mag-
dalene” and “The Kingdom of Ordinary 
Time.” She is a chancellor of the Acad-
emy of American Poets.

Rafał Milach (Portfolio, p. 32) is a co-
founder of both Sputnik Photos and 
the Archive of Public Protests. His 
books include “Strike,” “The Winners,” 
“7 Rooms,” and “I Am Warning You.”

Katia Savchuk (The Talk of the Town, 
p. 12), a freelance journalist, lives in the 
San Francisco Bay Area.

Zach Williams (Fiction, p. 56) is a Steg-
ner Fellow at Stanford. He is working 
on a story collection.

Ana Juan (Cover) has contributed more 
than twenty covers to The New Yorker. 
She is the illustrator of the children’s-
book series “Fairyland.”

Jill Lepore (“The Parent Trap,” p. 16), 
a staff writer, is a professor of history 
at Harvard. She is the host of the pod-
cast “Elon Musk: The Evening Rocket.”

Joshua Yaffa (“The Siege,” p. 22) is a con-
tributing writer to the magazine and 
the author of “Between Two Fires: 
Truth, Ambition, and Compromise in 
Putin’s Russia.”

Elisa Gonzalez (Books, p. 72), the winner 
of a 2020 Rona Jaffe Foundation Writ-
ers’ Award, is at work on her first book.

Ed Caesar (Portfolio, p. 32) is a contrib-
uting staff writer. He published “The 
Moth and the Mountain” in 2020.

Ruth Franklin (Books, p. 65) is the au-
thor of “Shirley Jackson: A Rather 
Haunted Life,” which received the 
2016 National Book Critics Circle 
Award for biography.

Arthur Sze (Poem, p. 48) won the 2021 
Shelley Memorial Award from the 
Poetry Society of America. His latest 
book is “The Glass Constellation.”
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I had long been intimidated by “Ulysses.” 
When RTÉ aired its twenty-nine-hour-
and-forty-five-minute dramatization, it 
felt like a liberation. The voices of the 
actors—thirty-three of them in all, play-
ing more than four hundred parts—
brought Joyce’s astonishing prose, with 
its interior monologues and layers of 
meaning, truly alive for me. It’s as if Joyce 
wrote the novel to be listened to, like 
music, rather than to be read. The re-
cording, now accessible on the RTÉ Web 
site, has been my companion ever since. 
The book is on my shelf, to be consulted 
now and then, but the ears have it.
John O’Byrne
Dublin, Ireland
1

OUT OF THE MINES

I enjoyed Alec MacGillis’s appraisal of 
the German government’s plans to phase 
out coal (“Brown Out,” February 7th). 
Germany’s efforts to transition to a re-
newable economy set an example for 
other countries, whose commitment on 
this front is sorely needed. I would have 
been interested, however, to hear about 
whether Germany’s closed mines leak 
methane, an extremely potent green-
house gas, and, if so, how that problem 
is being addressed. In western Colorado, 
where I live, researchers have found that 
abandoned bituminous-coal mines leak 
a large amount of methane; some esti-
mate that in Pitkin County, where Aspen 
is situated, fugitive methane from aban-
doned mines accounts for more than 
half of the county’s annual greenhouse-
gas emissions. When you consider the 
number of jets using the Aspen/Pitkin 
County Airport, and the many enor-
mous houses in the area that rely on fos-
sil fuels, the scale of this output is espe-
cially disturbing. 
Illène Pevec
Carbondale, Colo.

PRECEDENTIAL DEBATE

I appreciated Margaret Talbot’s article 
about Amy Coney Barrett, and her dis-
cussion of stare decisis, the legal princi-
ple that guides judges to defer to prece-
dents set by courts (“Amy Coney Barrett’s 
Long Game,” February 14th & 21st). In 
the context of Dobbs v. Jackson Wom-
en’s Health Organization, an abortion-
rights case that currently sits before the 
Supreme Court, adherence to stare de-
cisis would lead the Court to reaffirm 
Roe v. Wade. Talbot notes that Barrett 
described stare decisis as “not an inexo-
rable command,” while Justices Stephen 
Breyer, Elena Kagan, and Sonia Soto-
mayor voiced concern about the ramifi-
cations of overturning prior rulings. 

Though I share their wariness, ignor-
ing precedent is not always a bad thing. 
Qualified immunity, a doctrine that was 
established by the Supreme Court in 1967, 
shields public officials accused of violat-
ing constitutional rights from civil law-
suits in all but the rarest cases, and has 
arguably allowed perpetrators of police 
brutality to evade accountability. Oppo-
nents of qualified immunity deride the 
principle as having been created by the 
Court out of whole cloth—an argument 
that mirrors one often employed by crit-
ics of Roe who are dismissive of its legal 
basis. Passing legislation banning quali-
fied immunity at this time would require 
a level of bipartisan coöperation that Con-
gress is unlikely to summon. For those 
of us who wish to see qualified immu-
nity abolished, the prospect that the Court 
will one day disregard the precedents that 
created it is our greatest hope. 
Jason Schlabach
Cincinnati, Ohio
1

JOYCE’S MUSIC

In her fascinating piece about “Ulysses,” 
James Joyce’s modernist epic, Merve 
Emre describes the “thrill” of hearing the 
actress Pegg Monahan give voice to Molly 
Bloom in Irish Radio’s 1982 audio produc-
tion of the novel (Books, February 14th 
& 21st). I can attest to that enjoyment 
wholeheartedly. Growing up in Dublin, 

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

THE MAIL

FEED HOPE.

FEED LOVE .



Since Dionne Warwick arrived at Scepter Records, in the mid-nineteen-sixties, the soul singer has become 
one of the most accomplished performers of the rock era—a Grammy Hall of Famer who’s sold more than a 
hundred million records, breaking barriers in the process. On such standards as “Walk On By” and “I’ll Never 
Fall in Love Again,” her flawless voice exudes composure, and it has only grown richer and more robust with 
time. On March 22, the eighty-one-year-old brings more than three decades’ worth of hits to City Winery.

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

1

THE THEATRE

English
In this new play by Sanaz Toossi (a Round-
about and Atlantic Theatre Company co-pro-
duction, directed by Knud Adams)—set in 
the Iranian city of Karaj, near Tehran, in 
2008—each of the four students in an En-
glish class, guided by their teacher, Mar-
jan (the sensitive Marjan Neshat), has a 
different reason for wanting to speak the 
language. Omid (Hadi Tabbal) has a green-
card interview coming up. Roya (Pooya 
Mohseni) wants to communicate with her 
granddaughter, who lives in Canada. Elham 
(Tala Ashe) has been accepted to medical 
school in Australia. Goli (Ava Lalezarzadeh), 
only eighteen, is captivated by the language. 
Toossi has found a fantastically effective 
way to depict the double self of the novice 
language learner: when her characters are 
“speaking” Farsi, we hear quick, idiomatic 
American English, but, when they speak 
English itself, their voices slow down, and 
their accents grow thick. There’s an obvious 
political valence, which Toossi treats lightly 
but attentively, as when Marjan asks her 
students to “feel any pull you have to your 
Iranian-ness and let it go.” It’s one thing to 
be told to assimilate abroad, but Marjan is 
asking them to give up home before they’ve 
even left.—Alexandra Schwartz (Reviewed in 
our issue of 3/7/22.) (Atlantic Theatre Company; 
through March 20.)

Jane Anger
This lively, demented “revenge comedy” riffs 
with bawdy irreverence on several roughly 
contemporaneous events in London—the 
plague of 1606, Shakespeare’s composition of 
“King Lear,” and the late-sixteenth-century 
publication of a remarkable feminist pam-
phlet signed by one Jane Anger. In Talene 
Monahon’s telling, Shakespeare (Michael 
Urie) is a charismatic pig, and Jane (Ame-
lia Workman) is the Dark Lady of his son-
nets, who now works as a “cunning woman,” 
which—as Shakespeare explains to his hi-
lariously idiotic manservant, Francis (Ryan 
Spahn)—is like a barber-surgeon, except that 
she “has breasts and makes less money.” Mon-
ahon herself plays Shakespeare’s wife, Anne 
Hathaway (and hers is the kind of play that 
won’t pass up an opportunity to wink at the 
famous twenty-first-century actress who 
shares the name). All in all, it’s a blast, and a 
gleeful refutation of the idea that feminists 
aren’t funny.—Rollo Romig (New Ohio Theatre; 
through March 26.)

A Touch of the Poet
Cornelius (Con) Melody—pronounce it 
“Me-loh-dy,” if you please—is the keeper 
of an inn a few miles outside Boston in 
1828. He’s a great Eugene O’Neill creation, 
physically towering but inwardly cower-
ing, magnificently played here by Robert 
Cuccioli. A colossus in his own mind, Con 
purports to be a well-born Irishman who 

Marc Jacobs’s Fall 2021 collection.—Brian 
Seibert (New York Live Arts; March 16-19.)

The Black Iris Project
Jeremy McQueen’s “Wild” takes Max’s imag-
inative escape in “Where the Wild Things 
Are” and gives it to a fourteen-year-old Black 
boy who is subject to abuse while trapped in 
juvenile detention. Released as a film last year, 
the ballet now gets its stage début in a free 
showing, part of Carnegie Hall’s Afrofuturism 
festival.—B.S. (Schomburg Center for Research 
in Black Culture; March 17.)

Trinity Irish Dance Company
In time for St. Patrick’s Day, this Midwestern 
troupe returns to the Joyce. The program, 
featuring a live band, includes company sta-
ples by its founding director, Mark Howard, 
exemplifying what he calls “progressive Irish 
dance,” and also collaborations with younger 
colleagues. For “American Traffic,” which 
compares and contrasts Irish dance with tap, 
the company has brought in guest choreog-
raphers—the tap experts Melinda Sullivan 
and Michelle Dorrance.—B.S. (Joyce Theatre; 
March 15-20.)

“Waves Across Time”
Japan Society is known for exquisite perfor-
mances by Japanese artists, including dance 
miniatures derived from the Noh, Kabuki, 
and folk traditions. “Waves Across Time: 
Traditional Dance and Music of Okinawa,” 
curated by Michihiko Kakazu, the artistic 
director of the National Theatre Okinawa, 
promises to be another such show. The focus 
is on dance and music from the Okinawa 
archipelago, once home to an independent 
kingdom called Ryukyu. The program is sep-
arated into two parts: the first half features 
kumiodori, a more formal style of musical 
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Comedy, like geology, has epochs. In 
1992, the year that Johnny Carson 
left the “Tonight Show,” Billy Crys-
tal starred in the movie “Mr. Saturday 

Night,” which paid tribute to a fading 
generation of Borscht Belt yuksters that 
included Jackie Mason and Sid Caesar. 
In the film, which Crystal co-wrote 
and directed, he plays the fictitious 
Buddy Young, Jr., who rises through 
the standup circuit and becomes a tele-
vision star, only to self-destruct and 
then, in his twilight years, scramble 
for a comeback. Three decades later, 
Crystal, less in need of old-age makeup, 
is headlining a Broadway-musical ad-
aptation of the film, with music by 
Jason Robert Brown and lyrics by 
Amanda Green. John Rando’s produc-
tion begins previews on March 29, at 
the Nederlander.—Michael Schulman

ON BROADWAY

1

DANCE

Armitage Gone! Dance
Karole Armitage’s “A Pandemic Notebook,” 
at New York Live Arts, sounds like a mis-
cellany. It’s the erstwhile punk ballerina’s 
first time performing as a dancer since 
1989; for a duet inspired by slow cinema 
and adapted from a film, she’s joined by 
the former New York City Ballet star Jock 
Soto, who hasn’t performed in New York 
since 2005. Another item on the bill outfits 
the dancers in sensors so that their motions 
trigger noises. Two more works question 
how celebrity and fashion distract from the 
machinations of the powerful, and the finale 
simply celebrates fashion, in the form of 

fought with the British against Napoleon 
in Spain and Portugal, and he can’t pass a 
mirror without stopping to admire his he-
roic visage, and to recite a verse or two by 
Lord Byron. But Con’s military career ended 
with a series of indiscretions, and his bad 
business decisions in America, seeded now 
by drink, resentment, and disappointment, 
threaten to bring the colossus crumbling 
down. Despite the abuse he heaps upon his 
wife, Nora (a touching Kate Forbes), she 
stands by him. The play’s critical conflict 
involves a romance between their daughter, 
Sara (Belle Aykroyd, feisty as hell), and a 
well-to-do Yankee scion. Written in 1942 
but not produced until 1958, five years after 
O’Neill’s death, the play was to be the first 
in a cycle of American-history dramas. At 
the Irish Rep, the director, Ciarán O’Reilly, 
splendidly evokes both the period and the 
universality of the story, and Cuccioli sim-
mers, sneers, blusters, and bellows in a mas-
terly tragicomic performance.—Ken Marks 
(Irish Rep; through April 17.)
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hot lights, of whooping or transfixed crowds, 
and of gruelling and often tedious work. 
Originally published, in 1976, as a black-
and-white book, “Carnival Strippers” re-
mains a remarkable document of its time. 
The previously unpublished color photos in 
this exhibition bring a lush new dimension to 
the ragged glitz of a subculture that became 
extinct as the sex industry radically trans-
formed. The striking 1973 scene “Shortie on 
Stage” might read as a visual treatise on the 
“male gaze” avant la lettre: men in the front 
row lean on the platform’s edge to regard 
the stripper’s reclining figure. Shortie’s back 
is to the viewer, and Meiselas seems to be 
crouching somewhere behind her on stage. 
The audience members grin as they watch 
the show—except for one attendee, curious or 
hostile, whose eyes are trained on the young 
woman behind the lens.—Johanna Fateman 
(Higher Pictures Generation; through April 16.)

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

Hollis Sigler
Anguished scenes have a fairy-tale edge 
in this Chicago painter’s beautiful exhibi-
tion, her first in New York since the nine-
teen-eighties. It’s hard to believe that Sigler, 
who died of breast cancer in 2001, at the 
age of fifty-three, was once a photo-real-
ist: the pictures on view, from 1981-2000, 
are rendered with a theatrical faux naïveté. 
Among the earliest pieces is a small oil-pas-
tel depiction of a ransacked kitchen, titled 
“She Kept Devising Means to Escape”—a 
compellingly agitated feminist critique of 

theatre, characterized by lavish costumes 
and contained movement, the second half the 
more popular, lively zo odori dances.—Marina 
Harss (Japan Society; March 18-19.)

Netta Yerushalmy
In Yerushalmy’s six-part series “Paramoder-
nities,” from 2018, the dancer, researcher, and 
choreographer turned lecture-demonstration 
into an art form, reconstructing excerpts 
from the vast catalogue of dance history and 
splicing performance with scholarly discus-
sion. “Movement,” her newest project, which 
premières at Peak Performances, in Mont-
clair, N.J., is the next step in her traversal of 
dance history. Once again, Yerushalmy digs 
into the canon, excerpting from an array of 
works by other choreographers. Then she 
sets these fragments on her own group of C
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Recently, the young American painter Kye Christensen-Knowles had a 
memorable show—virtuosic, funny, extremely perverse—at Lomex, in 
Tribeca. Its pileup of references demolished cultural hierarchies with the 
paranoid logic of the extremely online, establishing a direct lineage from 
Old Master studies of insects to the decadent classicism of Balthus and 
Christian Schad to the airbrushed necromancy of H. R. Giger, the Swiss 
surrealist best known for designing the chest-rupturing, face-clamping 
monsters in the movie “Alien,” for which he won an Academy Award, 
in 1979. (Giger died in 2014, in Zurich, at the age of seventy-four.) 
Now Giger’s sinuously grotesque sculptures, paintings, drawings, and 
prints (including the 1969 silk screen “Biomechanoid 1,” pictured above) 
are the subjects of a thronged, three-decade survey at Lomex, through 
April 2, co-organized by the risktaking gallerist Alexander Shulan and 
the publisher Alessio Ascari, whose Kaleidoscope press is reissuing a book 
on Giger’s New York City-inspired art of the early eighties. A selection 
of those macabre works is on view, including “Chelsea Cockroaches,” 
from 1980—a distant, dystopian relative of Albrecht Dürer’s watercolor 
“Stag Beetle,” from 1505.—Andrea K. Scott

AT THE GALLERIES

1

ART

Susan Meiselas
Meiselas was twenty-four years old when 
she began documenting women who worked 
in carnival strip shows at small-town fair-
grounds on the East Coast. For three sum-
mers, starting in 1971, she captured the per-
formers both onstage and off, revealing a 
dynamic world of spontaneous action and 

performers, intermixing them in the man-
ner of a collage. The method reveals many 
echoes, contradictions, and cultural refer-
ence points, showing the original dances in a 
new light.—M.H. (Alexander Kasser Theatre; 
March 17-20.)
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Around 2015, the London singer-songwriter Nilüfer Yanya was scouted 
to be in a girl group—produced by One Direction’s Louis Tomlinson—
after a music executive heard some of her songs on SoundCloud. Yanya, 
fearing that her music might become a commodity, declined the offer; 
Tomlinson abandoned the project after a year. In 2019, the indie label 
ATO released her début, “Miss Universe,” a soulful alt-rock record 
about the thin line between self-love and indulgence; it pushed well 
past the limits of any major-label pop, sonically and conceptually. The 
LP’s songs are breezy, multifaceted, and varied, tethered together by her 
smoky, glorious voice, and by funny interludes in which she supplies the 
indifferent automated voice of a self-care program. Yanya wrote herself 
a note to “do less things” while working on her second album, “Painless.” 
The resulting record is pared down but intense, less sprightly yet more 
rhythmic than her previous work—moody but propulsive, its songs are 
animated by the perpetual pull of noxious romance.—Sheldon Pearce 

ROCK

1

MUSIC

ADULT.: “Becoming Undone”
ELECTRONIC For a quarter century, the Ann 
Arbor, Mich., duo ADULT. has specialized 
in hard-hitting, goth-leaning electro that 
exults in its own inorganic essence. On “Be-
coming Undone,” the band’s eighth album, 
Nicola Kuperus’s cut-glass vocals are strafed 
by Adam Lee Miller’s stun-gun synths. The 
bass lines sound both rubbery and pointy, 
like being pelted with pencil erasers, and 
echo-laden handclaps are, at times, barely 
discernible from snares. That Kuperus’s 
lyrics tend toward the dystopian is fitting, 
but the music also emanates sheer physi-
cal joy—a paradoxical and potent combi-
nation.—Michaelangelo Matos (Streaming on 
select platforms.)

Diva
JAZZ Long before the gender disparity in 
jazz became a trenchant issue, the drummer 
Sherrie Maricle was fighting the good fight 
with Diva, her all-female big band, which is 
now celebrating more than twenty-five years 
as an evolving unit that makes its political 
points by way of bracing ensemble might. 
(The band’s very survival, when long-running 
jazz orchestras of any ilk are as common as, 
well, all-female jazz orchestras, is a triumph 
in itself.) With the program “Diva Swings 
Broadway,” the fifteen-member contingent 
addresses a trove of innumerable jazz stan-
dards whose origins can be found on the Great 
White Way.—Steve Futterman (Dizzy’s Club; 
March 17-20.)

Nubya Garcia
JAZZ The tenor saxophonist, composer, and 
bandleader Nubya Garcia released her ra-
diant major-label début, “Source,” into the 
vast unknown of 2020. Both expansive and 
grounded, “Source” found Garcia drawing 
inspiration from hard-bop legends as well as 
dub and cumbia, infusing flowing tunes with 
her Caribbean heritage and themes of com-
munity (as on the iridescent “Together Is a 
Beautiful Place to Be”). It further established 
Garcia as a leading light of contemporary 
London jazz, where diasporic sounds are 
often heard illuminating electrifying impro-
visations. In the spirit of openness, she fol-
lowed “Source” with a collection of remixes 
by peers such as Georgia Anne Muldrow, 
KeiyaA, and Nala Sinephro, whose own ex-
cellent 2021 album, “Space 1.8,” also featured 
Garcia. Behind this inspired swell of activity, 

the saxophonist and her band bring “Source” 
to U.S. stages at last.—Jenn Pelly (Le Poisson 
Rouge; March 22.)

Horsegirl
ROCK Penelope Lowenstein, the singer and 
guitarist of the indie trio Horsegirl, is cur-
rently finishing high school in Chicago, and 
her bandmates, Nora Cheng and Gigi Reece, 
recently matriculated at separate New York 
universities. In an era of octogenarian rockers, 
the band’s youth is an invitation: the sound of 
teen rebellion, delivered with flair by bona-fide 
teen-agers. A cursory glance may suggest that 
these musicians are escapees from a magazine 
trend article about nineties revivalism. Yet the 
trio, which makes its New York première this 
week, takes more than Sonic Youth guitars 
from the period—there’s also a cool air of fresh-
ness, attitude, and possibility.—Jay Ruttenberg 
(Market Hotel; March 22.)

New York Philharmonic
CLASSICAL Gustavo Dudamel, the charismatic 
music and artistic director of the Los Angeles 
Philharmonic, joins the players of the New 

York Philharmonic for a two-week exploration 
of Schumann’s four symphonies. For the pro-
gram’s second week, Dudamel pairs Symphony 
No. 3—a picturesque homage to the Rhine-
land—and Symphony No. 4 with Andreia Pinto 
Correia’s “Os pássaros da noite,” a commission 
inspired by the relationship between Schumann 
and his wife, Clara, a composer who was ac-
claimed for her prowess at the piano.—Oussama 
Zahr (Jazz at Lincoln Center; March 17-20.)

“Upload”
OPERA Michel van der Aa’s “Upload” had its 
world première, in Amsterdam, last October, 
and it arrives in New York City with the same 
cast and creative team. A woman (the soprano 
Julia Bullock) works through the decision of 
her grieving father (the baritone Roderick Wil-
liams) to upload his thoughts and memories 
onto a digital consciousness. Van der Aa, who 
also directs, builds the look of this future-now 
with film and motion-capture technology, and 
he fashions its sound from strings, winds, 
brass, a Fender Rhodes, and a Hammond B3 
organ. Otto Tausk conducts the contempo-
rary-music specialists of Ensemble Musikfab-
rik.—O.Z. (Park Avenue Armory; March 22-30.)

domestic entrapment in a vibrant palette of 
turquoise, gold, and violet. The artist’s cancer 
diagnosis led to another pivot in her painting 
style. An out lesbian, Sigler took an activist 
approach to the autobiographical content of 
her work, combining haunting personal imag-
ery with facts about her disease, hand-painted 
in cursive text around the pictures’ frames. 
In one riveting canvas, from 1998, a rip in a 
stage-set landscape reveals fireworks in the 
night sky; the image conveys all the desper-
ate determination of its title, “I’m Holding 
Out for Victory, Winning Is My Greatest 
Desire.”—J.F. (Kreps; through March 19.)
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The first feature by Mariama Diallo, “Master,” opening March 18 in 
theatres and on Prime Video, is a passionate and melancholy fantasy that 
employs supernatural elements for a bracingly realistic view of college 
life and American institutions. It’s set at the fictional Ancaster College, 
a highly selective school near Salem, Mass., and is centered on three 
of the few Black women there: Gail (Regina Hall), a professor newly 
promoted to the dean-like position of master; Jasmine (Zoe Renee), a 
first-year student; and Liv (Amber Gray), a junior faculty member who’s 
up for tenure. Jasmine endures a plethora of microaggressions that turn 
blatantly macro; though her misfortunes are attributed to the college’s 
legendary haunting by the victim of a long-ago witch hunt, she discov-
ers a hidden connection with the persecution of the school’s first Black 
female student, in 1965. Meanwhile, Gail faces the oblivious racism of 
fellow-administrators, who create conflict between her and Liv, and she 
discovers, concealed in nooks and cupboards of the school’s buildings, 
appalling traces of its racist history. Diallo avoids satirical exaggeration, 
telling the story with earnest intensity and filming it with an insistently 
still camera, which plays like eyes that are forced open to acknowledge 
long-suppressed horrors.—Richard Brody

ON THE BIG SCREEN

1

MOVIES

Ahed’s Knee
Political outrage fuses with personal anguish 
in the Israeli director Nadav Lapid’s raucous, 
hard-edged dramatic rant about a filmmaker 
in crisis. Avshalom Pollak plays the forty-
something protagonist, called Y, who travels 
from Tel Aviv to a remote desert village to 
present his most recent film. He’s greeted 
there by a friendly young woman named 
Yahalom (Nur Fibak), an official from the 
Ministry of Culture who can’t pay him until 
he fills out a form that’s a virtual promise of 
self-censorship. That obligation is the last 
straw: Y, whose film is critical of Israeli pol-
icies, unleashes a torrent of principled vitriol 
about the government’s moral and intellectual 
degradation, which inflames his entire visit 
and becomes a public spectacle, a scandal, an 

act of self-exile—and a cruel betrayal of Ya-
halom. Lapid films the action with lurching, 
disorienting images to match its frenzied 
emotions. With hallucinatory flashbacks to 
Y’s horrific military service and a glimpse of 
Y’s new project—about a real-life Palestinian 
woman who defied Israeli soldiers—Lapid 
presents Y’s tangled torments as a country’s 
self-inflicted agony.—Richard Brody (In limited 
theatrical release.)

Él
What starts as a foot fetish aroused at a Holy 
Thursday service morphs into romantic ob-
session and pathological jealousy in this 
drama by Luis Buñuel, from 1953. In a Mex-
ico City church, Francisco Galván (Arturo 
de Córdova), a rich middle-aged bachelor, 
becomes fixated on a proper young social-
ite named Gloria Vidalga (Delia Garcés). 
Under his relentless attention, Gloria breaks 

her engagement to another man and marries 
Francisco, who soon reveals himself to be a 
manipulative monster. The tale of Gloria’s 
miseries is a twist on “Gaslight”: Francisco 
isolates her from her friends and family, treats 
her highly supervised sociability as proof of 
her adultery, takes coincidences as evidence 
of conspiracies, and gets her to doubt her own 
behavior, her motives, and even her sanity. 
Meanwhile, the people who surround them, 
considering Francisco an exemplary husband, 
leave Gloria no escape. With eerie point-of-
view shots, Buñuel gets inside the mind of a 
madman whose sadism is inseparable from 
his high social position; his commanding 
manner mirrors the folly and the cruelty of 
society at large.—R.B. (Playing March 19-20 
at Metrograph.)

A Screaming Man
In the Chadian director Mahamat-Saleh 
Haroun’s ingenious and moving take on 
F. W. Murnau’s classic “The Last Laugh,” 
Adam (Youssouf Djaoro), a former swim-
ming champion and the proud longtime pool 
attendant at a luxury hotel, is demoted to 
gatekeeper—only to see his son, Abdel (Di-
oucounda Koma), take his place. But, in a 
brutal irony, Adam gets his job back in the 
worst way: members of a local militia, siding 
with the government in the ongoing civil war, 
press Adam for a financial contribution, and 
when he can’t pay it they kidnap Abdel and 
force him to fight at the front. Haroun con-
jures the ambient military atmosphere with a 
drumbeat of television and radio reports, the 
thunder of fighter jets and helicopters cutting 
through the whine of the city’s mopeds, and 
the minutiae of curfews and checkpoints. 
With humane passion and candid rage, he 
concentrates the pressures of vast forces—the 
pathos of privatization and unemployment, 
the hell of civil war, the ferment of migration, 
and the eternal dramas of aging and pater-
nity—in his characters’ intimate crises. In 
French and Arabic. Released in 2010.—R.B. 
(Streaming on Tubi, MUBI, and other services.)

Strictly Ballroom
Baz Luhrmann’s first film, from 1992, brought 
good news: Australian cinema had recovered 
a vigor not seen since the days of “Mad Max.” 
There’s no violence in Luhrmann’s film—the 
general lack of unpleasantness, in fact, is quite 
unnerving—but the speed of it still leaves you 
reeling. A young dancer, played by Paul Mer-
curio, acquires a new partner (Tara Morice), 
dreams up a flash routine, and sets out to 
break the Old Guard. The plot is cut-rate 
melodrama and Luhrmann knows it, but he 
never sneers at his hero’s ambitions. Besides, 
there are so many other things to laugh at—the 
costumes, the minor characters with their 
major obsessions, the psychedelic makeup, 
the trashy music. The movie is over before 
you know it, and it’s not one to linger in the 
mind, or indeed pass through the mind at all. 
Still, it’s a good-humored ride for the senses, 
never too sickly sweet, and who can say no to 
that?—Anthony Lane (Reviewed in our issue of 
2/15/93.) (Streaming on Pluto, Paramount+, and 
other services.)
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TABLES FOR TWO

Hawksmoor
109 E. 22nd St. 

Does New York City need another 
steak house? Furthermore, would its 
gastronomic horizons be brightened by 
the addition of an English steak house? 
No and definitely not, a food-aficio-
nado friend said, brow arched, when I 
raised the question. Perhaps it was in 
anticipation of such skepticism that 
Hawksmoor, an upscale U.K. steak-
house group, pulled out all the stops 
when it opened its ninth outlet (of ten), 
in Gramercy Park, last year. 

Housed in the former assembly 
hall of the United Charities Building, 
Hawksmoor, all stained-glass windows 
and vaulted, ornate ceilings, recalls a 
Victorian library or a palatial aris-
tocratic home. “I love the fact that 
basically anyone who’s ever walked 
through these doors has never seen 
this room before, because it’s been 
closed to the public for more than a 
century,” Will Beckett, a co-founder 
of the group, told me. “When you walk 
in, there’s a sense of wonder. You think 
you know what to expect, but actually 
you don’t.”

The same philosophy might apply to 
the food, starting with the dressed oys-
ters. To this lover of raw bivalves and 
tart heat, the Scotch-bonnet mignon-
ette tasted like a far superior alternative 
to my usual D.I.Y. treatment—lemons 
squeezed to smithereens and a soup of 
Tabasco. Another delightful discov-
ery: the ash-baked beets. Cooking over 
coals is a theme of the establishment, 
the executive chef, Matt Bernero, told 
me. Keep a beet on a fire long enough 
and it acquires an earthy depth; pickled 
fennel and horseradish further tease 
out the smokiness.

If you are at Hawksmoor, chances 
are you’re a carnivore. What’s refresh-
ing about the meat here—and what 
mammoth slabs of meat they are—is 
how little the kitchen fusses with it. 
This is because half the work has been 
done beforehand: the beef is sourced 
exclusively from family-run farms, with 
cattle raised on hay and pasture. The 
other half of the job is done by the 
charcoal, which imparts a crisp, black 
exterior to the steak, an appealing con-
trast to its red, yielding interior.

It takes confidence to season 
the main event with nothing but 
salt, eschewing even butter, but, as 
Hawksmoor’s cuts attest, the practice 
highlights the unmitigated richness of 
the beef. When I bit into my hunk of 
T-bone, which I’d ordered rare, I was 
surprised by its leanness, elasticity, and 
nutty tang. I was, however, also grateful 
for my anchovy hollandaise, one of five 
accompanying sauces on offer. (Word to 

the wise: skip the bland, unctuous pep-
percorn sauce and bone-marrow gravy.)

Under the guidance of a very genial 
waiter, I tried the creamed spinach, 
but its nutmeg and cayenne seasoning, 
instead of cutting the cream, exuded 
a distracting funk. You’re better off 
with the Caesar or the lettuce-and-
herb salad. Or, if you want to clog 
your arteries like a true hedonist, go 
for the beef-fat fries, which dial up 
the umami so much that the expense 
to your cardiovascular health seems 
almost worth it.

It was late in the meal when I de-
cided to get a cocktail. I had feared 
doing so because I was certain the 
drinks at an English steak house 
would be so stiff that a lightweight like 
me would need to be wheelbarrowed 
home. I was happy to be wrong. Both 
the Hawksmoor Calling (a take on a 
Tom Collins) and the Shaky Pete’s 
Ginger Brew (“somewhere between a 
homemade ginger beer and a shandy,” 
the waiter said) were so smooth that I 
suspected they were virgin; they were 
not. This must have been why, when I 
ordered the sticky-toffee pudding, “the 
most English dessert on the menu,” 
according to my waiter, I was embold-
ened to tell him how astonished I was 
that something so English could be so 
good. My companion tried to shush 
me, but it was too late. The waiter 
nodded with a smile. This wasn’t the 
first time he’d heard the sentiment. 
(Entrées $22-$65.)

—Jiayang Fan
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COMMENT

TRUMPISM AND UKRAINE

“H ighest gas prices in his
tory!” Donald Trump said in a 

statement that he issued last Tuesday. 
“do you miss me yet?” The answer 
is no. The world could hardly be at a 
more dangerous juncture, with a cata
strophe in Ukraine that could spiral into 
a wider war—perhaps even a nuclear 
one. One of the few blessings of the 
moment is that our own nuclear arse
nal is not in the hands of a Twitter 
happy tantrumthrower beholden to  
his own vanity. At a speech in New Or
leans this month, according to the Wash
ington Post, Trump mooted the idea of 
putting China’s flag on American planes 
and sending them to bomb Russia: 
“Then they start fighting with each other 
and we sit back and watch.” During 
Trump’s time in the White House, he 
was, at best, an awful judge of Vladimir 
Putin, the author of Ukraine’s tragedy, 
and an even worse judge of Volodymyr 
Zelensky, who has emerged as a sym
bol of courage and endurance. The first 
time Trump was impeached, the charges 
arose from his attempt to pressure Zel
ensky to help him dig up dirt on Joe 
Biden’s son. If there were a need for a 
oneword retort to Trump nostalgia, it 
could be “Ukraine.”

The Republican Party, though, has  
a different, if predictable, response to 
Trump’s demand for attention. This story 
has played out before. There is a shock—
in this case, Russian troops moved on 
Ukraine, as Trump declared Putin’s “ge
nius” and “savvy.” Then there are notes 

of guarded dissonance, followed by 
capitulation. On March 4th, former 
VicePresident Mike Pence said, at a 
Republican donors’ conference, that 
“there is no room in this party for apol
ogists for Putin.” More than one news 
organization called that a “veiled swipe” 
at Trump. The veil is pretty thick. On 
March 8th, in a Fox Business interview 
with Maria Bartiromo, Pence praised 
Trump’s management of Putin: “I truly 
do believe that the reason why our Ad
ministration is the only American Ad
ministration in the twentyfirst century 
where Putin did not try and grab land 
and redraw international borders by force 
is because he saw American strength.” 

Pence’s stance is no doubt tied to his 
own ambitions. His political organiza
tion is spending ten million dollars to 
air an ad in swing congressional dis
tricts which claims that Putin’s invasion 
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THE TALK OF THE TOWN

was precipitated by a “horrific decision”: 
Biden’s revoking of the permit for the 
Keystone XL pipeline. Pence has indi
cated that he may run for President in 
2024, though at this point he’ll only 
have a chance if Trump stays out of his 
way. Recent polls of potential Repub
lican primary voters all show that Trump 
is the top choice; the closest contender, 
Governor Ron DeSantis, of Florida, is 
a distant second. And even he is not 
treating Ukraine as an opening to turn 
on Trump. Instead, DeSantis said of the 
Russians, “When Trump was President, 
they didn’t take anything. And now 
Biden’s President, and they’re rolling 
into Ukraine.” 

In other words, there may or may not 
be room for Putin apologists in the Re
publican Party—Tucker Carlson, of Fox 
News, still has a G.O.P. following—but 
there is certainly room for Trump apol
ogists. Last week, William Barr, the for
mer Attorney General, published a mem
oir of his time in the White House, and 
it contained some headlinemaking ob
servations about Trump’s instability. But 
it also included numerous rationaliza
tions of Trump’s actions, and an ugly jab 
at his successor: “I am afraid that, with 
a wavering, intermittently alert Joe Biden 
in the Oval Office, Vladimir Putin will 
pursue Russian strategic goals more as
sertively.” Barr says that he’d vote for 
Trump again, out of fear of the “pro
gressive agenda.” 

And yet, when it comes to Biden’s 
agenda for Ukraine, there is broad bi
partisan agreement on key points, in
cluding supplying arms to Zelensky’s 
government and banning the import of 
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UKRAINE POSTCARD

THE VLOG OF WAR

F ive days after Russia invaded Ukraine, 
as missiles pummelled Kyiv and a 

fortymilelong military convoy menaced 
the city, a vlogger there named Volody
myr Zolkin phoned a stranger across the 
border in Russia to deliver some news: 
“Roman Gavrilovich has been captured.” 
The young man on the line had already 
heard that Ukrainian soldiers had de
tained his friend, and said he was still in 
shock that his friend had been in combat. 

“I served with him. I quit in Janu
ary,” he told Zolkin, who was stream
ing the call live on his YouTube chan
nel. “I don’t understand at all how they 
threw them over there. They’re not ready 
for war. We just dug and painted; most 
didn’t even know how to shoot.”  

“Are you thinking of doing anything 
to fight this in your country?” Zolkin 
asked.

The Russian paused. “Information 
is being blocked, and nobody sees that 
people are dying. Everyone thinks that 
everything is fine, and there’s no war.” 

“Are you telling anyone that there is 
a war and everything is not fine?”  

“I’m spreading the word, but it ’s 
pointless.”

Zolkin, who wore a hoodie and had 
daysold stubble, sighed. A fortyyear
old Kyiv native, he is a freelance vid
eographer who’d made a hobby of po
litical blogging. When Russia attacked, 
he enlisted in Ukraine’s Territorial De
fense Forces, the military’s volunteer 
branch. He was issued an automatic 
rifle and made thirty Molotov cocktails. 

Then, on February 26th, he saw that 
the Ministry of Internal Affairs had 
launched “Find Your Own,” a channel on 
the messaging app Telegram that releases 
a grisly stream of photographs and vid
eos from the front line, purportedly to 
help with the identification of Russian 
soldiers: documents and insignia of the 
dead, closeups of bloated corpses, P.O.W.s 
in bloody bandages. The channel, which 
has more than eight hundred thousand  
subscribers, also contains an automated 
form that Russians who are searching for 
relatives can fill out. (U.S. intelligence 
agencies estimate that as many as four 
thousand Russian soldiers have died, and 
Ukraine’s military claims that there are 
more than two hundred prisoners.) Zolkin 
got hold of the queries that Russian cit
izens had submitted and matched some 

to soldiers named in the Telegram stream. 
(He says that he got the data through a 
friend who developed the software.) 

As explosions shook Kyiv and rock
ets killed dozens of civilians in Kharkiv, 
Zolkin began calling Russians to report 
the fates of their loved ones and to try 
to pierce the shroud of disinformation. 
“If relatives are dying, at least they’ll tell 
neighbors, friends, family,” he said during 
his first live stream. 

The next day, he asked the mother 
of a soldier why she supported his de
ployment to Ukraine. “Wherever his 
homeland sends him, that’s where he 
fulfills his duty,” she said.

“And if he gets killed how will 
you react?”

“For a mother, you don’t even have 
to ask that question.”

“I’m asking you not as a mother but 
in general: Why is this happening?”

“You’ll have to ask the people in 
charge.”

Zolkin told another woman that her 
son had been captured. “I’m against the 
war,” she said, explaining that she’d 
thought that her boy was on a training 
exercise. “We didn’t want this.”

 “Are you going to go out and pro
test?” Zolkin asked her.

“I would go out anywhere, as long 
as my child comes home.”

Russian oil and gas, which will put fur
ther pressure on supplies. That hasn’t 
stopped Republican leaders from turn
ing gas prices into a rallying cry. Fuel 
prices were unusually low before and 
in the early months of the pandemic, 
then rose because of supplychain issues 
and other inflationary factors, and have 
moved steeply upward because of the 
situation in Ukraine. (On Friday, the av
erage price of a gallon of gasoline was 
$4.33.) Nonetheless, at a press confer
ence last week, Kevin McCarthy, the 
House Minority Leader, argued that 
Democrats are unfairly blaming the Rus
sian invasion for the current high prices, 
when the real problem is their lack of 
love for fossil fuels—their failure to au
thorize more pipelines, new leases on 
public lands, and more drilling. “These 
aren’t Putin prices. They’re President 
Biden’s prices,” McCarthy said. (Asked 
whether he also saw Putin as “savvy,” 
McCarthy said he thought that he was 

“evil”—but then complained that Biden 
had shown him “weakness.”) 

The argument that Republicans are 
making about gasoline prices is, as they 
surely know, disingenuous. The prices 
are not yet the highest in history, when 
adjusted for inflation. And the United 
States has unused production capacity, 
which oil companies could tap. Hand
ing out leases as if they were wartime 
party favors is not going to get the coun
try through this crisis, or the next one. 
It takes years to develop new fields, and 
doing so would put the U.S. on the wrong 
path in terms of meeting emissions 
reduction goals. There is likely more that 
the Administration and Congress can 
do in the short term, such as suspend
ing the federal gasoline tax and continu
ing to draw on the strategic petroleum 
reserve, from which the Department of 
Energy released thirty million barrels 
two weeks ago. Meanwhile, paying more 
to fill up a car is a modest sacrifice if it 

can help to address the agony of the 
Ukrainians. Still, the rising prices do 
present a problem, both for Biden’s po
litical standing and for Americans with
out access to public transportation. For 
someone driving to a lowwage job, the 
price increase can amount to a mean
ingful pay cut. 

The scenes in Ukraine are wrench
ing and humbling. The events have un
folded like a series of parables—about 
oligarchic corruption and individual 
bravery, but also about the need for in
ternational coöperation. One of the 
many lessons of the past few weeks is 
that we are years overdue in moving to
ward a future based on more sustain
able fuels. Ukrainians, and the rest of 
us, have put up long enough with a 
world in which oil and gas prices are a 
weapon of dictators—or a point of self 
celebration for a wouldbe autocrat. We 
won’t miss it.

—Amy Davidson Sorkin
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THE DEEP

AND NOT TO YIELD

A hundred and six years ago, in the 
Weddell Sea, east of the Antarctic 

Peninsula, the explorer Ernest Shackle-
ton ordered his men to abandon ship. It 
was eight and a half degrees below zero; 
the wind was calm. Shackleton’s crew—
twenty-eight men, forty-nine dogs, and 
a cat—had spent a winter stranded in 
the ice—“frozen,” as one sailor put it, 
“like an almond in the middle of a choc-
olate bar.” Shackleton shouted, “She’s 
going, boys!” as ten million tons of ice 
pushed against the ship’s wooden sides, 
which were two feet thick in some places. 
The deck buckled. On November 21,  
1915, the stern went up, the bow went 
down, and the Endurance slipped under. 
Frank Worsley, the ship’s captain, wrote 
down the coördinates in his diary: 68°39' 
South, 52°26' West. 

In 2019, a red double-hulled ice- 
breaker known as the S.A. Agulhas II 
charted a course from Cape Town, South 
Africa, toward Worsley’s coördinates. 
An expedition led by John Shears, a vet-
eran polar geographer, and directed by 
Mensun Bound, an Oxford man who 
has been called “the last of the gentle-

men archeologists,” was looking for 
Shackleton’s ship, believed to be intact, 
ten thousand feet down in what Shack-
leton called “the worst portion of the 
worst sea in the world.” The expedition 
did not go well. One day, the team’s au-
tonomous underwater vehicle, or A.U.V., 
which conducted the search, went miss-
ing. Another time, the Agulhas II got 
stuck in ice for three days. “It was an 
absolute disaster,” Shears recalled, the 
other day, on a video call from the Agul-
has II, which had embarked on a sec-
ond expedition in search of the Endur-
ance. He wore a gray fleece, and carried 
a radio on his hip. “To go from that 
complete and utter failure to this abso-
lute, total success is quite mind-blow-
ing.” Bound, who grew up in the Falk-
land Islands, and worked in the engine 
room of a steamship after high school, 
chimed in: “This is life’s pinnacle for 
me.” He laughed, then yawned. “We’re 
running on empty.”  

The crew had spent eighteen days 
hunting for the Endurance. A team of 
engineers worked in minus-eighteen-
degree temperatures on the ship’s back 
deck to deploy Saab Sabertooth A.U.V.s, 
which use sonar sensors to create an 
image of the seafloor. Sea-ice scientists 
studied the floes; the helicopter team 
organized a table-tennis competition to 
pass the time. Sometimes colonies of 
crabeater seals and emperor penguins 
approached the ship’s stern. Each night, 
Bound and Shears met for a cup of Earl 

“Then organize and protest, please.”
Zolkin streams from what looks like 

an office—fluorescent lights, swivel chair, 
a cabinet on which his Kalashnikov rests. 
He won’t disclose his location in central 
Kyiv, or who is with him. After two days, 
he said that he was considering giving 
up his effort to sway Russians. “They’re 
like slaves,” he said. The next day, he 
was dialling again. “If people share this 
information among themselves, maybe 
one of their soldiers will refuse to come 
kill Ukrainians.” 

One woman he called described her 
quest to learn the whereabouts of her 
son, also supposedly in training. Offi-
cials would only tell her, “They left.” 

“At first, we were in a state of fear, 
anticipation, confusion, and all of that 
grew into unfathomable anger,” she said. 
“We just want to bring him home.”

“We want to give them all back,” 
Zolkin said. When he told the relative 
of a P.O.W. that their conversation was 
being broadcast live, the man asked, 
“And tomorrow, what will happen to 
me?” (By then, Zolkin had stopped dis-
closing the names of his interlocutors, 
after some told him they’d been inter-
rogated by Russia’s security agency.)

Another soldier’s mother told Zolkin, 
“His grandmother is Ukrainian. We have 
relatives in Vinnytsia, sitting there trem-
bling. . . . When we learned a war had be-
gun, we wept.”  

Zolkin told her that some Russians 
left comments about the country’s need-
ing to show its strength.  

“It’s twenty years of endless propa-
ganda and censorship,” she said. “For-
give us. What can I say?” 

After a week of making calls, Zolkin 
said, “I feel that I influenced the situation 
as much as I could. Dozens of people said 
they showed the live stream to Russians 
who didn’t believe or know what was 
going on.” His YouTube following has 
grown from thirteen thousand to thir-
ty-one thousand, and more than a third 
of those now tune in from Russia. In the 
meantime, the authorities there have re-
stricted access to all independent media, 
along with Twitter and Facebook. Zolkin 
predicts that YouTube will be next. 

“I don’t know how long I’ll keep 
doing this,” he said. “In the next min-
ute, a Russian cruise missile could fly 
into my building.”

—Katia Savchuk “The pit of despair. That’s new, isn’t it?”
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Grey tea and a single square of Lindt 
dark chocolate. Time was running out: 
“We only had three days before we 
would’ve had to abandon the search be-
cause of the approach of Antarctic win-
ter,” Shears said. “I knew that at any mo-
ment the weather could turn.” 

Shears, who is sixty, went on, “The 
night before we found the wreck, we 
had a music evening. I thought, Shack-
leton had music evenings. They’d listen 
to the gramophone, and Hussey”—the 
ship’s meteorologist—“would play on 
his banjo. Our people were getting a bit 
low, and worrying about ‘Are we gonna 
find her?’ I wanted to try and raise mo-
rale.” That night, a cadet sang Alicia 
Keys’s “Good Job,” and a historian re-
cited Tennyson’s poem “Ulysses.”  Some-
one led the group in “It’s a Long Way 
to Tipperary,” which Hussey liked to 
play for the penguins on the sea ice in 
1914. The next day, Bound and Shears 
asked the ship’s crane operator to lower 
them onto the ice in a rope basket. Shears 
looked out at the expanse: gray sky, a 
white iceberg, frozen seawater forever. 
“Today is a good day,” he said. “I think 
she’s beneath my feet!” Bound smiled 
as a penguin danced on the ice. The two 
returned to the deck. “Literally, as soon 
as we set foot on the ship, there was the 
bridge, on the intercom, demanding our 
presence, immediately,” Bound recalled. 

“My first reaction was I was extremely 
worried,” Shears added. “I was think-
ing about safety, and I thought we’d lost 
an A.U.V.”  

On the bridge, Nico Vincent, who 
oversees the underwater-vehicle team, 
held up his iPhone. “Gents, let me in-
troduce the Endurance,” he said, dis-
playing a high-resolution sonar image 
of the wreck. The Endurance rested up-
right on the seafloor; the ship’s wheel 
was almost perfectly intact, and a pink-
and-white sea anemone had fastened 
itself to the deck railing. Ropes and tim-
ber were scattered across the deck. The 
men erupted into laughter and applause. 
“I’m not normally lost for words, but I 
was speechless,” Shears said. “It’s as if 
she sunk just yesterday.” The water is  
so cold that there had been no gribble 
worms to eat the wood. Bound said, 
“Look at the varnishing! You can see 
the corking between the seams.” That 
night, Bound and Shears celebrated: 
two cups of tea, and two squares of choc-

1

DREAM ROLE

AMBITIOUS, REALISTIC

“When my agent called with the 
offer, I said, ‘Pass,’ thinking, I 

don’t want to shoot in L.A. for four 
months,” Amanda Seyfried said the other 
day, at a restaurant on the Upper West 
Side. “Also, I had Covid when they asked, 
and I was freaking out. I have incredi-
ble health anxiety. I was, like”—bratty 
voice—“ ‘My legs are itchy!’ ” She laughed. 
“Then, the day after, I realized, Oh, of 
course I need to do this. It’s a dream role.”  

Seyfried, who is thirty-six, was refer-
ring to her part as the disgraced biotech 
entrepreneur Elizabeth Holmes, on the 
Hulu limited series “The Dropout,” cre-
ated by Liz Meriwether. To play Holmes, 
the ex-C.E.O. of the sham blood-test-
ing startup Theranos, Seyfried wore the 
onetime Silicon Valley savant’s Steve 

Jobsian black turtleneck, a rat’s-nest bun, 
and caked makeup. She also landed 
Holmes’s frazzled tics with an eerie ex-
actitude. “That thing she does with her 
mouth,” she said, pursing her lips and 
lowering her pitch (insta-Holmes!). “I 
saw her do it, and doing it made me feel 
safe in the role.” In a red sweater, with 
her hair in a smooth ponytail, Seyfried 
was more relaxed and vivacious than 
Holmes, whose outsized ambition led 
her to lie about her company’s chime-
rical testing capabilities. (She was re-
cently convicted of wire fraud.) 

“Holmes tricked herself into believ-
ing that the technology she had was 
real,” Seyfried said. “She was, like, ‘I will 
fucking stop at nothing.’ I was ambi-
tious as an actor, but I was also realis-
tic, maybe even a little pessimistic.”

Seyfried grew up in Allentown, Penn-
sylvania, and began modelling and acting 
as a teen-ager. She first gained popular 
recognition for her comic turn as a lov-
able dumbbell in the 2004 movie “Mean 
Girls.” Roles in such crowd-pleasers as 
“Mamma Mia!” and “Dear John” fol-
lowed. Her career flourished as she trav-
elled between New York and L.A., but 
she didn’t love the hectic aughts-era life 
style expected of young celebrities. “I 
saw so many people do the Von Dutch 
hat, linking arms with other famous 
girls, getting into the best clubs. That 
would have been really fun at one point, 
but I hated being hungover. I hated one-
night stands,” she said. “I also saw peo-
ple act like pricks, thinking they’re fa-
mous and powerful.”

In 2013, she bought a farm in the 
Catskills, where she now spends most of 
her time with her husband, the actor 
Thomas Sadoski, and their two children, 
whom Seyfried’s live-in mother helps 
care for. Rounding out the household 
are a cat, a passel of goats and horses 
(one, retired from the N.Y.P.D., is named 
Officer Herman), and a sheepdog res-
cue. Recently, a neighbor’s cows strayed 
onto Seyfried’s property. “They were, like, 
stomp stomp stomp over everything, and 
I had to wave a stick and run and yell.”

For her next project, “The Crowded 
Room,” an anthology series for Apple, 
Seyfried will play a psychologist oppo-
site Tom Holland. “The best part is it 
shoots in New York, so I’ll get to be on 
the farm this summer,” she said. A 2021 
Best Supporting Actress nomination Amanda Seyfried

olate. In the morning, they set a course 
for South Georgia Island, where Shack-
leton was buried.  

“It just feels like the proper way to 
end this project,” Bound said. 

“We discovered the ship on the fifth 
of March, 2022. And Shackleton was 
buried on the fifth of March, 1922,” 
Shears said. “One hundred years later, 
we found the wreck.” 

—Adam Iscoe
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1

PARIS POSTCARD

BETWEEN TWO CHAIRS

Only twenty-seven days remain be-
fore the first round of the French 

Presidential election, but it wasn’t until 
the beginning of March that the incum-
bent, Emmanuel Macron, got around to 
formally entering the race. There were 
strategic reasons for the slow rollout, but, 
as Russia’s assault on Ukraine intensi-
fied, a showy announcement seemed in-
appropriate, leading Macron to cancel a 
rally in Marseille. The contrast between 
Macron’s schedule and those of the other 
candidates was kickoff enough. “On 
Monday, conservative candidate Valérie 
Pécresse (Les Républicains) visited the 
iconic Salon de l’Agriculture, a national 

for her role in “Mank” has allowed her 
to be choosier (“It really. Does. Make. 
A difference”), and while her part in 
“The Crowded Room” isn’t a lead, she 
likes that. “You spend time with your 
kids,” she said. 

You also craft. After lunch, Seyfried 
crossed the street and entered a yarn 
store. She is an obsessive crocheter, and 
she needed to load up on supplies. “I 
want to get sheep so I can spin their 
fleece into yarn,” she said, her eyes scan-
ning a shelf labelled “Worsted.” “I’ve been 
collecting my dog’s fur for years, and a 
lady in Long Island that I met told me 
she could spin that into yarn with any 
fibre I want.” A sales associate sidled 
over. “A woman came in the other day 
wearing a hat with the brightest pink 
fluff on it, and it turned out she dyed the 
fur of her Alaskan sheepdog for it,” she 
said. “Wow, that’s cool,” Seyfried said. 
“That’s, like, a step short of taxidermy.” 
She picked up a fluorescent salmon-col-
ored ball, then grabbed three more. She 
would make a granny-square blanket, or 
maybe a purse. She needed a project to 
keep her thoughts and her fingers busy. 
“The good thing about crocheting is that 
it’s fast, and you can make mistakes,” she 
said. “It’s all about process. For Holmes, 
it was just about the end result. Unfor-
tunately, the end result didn’t exist.” 

—Naomi Fry

farming fair which takes place every year 
in the south of Paris,” Gilles Paris noted, 
in Le Monde. “Communist candidate Fa-
bien Roussel also wandered among cows, 
sheep, wines, cheeses, and other delica-
tessen producers. Emmanuel Macron 
for his part, spent his morning in a na-
tional security council meeting in the 
Elysée palace’s war room and talked on 
the phone for ninety minutes with his 
Russian counterpart, Vladimir Putin.”

The above passage required no trans-
lation: Paris was writing in a daily re-
port called “The French Test,” the first 
column that Le Monde, France’s leading 
center-left newspaper, has published in 
English. It aims to guide Anglophone 
readers “through the twists and turns of 
a French campaign,” presuming an au-
dience of international readers, in addi-
tion to, as Paris explained recently, “peo-
ple living in France with not that good 
French.” The idea is “to be useful and, 
if possible, funny.” So be it if Paris must 
patiently identify the main players and 
their parties, explain the two-round vot-
ing system, remember not to use “lib-
eral” to describe someone who favors 
minimal government, and emphasize 
that the heavily regulated French cam-
paign-financing system renders the Pres-
idential contest roughly equivalent, fi-
nancially, to “a Senate race in South 
Dakota.” Neither is the occasional in-
felicity—“Eric Zemmour can hardly be 
accused of antisemitism as he is a Jew-
ish of North African descent”—an ob-
stacle. “I’m totally comfortable with the 
fact that I’m a French guy writing in 
English,” Paris said.

The column is published each day 
at 1 p.m. Paris time—7 a.m. in New 
York. “We are obviously targeting the 
East Coast,” Paris said. The U.S. is the 
Anglophone country he knows best, 
having just returned, last summer, from 
a seven-year stint as Le Monde’s Wash-
ington correspondent. He travelled to 
forty-seven states (still missing: Hawaii, 
Alaska, Maine), took several R.V. trips, 
and came to love drip coffee (“I know! 
I know!”). “The French Test” is inspired, 
in part, by the kind of pithy, aphoristic 
political writing that Paris learned from 
reading Beltway commentators.  “When 
I was much younger, I loved William 
Safire columns,” he said. “He was so 
funny, so cruel. And Maureen Dowd 
also is this kind of columnist, except 

when she’s writing about Thanksgiving 
lunch with her Republican brother.” 

The center-right president of the 
French Senate has already complained 
that the abbreviated campaign risks 
creating “a crisis of legitimacy.” Paris, 
however, sees this election as “the most 
consequential in decades”—not in terms 
of the personalities involved but in its 
potential for completing the restruc-
turing of French party politics that be-
gan when Macron, a former minister 

in Hollande’s Socialist government, 
blew up the party to start his own move-
ment, in 2016. This year, the center-right 
Républicains may meet their end if 
they fail, for the second time in a row, 
to field a candidate who progresses past 
the first round of voting. “If that hap-
pens, the two pillars of the Fifth Repub-
lic will be done,” Paris said. As he grap-
ples with the passive forms of English 
verbs and scans WordReference.com 
for the closest English equivalent of 
such French idioms as “avoir le cul entre 
deux chaises” (“to have your ass between 
two chairs”), i.e., to be undecided, the 
stakes are changing quickly. “Some peo-
ple believe the war in Ukraine might 
stifle the electoral campaign. On the 
contrary, it takes all its meaning. It brings 
issues of life and death to the forefront 
and the voters will give their opinion 
during the two rounds of the presiden-
tial election, in April,” he wrote earlier 
this month, without forgetting, amid 
the turmoil, to flag the two-round sys-
tem once again.

—Lauren Collins

Gilles Paris
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AMERICAN CHRONICLES

THE PARENT TRAP
How school fights, from evolution to anti-racism, pit parents against the state.

BY JILL LEPORE

In 1925, Lela V. Scopes, twenty-eight, 
was turned down for a job teaching 

mathematics at a high school in Paducah, 
Kentucky, her home town. She had taught 
in the Paducah schools before going to 
Lexington to finish college at the Uni-
versity of Kentucky. But that summer 
her younger brother, John T. Scopes, was 
set to be tried for the crime of teaching 
evolution in a high-school biology class 
in Dayton, Tennessee, in violation of state 
law, and Lela Scopes had refused to de-
nounce either her kin or Charles Dar-
win. It didn’t matter that evolution doesn’t 
ordinarily come up in an algebra class. 
And it didn’t matter that Kentucky’s own 
anti-evolution law had been defeated. 
“Miss Scopes loses her post because she 
is in sympathy with her brother’s stand,” 
the Times reported.

In the nineteen-twenties, legislatures 
in twenty states, most of them in the 
South, considered thirty-seven anti-
evolution measures. Kentucky’s bill, 
proposed in 1922, had been the first. It 
banned teaching, or countenancing the 
teaching of, “Darwinism, atheism, ag-
nosticism, or the theory of evolution in 
so far as it pertains to the origin of man.” 
The bill failed to pass the House by a 
single vote. Tennessee’s law, passed in 
1925, made it a crime for teachers in pub-
licly funded schools “to teach any the-
ory that denies the story of the Divine 
Creation of man as taught in the Bible, 
and to teach instead that man has de-
scended from a lower order of animals.” 
Scopes challenged the law deliberately, 
as part of an effort by the A.C.L.U. to 
bring a test case to court. His trial, billed 

as the trial of the century, was the first 
to be broadcast live on the radio. It went 
out across the country, to a nation, rapt.

A century later, the battle over pub-
lic education that aff licted the nine-
teen-twenties has started up again, this 
time over the teaching of American 
history. Since 2020, with the murder of 
George Floyd and the advance of the 
Black Lives Matter movement, seven-
teen states have made efforts to expand  
the teaching of one sort of history, some-
times called anti-racist history, while 
thirty-six states have made efforts to  re-
strict that very same kind of instruction. 
In 2020, Connecticut became the first 
state to require African American and 
Latino American history. Last year, 
Maine passed “An Act to Integrate Af-
rican American Studies into American 
History Education,” and Illinois added 
a requirement mandating a unit on Asian 
American history.

On the blackboard on the other side 
of the classroom are scrawled what 
might be called anti-anti-racism mea-
sures. Some ban the Times’ 1619 Project, 
or ethnic studies, or training in diversity, 
inclusion, and belonging, or the bug-
bear known as critical race theory. Most, 
like a bill recently introduced in West 
Virginia, prohibit “race or sex stereo-
typing,” “race or sex scapegoating,” and 
the teaching of “divisive concepts”—
for instance, the idea that “the United 
States is fundamentally racist or sex-
ist,” or that “an individual, by virtue of 
his or her race or sex, is inherently rac-
ist, sexist or oppressive, whether con-
sciously or unconsciously.”

While all this has been happening, 
I’ve been working on a U.S.-history text-
book, so it’s been weird to watch law-
makers try their hands at writing Amer-
ican history, and horrible to see what  
the ferment is doing to public-school 
teachers. In Virginia, Governor Glenn 
Youngkin set up an e-mail tip line “for 
parents to send us any instances where 
they feel that their fundamental rights 
are being violated . . . or where there are 
inherently divisive practices in their 
schools.” There and elsewhere, parents 
are harassing school boards and report-
ing on teachers, at a time when teach-
ers, who earn too little and are asked to 
do too much, are already exhausted by 
battles over remote instruction and mask 
and vaccine mandates and, not least, by G
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A stand in Dayton, Tennessee, during the July, 1925, Scopes trial.
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witnessing, without being able to repair, 
the damage the pandemic has inflicted 
on their students. Kids carry the burdens 
of loss, uncertainty, and shaken faith on 
their narrow shoulders, tucked inside 
their backpacks. Now, with schools open 
and masks coming off, teachers are left 
trying to figure out not only how to care 
for them but also what to teach, and how 
to teach it, without losing their jobs owing 
to complaints filed by parents.

There’s a rock, and a hard place, and 
then there’s a classroom. Consider the 
dilemma of teachers in New Mexico. 
In January, the month before the state’s 
Public Education Department finalized  
a new social-studies curriculum that in-
cludes a unit on inequality and justice 
in which students are asked to “explore 
inequity throughout the history of the 
United States and its connection to con-
flict that arises today,” Republican law-
makers proposed a ban on teaching “the 
idea that social problems are created by 
racist or patriarchal societal structures 
and systems.” The law, if passed, would 
make the state’s own curriculum a crime.

Evolution is a theory of change. But 
in February—a hundred years, nearly to 
the day, after the Kentucky legislature 
debated the nation’s first anti-evolution 
bill—Republicans in Kentucky intro-
duced a bill that mandates the teaching 
of twenty-four historical documents, be-
ginning with the 1620 Mayflower Com-
pact and ending with Ronald Reagan’s 
1964 speech “A Time for Choosing.” My 
own account of American history ends 
with the 2020 insurrection at the Capi-
tol, and “The Hill We Climb,” the poem 
that Amanda Gorman recited at the 2021 
Inauguration. “Let the globe, if nothing 
else, say this is true: / That even as we 
grieved, we grew.”

Did we, though? In the nineteen-
twenties, the curriculum in question was 
biology; in the twenty-twenties, it’s his-
tory. Both conflicts followed a global 
pandemic and fights over public edu-
cation that pitted the rights of parents 
against the power of the state. It’s not 
clear who’ll win this time. It’s not even 
clear who won last time. But the dis-
tinction between these two moments is 
less than it seems: what was once con-
tested as a matter of biology—can peo-
ple change?—has come to be contested 
as a matter of history. Still, this fight 
isn’t really about history. It’s about po-

litical power. Conservatives believe they 
can win midterm elections, and maybe 
even the Presidency, by whipping up a 
frenzy about “parents’ rights,” and many 
are also in it for another long game, a 
hundred years’ war: the campaign against 
public education.

Before states began deciding what 
schools would require—from text-

books to vaccines—they had to require 
children to attend school. That happened 
in the Progressive era, early in the past 
century, when a Progressive strain ran 
through not only the Progressive Party 
but also the Republican, Democratic, 
Socialist, and Populist Parties. Lela and 
John Scopes grew up in Paducah, but 
they spent part of their childhood in Il-
linois, which, in 1883, became one of the 
first states in the Union to make school 
attendance compulsory. By 1916, nearly 
every state had mandated school atten-
dance, usually between the ages of six 
and sixteen. Between 1890 and 1920, a 
new high school opened every day.

Some families objected, citing “pa-
rental rights,” a legal novelty, but courts 
broadly upheld compulsory-education 
laws, deeming free public schooling to 
be essential to democratic citizenship. 
“The natural rights of a parent to the 
custody and control of his infant child 
are subordinate to the power of the state, 
and may be restricted and regulated by 
municipal laws,” the Indiana Supreme 
Court ruled in 1901, characterizing a 
parent’s duty to educate his children as 
a “duty he owes not to the child only, 
but to the commonwealth.” As Tracy 
Steffes argues in “School, Society, and 
State: A New Education to Govern 
Modern America, 1890-1940” (2012), 
“Public schooling was not just one more 
progressive reform among many but a 
major—perhaps the major—public re-
sponse to tensions between democracy 
and capitalism.” Capitalism divided the 
rich and the poor; democracy required 
them to live together as equals. Public 
education was meant to bridge the gap, 
as wide as the Cumberland.

Beginning in the eighteen-nineties, 
states also introduced textbook laws, in 
an attempt to wrest control of textbook 
publishing from what Progressives 
called “the book trust”—a conglomer-
ate of publishers known as the Amer-
ican Book Company. Tennessee passed 

one of these laws in 1899: it established 
a textbook commission that selected 
books for adoption. The biology book 
Scopes used to teach his students was 
a textbook that Tennessee had adopted, 
statewide, at a time when it made high 
school compulsory.

“Each year the child is coming to be-
long more and more to the state, and 
less and less to the parent,” the Stanford 
professor of education Ellwood Cub-
berley wrote approvingly in 1909. Pro-
gressives fought for children’s welfare 
and children’s health, establishing chil-
dren’s hospitals and, in 1912, the U.S. 
Children’s Bureau. Mandatory school 
attendance was closely tied to two other 
Progressive reforms that extended the 
state’s reach into the lives of parents and 
children: compulsory vaccination and 
the abolition of child labor.

By 1912, twenty-seven states either 
required vaccination for children attend-
ing school or permitted schools to re-
quire it. Parents’ objections met with lit-
tle success. In one New Jersey school 
district, in 1911, three hundred and fifty 
parents challenged the school board, 
pledging that “we will, one and all of 
us . . . move out of Montclair and out of 
the State of New Jersey before we allow 
our children to be vaccinated. There are 
other suburbs of New York which have 
not this fetish of forcing vaccination on 
children.” The school board backed 
down. But, beginning in 1914, with a 
widely cited case called People v. Eke-
rold, parents could be prosecuted for 
failing to vaccinate their children. “If a 
parent may escape all obligation under 
the statute requiring him to send his 
children to school by simply alleging he 
does not believe in vaccination,” the court 
ruled, “the policy of the state to give 
some education to all children, if nec-
essary by compelling measures, will be-
come more or less of a farce.”

Before compulsory schooling, many 
American children worked, in farms or 
factories. You might think that stopping 
parents from sending their children to 
work was a consequence of requiring 
that they send them to school, but the 
opposite was true: requiring parents to 
send their children to school was one 
way reformers got parents to stop send-
ing their children to work. In 1916, Con-
gress passed a law discouraging the  
employment of children younger than 
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fourteen in manufacturing and the em-
ployment of children younger than six-
teen in mines and quarries. When this 
and other laws targeting child labor were 
deemed unconstitutional by a laissez-
faire Supreme Court, reformers drafted 
a Child Labor Amendment, granting 
Congress the “power to limit, regulate, 
and prohibit the labor of persons under 
eighteen.” It passed Congress in 1924 
and went to the states for ratification. 
Progressive organizations, including the 
National Association of Colored Women, 
sent orders to their members to lobby 
state legislatures to pass the bill.

“Please remember, dear sisters, that 
unless two-thirds of the state legislators 
pass the Child Labor Amendment, it 
will not be incorporated into the Con-
stitution of the United States,” the group’s 
former president Mary Church Terrell 
warned members, “and that will certainly 
be a calamity.” Businesses, not least the 
Southern textile industry, objected. And 
rural states, especially, objected—Ken-
tucky was among those states which 
failed to ratify—since the amendment, 
which was badly written, could be con-
strued as making it a crime for families 
to ask their children to do chores around 

the farm. The Ohio Farm Bureau com-
plained, “The parents of the United 
States did not know that the congress 
was considering taking their parental 
authority from them.”

Parenthood, as an identity, and even 
as a class of rights bearers, is a product 
both of Progressive reform and of those 
who resisted it. The magazine Parents 
began publishing in 1926. “Devoted but 
unenlightened parenthood is a danger-
ous factor in the lives of children,” its ed-
itor said, maintaining that parents weren’t 
to be trusted to know how to raise chil-
dren: they had to be taught, by experts. 
This doesn’t mean that experts usually 
prevailed; people don’t like to be told 
how to raise their kids, particularly when 
experts seek the power of the state. Like 
the Equal Rights Amendment, the Child 
Labor Amendment became one of only 
a handful of amendments that passed 
Congress but have never been ratified.

Anti-evolution laws, usually under-
stood as fundamentalism’s response to 
modernity, emerged from this conflict 
between parents and the state. So did the 
teaching of biology, a new subject that 
stood at the very center of Progressive-
era public education. At the time, par-

ents, not schools, paid for and provided 
schoolbooks, so they had a close acquain-
tance with what their kids were being 
taught. The textbook that John Scopes 
used in Tennessee was a 1914 edition of 
George William Hunter’s “A Civic Bi-
ology,” published by the American Book 
Company. More than a guide to life on 
earth, “Civic Biology” was a civics primer, 
a guide to living in a democracy.

“This book shows boys and girls liv-
ing in an urban community how they 
may best live within their own environ-
ment and how they may cooperate with 
the civic authorities for the betterment 
of their environment,” the book’s fore-
word explained. “Civic Biology” promoted 
Progressive public-health campaigns, all 
the more urgent in the wake of the 1918 
influenza pandemic, stressing the impor-
tance of hygiene, vaccination, and quar-
antine. “Civic biology symbolized the 
whole ideology behind education reform,” 
Adam Shapiro wrote in his 2013 book, 
“Trying Biology: The Scopes Trial, Text-
books, and the Antievolution Movement 
in American Schools.” It contained a sec-
tion on evolution (“If we follow the early 
history of man upon the earth, we find 
that at first he must have been little bet-
ter than one of the lower animals”), but 
its discussion emphasized the science of 
eugenics. Hunter wrote, of alcoholics and 
the criminal and the mentally ill, “If such 
people were lower animals, we would 
probably kill them off to prevent them 
from spreading.”

At bottom, “Civic Biology” rested  
on social Darwinism. “Society itself is 
founded upon the principles which bi-
ology teaches,” Hunter wrote. “Plants and 
animals are living things, taking what 
they can from their surroundings; they 
enter into competition with one another, 
and those which are the best fitted for 
life outstrip the others.” What did it feel 
like, for kids who were poor and hun-
gry, living in want and cold and fear, to 
read those words?

When anti-evolutionists condemned 
“evolution,” they meant something as 
vague and confused as what people mean, 
today, when they condemn “critical race 
theory.” Anti-evolutionists weren’t sim-
ply objecting to Darwin, whose theory 
of evolution had been taught for more 
than half a century. They were objecting 
to the whole Progressive package, in-
cluding its philosophy of human better-

“O.K., so we’ve had this argument a few times already.”

• •
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ment, its model of democratic citizen-
ship, and its insistence on the interest of 
the state in free and equal public educa-
tion as a public good that prevails over 
the private interests of parents.

In the nineteen-twenties, Lela and John 
Scopes were students at the Univer-

sity of Kentucky, in Lexington, when he 
took a course on evolution taught by a 
professor named Arthur (Monkey) Miller. 
That course caught the attention of peo-
ple who thought the state was spending 
too much money on the university. In 
the summer of 1921, Frank McVey, the 
university’s president, had pressed the 
legislature for funding to expand the uni-
versity. In January, 1922, in a move widely 
seen as a response, the legislature intro-
duced a bill to ban the teaching of evo-
lution at any school, college, or univer-
sity that received public funds.

McVey occupied an unusually strong 
position, partly because of the way he’d 
handled the recent pandemic. Born in 
Ohio, the child of Progressive Repub-
licans, McVey had earned a Ph.D. in 
economics at Yale, where he wrote a dis-
sertation on the Populist movement, 
and in 1904, after a stint writing for the 
Times, he published “Modern Industri-
alism,” an argument against laissez-faire 
economics. He arrived at the Univer-
sity of Kentucky in 1917. A year later, 
during an influenza outbreak that took 
the lives of fourteen thousand Kentuck-
ians, McVey made the decision, extraor-
dinary at the time, to shut down the 
campus for nearly a month. Of twelve 
hundred students, four hundred became 
infected and only eight died, rates that 
were low compared with those at other 
colleges and universities. The achieve-
ment was all the more impressive be-
cause young adults, worldwide, suffered 
particularly high death rates.

The Kentucky anti-evolution cam-
paign drew national attention. William 
Jennings Bryan, a three-time Presiden-
tial candidate and a former Secretary of 
State, hastened to offer support, predict-
ing that “the movement will sweep the 
country and we will drive Darwinism 
from our schools.” In January, Bryan, a 
barnstorming, larger-than-life showman, 
travelled to Kentucky to speak before 
the House and the Senate.

McVey weighed his options: he could 
fight, or he could sit tight and hope that 

the law, if passed, would be found un-
constitutional. He decided to fight. He 
wrote to Woodrow Wilson for support, 
but Wilson refused to take a stand that 
would have pitted him against a former 
member of his Cabinet. McVey sent tele-
grams to some fifty people. “Bill has been 
introduced in Kentucky Legislature with 
heavy penalty to prohibit teaching of 
evolution,” he cabled. “Wire collect your 
opinion.” Forty-seven fiery replies ar-
rived within four days. The reverend of 
the First Christian Church of Paducah 
maintained that the law “contravenes the 
spirit of democracy.” “Universities must 
be left free to teach that which the best 
scholarship believes to be true,” a pastor 
wrote from St. Louis. The president of 
Columbia University suggested that the 
legislature do one better and prohibit the 
publication of any books that “use any 
of the letters by which the word evolution 
could be spelled.” The head of the First 
Christian Church in Frankfort, the state 
capital, called the bill “unwise, unamer-
ican and contrary to the spirit of Jesus 
Christ.” Before the bill was considered, 
McVey had arranged for the responses 
to be published in newspapers across the 
state. Finally, he addressed both the 
House and the Senate and published an 
open letter to the people of Kentucky. “I 
have an abiding faith in the good sense 
and fairness of the people of this State,” 
he wrote. “When they understand what 
the situation means and when they come 
to comprehend the motives underlying 
this attack upon the public schools of 

the State they will hold the University 
and the school system in greater respect 
than ever before.”

He said that the university was bound 
to teach evolution “since all the natural 
sciences are based upon it,” but he hoped 
Kentuckians could agree that evolution 
wasn’t what its opponents had made it 
out to be: “Evolution is development; it 
is change, and every man knows that de-
velopment and change are going on all 

the time.” He took pains to distinguish 
the theory of evolution from social Dar-
winism, regretting the law’s conflation 
of the two. Above all, he pointed out, 
banning the teaching of evolution “places 
limitations on the right of thought and 
freedom of belief,” and is therefore a vi-
olation of the Kentucky Bill of Rights.

Four days later, the bill was killed in 
the Senate, and the following month the 
House voted it down, forty-two to forty-
one. McVey had won, but, as he remarked, 
“it may be that the fight here in Ken-
tucky is really the forerunner of a con-
flict all over the nation.”

In 1924, John Scopes moved from Lex-
ington, Kentucky, to Dayton, Ten-

nessee, to take a job as a high-school 
coach. The next year, Tennessee passed 
an anti-evolution bill. Black intellectu-
als and Black reporters didn’t think the 
new law had anything to do with evo-
lution; it had to do with an understand-
ing of history. All Tennessee’s lawmak-
ers know about evolution, the Chicago 
Defender suggested, “is that the entire 
human race is supposed to have started 
from a common origin. Therein lies 
their difficulty.” If they were to accept 
evolution, then they would have to admit 
that “there is no fundamental difference 
between themselves and the race they 
pretend to despise.” The president of 
Fisk University, a Black institution, wrote 
to the governor, “I hope that you will 
refuse to give your support to the Evo-
lution Bill.” But the president of the 
University of Tennessee, fearful of los-
ing the university’s funding, declined to 
fight the bill, and the governor signed 
it, declaring he was sure it would never 
be enforced.

In Dayton, Scopes had briefly subbed 
for the biology teacher, using the state-
mandated textbook, “A Civic Biology.” 
He agreed to test the law and was ar-
rested in May. William Jennings Bryan 
joined the prosecution, defending the 
rights of parents. The month before the 
trial, he delivered a statement asking, 
“Who shall control our schools?” To de-
fend the twenty-four-year-old Scopes, 
the A.C.L.U. retained the celebrated 
Clarence Darrow, who, that year, took 
on another case at the request of the 
N.A.A.C.P. As Darrow and the A.C.L.U. 
saw it, Tennessee’s anti-evolution law 
violated both the state’s constitution and 
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the First Amendment. “Scopes is not on 
trial,” Darrow declared. “Civilization is 
on trial.”

During the trial, H. L. Mencken rid-
iculed Bryan (a “mountebank”) and fun-
damentalists (“poor half wits”): “He has 
these hillbillies locked up in his pen and 
he knows it.” But W. E. B. Du Bois 
found very little to laugh about. “Amer-
icans are now endeavoring to persuade 
hilarious and sarcastic Europe that Day-
ton, Tennessee, is a huge joke, and very, 
very exceptional,” he wrote. “The truth 
is and we know it: Dayton, Tennessee, 
is America: a great, ignorant, simple-
minded land.”

Scopes, in the end, was found guilty 
(a verdict that was later reversed on a 
technicality), but Tennessee had been 
humiliated in the national press. Five 
days after the trial ended, Bryan died 
in his bed, and with him, many observ-
ers believed, died the anti-evolution 
campaign. The number of bills proposed 
in state legislatures dwindled to only 
three, in 1928 and 1929. But the battle 
was far from over. “The Fundamental-
ists have merely changed their tactics,” 
one commentator observed in 1930. They 
had given up on passing laws. “Primar-
ily, they are concentrating today on the 
emasculation of textbooks, the ‘purging’ 
of libraries, and above all the continued 
hounding of teachers.” That went on 
for a long time. It’s still going on.

Lela Scopes, after losing out on that 
job teaching math in Paducah be-

cause she refused to denounce her 
brother, left Kentucky to take a job at a 
girls’ school in Tarrytown, New York. 
Then, in 1927, she moved to Illinois, 
where she taught at the Skokie School, 
in Winnetka. She never married, and 
helped raise her brother’s children—
they lived with her—and then she paid 
for them to go to college.

In the nineteen-fifties, when Lela 
Scopes retired from teaching and moved 
back to Paducah, Southern segregation-
ists resurrected Bryan’s parental-rights 
argument to object to the Supreme 
Court’s 1954 decision in Brown v. Board 
of Education. “Free men have the right 
to send their children to schools of their 
own choosing,” Senator James Eastland, 
of Mississippi, insisted after the decision. 
All-white legislators in Southern states 
repealed Progressive-era compulsory-

education laws: rather than integrate 
public schools, they dismantled public 
education, as Jon Hale reports in his re-
cent book, “The Choice We Face: How 
Segregation, Race, and Power Have 
Shaped America’s Most Controversial 
Education Reform Movement.” The 
South Carolina governor George Bell 
Timmerman, Jr., signing one such bill 
in 1955, declared, “The parental right to 
determine what is best for the child is 
fundamental. It is a divine right. It is a 
basic law of nature that no man, no group 
of men, can successfully destroy.” The 
following year, all but twenty-six of the 
hundred and thirty-eight Southern mem-
bers of the U.S. House and Senate signed 
a statement known as the Southern Man-
ifesto, warning that “outside mediators 
are threatening immediate and revolu-
tionary changes in our public schools 
systems.” Two states in the West—Ne-
vada, in 1956, and Utah, in 1957—passed 
measures making it legal for parents to 
keep their children home for schooling.

By the end of the nineteen-fifties, 
segregationists had begun using a new 
catchphrase: “school choice,” maybe be-
cause it would have been confusing to 
call for “parents’ rights” when they were 
also arguing for “states’ rights.” In Missis-
sippi, opponents of segregation founded 
Freedom of Choice in the United States, 
or FOCUS. Advocates for “choice” sought 
government reimbursement for private-
school tuition costs, in the name of 
allowing the free market to drive edu-
cational innovation. The free market, 
unsurprisingly, widened the very in-
equalities that public education aims to 
narrow. Between 1962 and 1966, for in-
stance, Louisiana distributed more than 
fifteen thousand tuition vouchers in 
New Orleans; in 1966, ninety-four per 
cent of the funds went to white parents. 
In the nineteen-seventies and eighties, 
court-mandated busing strengthened 
calls for choice, and Ronald Reagan 
pressed for the federal government to 
invest in vouchers; in the nineteen-nine-
ties, Bill Clinton fought for funding for 
charter schools. Between 1982 and 1993, 
homeschooling became legal in all fifty 
states. Philanthropies, from the Bill & 
Melinda Gates Foundation to the Fried-
man Foundation for Educational Choice 
(now EdChoice), later joined the move-
ment in force, funding research and 
charter schools. And yet, in “Making 

Up Our Mind: What School Choice 
Is Really About,” the education schol-
ars Sigal R. Ben-Porath and Michael 
C. Johanek point out that about nine 
in ten children in the United States at-
tend public school, and the overwhelm-
ing majority of parents—about eight in 
ten—are happy with their kids’ schools. 
In the name of “choice,” a very small 
minority of edge cases have shaped the 
entire debate about public education.

A century ago, parents who objected 
to evolution were rejecting the entire 
Progressive package. Today’s parents’-
rights groups, like Moms for Liberty, are 
objecting to a twenty-first-century Pro-
gressive package. They’re balking at com-
pulsory vaccination and masking, and 
some of them do seem to want to de-
stroy public education. They’re also an-
noyed at the vein of high-handedness, 
moral crusading, and snobbery that 
stretches from old-fashioned Progressiv-
ism to the modern kind, laced with the 
same contempt for the rural poor and 
the devoutly religious.

But across the past century, behind 
parents’ rights, lies another unbroken 
strain: some Americans’ fierce resistance 
to the truth that, just as all human be-
ings share common ancestors biologi-
cally, all Americans have common an-
cestors historically. A few parents around 
the country may not like their children 
learning that they belong to a much big-
ger family—whether it’s a human fam-
ily or an American family—but the idea 
of public education is dedicated to the 
cultivation of that bigger sense of cov-
enant, toleration, and obligation. In the 
end, no matter what advocates of par-
ents’ rights say, and however much po-
litical power they might gain, public 
schools don’t have a choice; they’ve got 
to teach, as American history, the history 
not only of the enslaved Africans who 
arrived in Virginia in 1619 and the En-
glish families who sailed to Plymouth 
on the Mayflower in 1620, but also that 
of the Algonquian peoples, who were 
already present in both places, alongside 
the ongoing stories of all other Indige-
nous peoples, and those who came af-
terward—the Dutch, German, Spanish, 
Mexican, Chinese, Italian, Cambodian, 
Guatemalan, Japanese, Sikh, Hmong, 
Tunisian, Afghani, everyone. That’s why 
parents don’t have a right to choose the 
version of American history they like 



best, a story of only their own family’s 
origins. Instead, the state has an obliga-
tion to welcome children into that en-
tire history, their entire inheritance.

Lela Scopes insisted that her broth-
er’s trial had never been about evolution: 
“The issue was academic freedom.” Twen-
tieth-century Progressives defeated anti-
evolution laws not by introducing pro-
evolution laws but by defending academic 
freedom and the freedoms of expression 
and inquiry. This approach isn’t available 
to twenty-first-century progressives, who 
have ceded the banner of free speech to 
conservatives. And, in any case, teachers 
don’t have much academic freedom: state 
school boards and school districts decide 
what they’ll teach. Still, there are limits. 
Biology and history offer accounts of or-
igins and change, and, when badly taught, 
they risk taking on the trappings of re-
ligion and violating the First Amend-
ment. Biology teachers have to explain 
evolution, but they can’t teach that God 
does not exist, just as public schools can’t 
preach social justice as a gospel, a dogma 
that can’t be disputed, and, equally, they 
can’t ban it.

That’s because history as doctrine is 
always dangerous. “Probably no deeper 
division of our people could proceed 
from any provocation than from find-
ing it necessary to choose what doctrine 
and whose program public educational 
officials shall compel youth to unite in 
embracing,” the Supreme Court ruled 
in 1943, in West Virginia State Board 
of Education v. Barnette, when the Court 
struck down, as a violation of the First 
Amendment, a statute that required 
schoolchildren to salute the f lag and 
recite the Pledge of Allegiance. “Those 
who begin coercive elimination of dis-
sent soon find themselves exterminat-
ing dissenters. Compulsory unification 
of opinion achieves only the unanimity 
of the graveyard.” History isn’t a pledge; 
it’s an argument.

John Scopes died in 1970. Lela Scopes 
buried him in Paducah, and had his head-
stone engraved with the words “A Man 
of Courage.” She died in 1989, and is bur-
ied nearby, under a stone that reads “A 
Gracious and Generous Lady.” She was 
ninety-two. She always said she thought 
the idea of evolution was even more beau-
tiful than Genesis, evidence of an even 
more wonderful God. But she understood 
that not everyone agreed with her. 
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P
atient Unknown No. 1, a seven-
year-old boy, arrived at Ohmat-
dyt children’s hospital, in Kyiv, 

on the second day of Russia’s invasion 
of Ukraine. He had been riding in a 
car with his parents and two sisters 
when they came under fire. Shells ex-
ploded around them, sending shrapnel 
ripping through glass and metal, then 
flesh. His parents and one sister died 
on the spot; his other sister was taken 
to a different hospital. An ambulance 
brought the boy, unconscious and los-
ing blood, to Ohmatdyt, where doc-
tors performed emergency surgery and 
put him on a ventilator. It was a cou-
ple of days before the staff located his 
grandmother and learned the boy’s 
name: Semyon.

No one had been sleeping much in 
Kyiv since the start of what Vladimir 
Putin was calling a “special military op-
eration,” but one of the doctors who 
treated Semyon, a pediatric surgeon 
named Roman Zhezhera, looked par-
ticularly exhausted. When I first met 
him, he was slumped in a chair in the 
hallway, several days’ growth of beard 
on his face. He led me up a flight of 
stairs to Semyon’s hospital room. A tiny 
head poked out from under a light-blue 
blanket. Tubes and bandages covered 
his face. Machines whirred and beeped. 
I asked about the boy’s condition. Not 
good, Zhezhera said: shrapnel had 
passed through the side of his neck. He 
was on life support, with little sign of 
brain activity. “As a doctor, I understand 
what happened to this child,” Zhezhera 
told me. “But I don’t understand what 
is going on around us, here and across 
the country—something absurd and 
terrible is happening.” 

A television in the corner of the 
room was on, delivering the news from 
Belarus, where delegations from the 
Ukrainian and Russian governments 
were engaged in a futile day of nego-
tiations. The Kremlin’s opening posi-
tion built on Putin’s stated aims from 
the first day of the war: Ukraine must 
not only recognize Crimea as Russian 
and the Donetsk and Luhansk terri-
tories, in eastern Ukraine, as indepen-
dent states, but declare its neutrality 
and demilitarize—a vaguely articulated 
process that suggested, in effect, a re-
jection of its own national sovereignty. 
Members of the Ukrainian delegation, Civilian casualties in the city of Irpin. “I said such a thing can’t happen,” one Ukrainian woman obse
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 one Ukrainian woman observed of Russia’s decision to invade. “They haven’t gone completely crazy. Well, you see—they went crazy.”
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for their part, sought an immediate 
end to the Russian offensive. After the 
talks, Mikhail Podolyak, an adviser to 
President Volodymyr Zelensky, tweeted, 
“Unfortunately, the Russian side is still 
extremely biased regarding the destruc-
tive processes it launched.” 

A grinding stalemate was taking 
shape. Having embarked on a war that 
did not deliver a quick triumph, and 
which was exacting a ruinous toll on 
the Russian economy, Putin had no 
choice but to emerge with 
something he could cred-
ibly present as a victory. 
Zelensky, seeing that the 
Ukrainian military held  
up against the initial on-
slaught of Russian forces 
far longer than most ex-
perts had expected—and 
that the country rallied to-
gether—was not inclined 
to concede to an aggressor. 
Ukraine became an independent state 
after the collapse of the Soviet Union, 
in 1991, and, no matter how fractious 
its politics have been since, the vast 
majority of Ukrainians have shown lit-
tle interest in coming once more under 
the writ of Moscow. It appeared that 
only one of two things could make it 
through this war: Putin’s Presidency 
or Ukrainian statehood. 

As the f ighting dragged on, the 
wards at Ohmatdyt steadily filled up 
with children injured in shelling and 
missile strikes. I walked down the cor-
ridor and peeked through a glass door 
at a thirteen-year-old boy on a hospi-
tal bed, his face cut and bruised by an 
explosion of shrapnel. He, too, had been 
struck while riding in his family’s car. 
His six-year-old cousin died; his mother 
lay injured in the bed next to his. Doc-
tors told me of another child, in the 
Kyiv suburbs, who died as he waited 
for an ambulance, which was stuck on 
the road, owing to intense fighting. “I 
feel simple, ordinary, very human anger,” 
Zhezhera told me.  

The hospital was facing a crisis with 
its regular patients. Hundreds of chil-
dren suffering from severe conditions 
required urgent treatment and opera-
tions. Supplies of expensive and rare 
cancer medicines were running low; 
f lights were grounded and logistics 
scrambled, making it impossible to get 

stem cells for bone-marrow transplants. 
Given the ongoing risk of missile strikes 
and air raids, most of the children had 
been moved to a series of basements in 
the hospital complex. Inside one, doz-
ens of mattresses were arrayed on a con-
crete f loor. The space was dank and 
drafty. The ceiling leaked. Mothers 
rocked their crying children or lay si-
lently with them. Pots of food were 
kept warm on small stoves. One infant 
needed a shunt implanted to remove 

fluid from her brain. A six-
month-old girl and her 
mother had checked in to 
Ohmatdyt for an operation 
to regulate the baby’s lym-
phatic system. “We were all 
ready, and the war started,” 
the woman told me. 

Two days later, with 
Russian forces still held at 
bay outside Kyiv, I returned 
to Ohmatdyt. A bus was 

parked out front, and a number of doc-
tors were waving and crying. Nataliia 
Kubalya, the head of the chemother-
apy department, who has worked at 
the hospital for thirty years, explained 
that the bus was taking children and 
their families to Poland for treatment. 
“It is a great tragedy,” she said. “We 
were finally able to offer these children 
the level of care they need in Ukraine, 
but now we have no choice but to send 
them away, and along with them the 
purpose of my life.” 

Nearby, Alexey Sinitsky was seeing 
off his young son, who had leukemia. 
Sinitsky, who is forty-four and had 
previously worked at an agricultural-
equipment manufacturer, had decided 
to remain in Kyiv to join his local unit 
of the Territorial Defense Forces, a vol-
unteer military corps that has, in re-
cent weeks, attracted thousands of peo-
ple from across the country. “When 
the kids leave, it will be easier for ev-
eryone,” he said. “After all, someone 
needs to stay behind. If no one is here, 
the Russians will just enter and that 
will be it.” 

I found Zhezhera standing by the 
entrance to the hospital. He looked en-
ergized by the urgency of his work, but 
his eyes were glassy. His wife and two 
kids were spending each night in the 
hospital’s underground bomb shelter. 
His eight-year-old daughter had asked 

him about a word that she had been 
hearing: “Dad, what are occupiers?” He 
answered, “Those who try to capture 
with force territory that doesn’t belong 
to them—in this case, Russians.” 

I asked Zhezhera how Semyon was 
doing. The boy had died the day be-
fore, he said. 

According to Putin’s reading of his-
tory, the invasion would enshrine 

the inviolable unity of Ukraine and 
Russia. Instead, it has torn the two 
countries apart. In February, on what 
turned out to be the eve of war, I trav-
elled to Shchastia, a town of some eleven 
thousand people on the banks of the 
Siverskyi Donets River, in the largely 
Russian-speaking Donbas region of 
eastern Ukraine. Since Soviet days, 
Shchastia has functioned as a satellite 
of Luhansk, an industrial center of 
roughly four hundred thousand peo-
ple less than twenty miles away. Every 
Friday, a line of cars snaked through 
farmland north of the city, as families 
went for weekends in the pine forests 
or picnics along the river. In English, 
Shchastia means “happiness.” 

In 2014, when Russia annexed Crimea 
and backed a would-be separatist con-
flict in the Donbas, Luhansk and much 
of the surrounding area fell under the 
control of Russian-backed militias. 
Shchastia was held by the rebels for less 
than three months, until it was retaken 
by a pro-Ukrainian paramilitary group. 
Families and friends were split by the 
“contact line,” as the new de-facto 
Ukrainian border was called. For the 
first time, Shchastia had to open its own 
dentist’s offices, hair salons, and veter-
inary clinics. Allegiances shifted, but 
the relationship between the two mu-
nicipalities was never completely sev-
ered. For the next three years, a coal-
fired power plant in Shchastia supplied 
electricity to occupied Luhansk, which 
meant that its workers sometimes 
headed to the plant under fire from the 
people to whom they provided power.

Two days before I arrived, Putin 
recognized the “independence and sov-
ereignty” of the two separatist repub-
lics in the Donbas—Luhansk and  
Donetsk—even though two-thirds  
of the region, including Shchastia,  
remained under Ukrainian control. 
Russian-backed proxy militias had been P
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firing on the town from truck-mounted 
multiple-rocket launchers, known as 
Grads, which send fusillades of forty 
missiles at a time. Several of the Grad 
volleys were aimed at the power sta-
tion, leading to blackouts in the area. 
Once again, residents found themselves 
in their cellars and bomb shelters, ven-
turing out only occasionally to charge 
their phones at solar-powered stations 
around town. The rockets had also 
knocked out the town’s water supply.  

Late one morning, I made my way 
to Shchastia’s administration building. 
There was a lull in the shelling, but I 
could see thick plumes of black smoke 
rising from the power station in the 
distance. On the steps, I ran into Olek-
sandr Dunets, a barrel-chested man 
who was the head of the city’s civil-
military administration, effectively 
Shchastia’s mayor. In 2014, Dunets, as 
a lieutenant colonel in the Ukrainian 
Army—his nickname in the field was 
Spider—fought in nearby Stanytsia Lu-
hansk and Debaltseve. “I got to know 
the Russians very closely—eye to eye,” 
he said. He is originally from Khmel-
nytskyi, in western Ukraine, and he took 
up his post in 2020. “I arrived to a rel-
atively peaceful city, and had some rather 
ambitious plans,” he told me. “We 
wanted to rebuild and improve life here, 
so that, however clichéd this sounds, it 
lived up to its name, Happiness.” 

Now his concerns were elemental: 
“For starters, you have to try and sur-
vive.” Eventually, he said, if the power 
wasn’t restored, the entire populace 
would have to be evacuated. Dunets’s 
deputy, Vladimir Tyurin, who lives in 
Shchastia, but whose mother, father-
in-law, and brother live in Russian-
occupied Luhansk, told me, “This is 
even scarier than 2014. Back then, we 
didn’t yet know what war is, that if a 
shell falls, this can mean death, you 
have to hide.” Now he knew: “They’ll 
simply raze the city.” 

Later, I stopped by the apartment 
of Galina Kalinina, who, friends had 
told me, was among the town’s more 
vocal pro-Ukrainian residents. I took a 
seat in her sunny living room, which 
was filled with plants. Her three cats 
hopped up onto the sofa and then onto 
us. She had just made her third trip 
that day to the well in the courtyard, 
lugging plastic jugs up three flights of 

stairs. At one point, when the shelling 
picked up, Kalinina said, “Oh, they’re 
banging on again,” with the eye-roll-
ing exasperation of someone fed up 
with neighbors who play their music 
too loudly. 

Kalinina moved to Shchastia in 
1986 to take a job at the power plant. 
She recalls a charming, verdant place, 
with rosebushes lining the central av-
enues. In the decades after the Soviet 
collapse, a good number of the town’s 
residents retained a cultural attach-
ment to Russia, or at least felt some 
wariness about successive governments 
in Kyiv. When war broke out in the 
Donbas, many neighboring cities as-
serted their allegiance to Ukraine. But 
in Shchastia more than a few people 
were willing to accept the arrival of 
what Kremlin propagandists called 
Russky Mir, or the Russian World. 
The idea, at its most grandiose, an-
ticipates a regathering of the lands, 
uniting Russian speakers whose ties 
were ruptured by the dissolution of 
the Soviet Empire. Kalinina under-
stood it more simply: “People were 
suffering from a kind of euphoria of 
youth,” she said. “They thought Rus-
sia would come and, like a time ma-

chine, give them the chance to live as 
they did before.” 

With war looming again, Kalinina 
was prepared for the worst. “We got 
lucky in 2014,” she told me. “The town 
was taken back quickly and without a 
whole lot of noise.” But in recent days 
it had become clear that Putin was pre-
pared to turn the conflict into some-
thing much bigger, with greater signif-
icance for all sides. “If they capture 
Shchastia, we won’t get it back anytime 
soon,” Kalinina said. “Not as long as 
Putin is alive.” Once “the Tsar,” as she 
jokingly referred to him, extends his 
dominion over Shchastia, “everyone will 
be expected to get in line.” 

In Sievierodonetsk, forty-five miles 
away, I visited the off ice of Serhiy 
Haidai, the governor of the Luhansk 
region. Like many government officials 
across Ukraine, faced with the Russian 
attempt to decapitate the Ukrainian 
leadership or, failing that, to decimate 
the country, Haidai seemed to chan-
nel Zelensky’s defiance. “Putin has tried 
every measure possible to pressure us, 
but it hasn’t worked,” he told me. “So he 
simply wants to blow Ukraine apart.” 

Haidai, at least on paper, is responsi-
ble not only for those living in territory 

“I never have time to read but if I did these are the books I’d read.”
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controlled by Ukraine but also for the 
smaller population in separatist-con-
trolled areas of the region. His own life, 
he said, “completely destroys Russian 
propaganda.” As a child, he lived in Sie-
vierodonetsk, speaking Russian, then 
moved to Lviv, in western Ukraine. He 
learned Ukrainian because he thought 
it melodic and beautiful. “There was 
never any aggression toward the Russian 
language,” he told me. As we spoke, 
Haidai got a call from officials in Kyiv, 
asking about the situation in Shchastia. 
“They’re shooting Grads,” he said. 
“They’ve gone crazy.” 

Haidai told me that Putin’s under-
standing of Ukraine was, at best, in-
complete and outdated. In 2014, the 
country’s Army was disorganized and 
unprepared. Now it was an experienced 
and competent fighting force, with a 
sizable arsenal of antitank missiles and 
armed drones. “We know perfectly well 

what the Russian military machine is 
like,” he said. “But this won’t be some 
easy stroll for them. A war will cause 
irreparable damage to Ukraine, yes, but 
to Russia, too.” 

Over the previous month, as more 
than a hundred and fifty thousand 

Russian troops assembled along the 
Ukrainian border, I had written a num-
ber of stories trying to decipher Putin’s 
intentions. Most analysts and foreign-
policy experts in Moscow predicted a 
simmering, drawn-out standoff, with 
Russia keeping forces on the border as 
a lever to pressure the West. A full-scale 
invasion, they reasoned, would be coun-
terproductive folly. I had gone to Kra-
matorsk, a midsize city that houses the 
Ukrainian command overseeing the war 
in the Donbas, in search of evidence of 
what some considered a more likely sce-
nario: Russian forces would enter the 

separatist enclaves and use Ukraine’s re-
sponse as an excuse to launch a wider 
incursion, maybe striking somewhat 
deeper into Ukraine.

An even more terrifying reality be-
came clear around 5 A.M. on February 
24th, when I felt three window-rattling 
explosions in my hotel room in Kra-
matorsk. I ran downstairs to the hotel’s 
basement and checked the news. Rus-
sian bombs and missiles were landing 
not only at the military airfield in Kra-
matorsk but in Kharkiv and Kyiv, with 
more explosions heard across the coun-
try. Russian tanks began streaming into 
Ukraine from Belarus and Crimea. 
Putin was on Russian television, de-
claring the start of his “special military 
operation,” and calling the situation in 
the Donbas a genocide. “To this end,” 
he said, “we will seek to demilitarize 
and de-Nazify Ukraine.”

What did “de-Nazification” mean 

Semyon, a seven-year-old boy, was taken to a children’s hospital in Kyiv after his family’s car was struck by Russian fire.
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in a country with a Jewish President 
who was elected with seventy-three 
per cent of the vote? The subtext, at 
least, was ominous. In recent years, 
Putin has surrounded himself only with 
a small number of like-minded secu-
rity officials, a habit that intensified 
during the pandemic, when he isolated 
himself to an extreme degree compared 
with other world leaders. He emerged 
a mouthpiece of obscurantist theories, 
more convinced than ever of the fun-
damental illegitimacy of the Ukrainian 
nation. Ukraine, Putin believed, was 
not a country with its own history and 
claim to independence but a territory 
cobbled together from Austria-Hun-
gary and the former Russian Empire 
by the Bolsheviks. Its lack of proper 
statehood had allowed it, time and 
again, to be exploited by outside pow-
ers as a staging ground for weakening 
Russia. The United States and its al-
lies were using Ukraine to pursue “a 
policy of containing Russia,” he said. 
“For our country, it is a matter of life 
and death, a matter of our historical 
future as a nation.”

From Kramatorsk, I drove west with 
a photographer and our fixer, the head 
of a local charity, toward Dnipro, a re-
gional hub of a million people, then 
on to Kyiv. The drive took us along the 
Dnieper River, which separates the 
country geographically into east and 
west. The two sides have long been 
seen as culturally and politically dis-
tinct, but that characterization obscures 
more than it reveals. In 2019, Zelen-
sky, a native Russian speaker from 
Kryvyi Rih, an industrial center in the 
south, won a majority of the votes in 
nearly all of the country’s regions, in-
cluding in the west. And national poll-
ing showed majority support for the 
prospect of Ukraine joining the Euro-
pean Union, including nearly half of 
those surveyed in the east. 

We passed cars packed with fami-
lies and their belongings, and columns 
of Ukrainian tanks and armored vehi-
cles rumbling into position to counter 
the Russian assault. When we stopped 
for fuel, outside the capital, I witnessed 
a scene that seemed emblematic of the 
country’s growing civic consciousness, 
which had been thrust into acute relief 
by the onset of war. An attendant stood 
watch, directing traffic to the pumps. 

A car with Lithuanian plates pulled up. 
Some Ukrainians register their cars 
abroad, to avoid paying import duties 
and taxes on automobile purchases. “No 
gas for people who don’t contribute to 
the state,” the attendant shouted. “Sup-
port our Army, support our people, then 
get your gas!” The car sped away.  

There were frequent military check-
points along the highway. Some were 
manned by Ukrainian soldiers, others 
by local volunteers, who constructed 
barricades out of concrete blocks and 
car tires. But as we rode into Kyiv the 
streets were quiet. We stopped at an 
apartment building on Lobanovskyi 
Prospect, a wide boulevard in the city’s 
southwest; a missile strike had torn a 
three-story gash in the façade. 

Over the years, I’ve come to love 
Kyiv, with its pre-Revolutionary ar-
chitecture, cheerful people, and fabu-
lous restaurants, not to mention a 
techno music scene that is arguably 
among the best on the Continent. Now 
few people ventured outside; those 
who did so after curfew were, by de-
fault, considered pro-Russian diver-
santy, or saboteurs. “We are hunting 
these people,” Vitali Klitschko, Kyiv’s 
mayor and a former heavyweight box-
ing champion, said, claiming that six 
diversanty had been killed in a single 
night. A Ukrainian friend joked that 
I’d be in trouble if I was stopped at a 
Territorial Defense checkpoint and 
asked to say what had become a kind 
of code word for sussing out enemy 
agents: palyanitsa, the name of a soft 
white-bread loaf. The word rolls off 
the tongue of Ukrainian speakers but 
is hard for Russians to pronounce. 

At first, Russian troops tried to pen-
etrate the capital with light, nimble as-
sault teams, apparently operating under 
the assumption that they could take the 
city in a matter of days. “It looked like 
they planned for a kind of raid,” An-
driy Zagorodnyuk, a former Ukrainian 
defense minister, said. “They thought 
they could weaken Ukraine’s military 
with air and artillery strikes and carry 
out a special operation to replace the 
government.” 

Instead, they met a formidable de-
fense. Russian paratroopers seized the 
Hostomel airport, just outside Kyiv, 
only to be overrun by a Ukrainian coun-
terattack. At an overpass not far from 

the Kyiv Zoo, I came to a spot where, 
the night before, Ukrainian soldiers 
had ambushed Russian forces as they 
tried to infiltrate a weapons supply deep 
in the city. A pair of burned-out mili-
tary vehicles stood in the street, with 
shards of metal and glass trailing for 
half a mile. Pieces of flesh lay scattered 
on the road.

Every morning brought renewed 
fear that this would be the day the city 
was fully encircled. A forty-mile Rus-
sian convoy of tanks and armor seemed 
to have stalled north of Kyiv, likely 
hampered by lack of fuel or by poor 
logistics. (“They didn’t have a plan for 
more than three or four days,” Za-
gorodnyuk said.) Still, a sense of siege 
set in. More checkpoints appeared. 
Residents began sleeping in metro sta-
tions, which had been turned into 
makeshift bomb shelters, housing as 
many as f ifteen thousand people a 
night. It was hard to find a pharmacy. 
Restaurants shut down, and only a few 
supermarkets remained open, often 
with lines that left patrons waiting out-
side for hours. I settled into a diet of 
cheese, salami, and apples.  

One day, as fighting inched closer 
to the city center, I drove out to Inter-
national Square, in a western neighbor-
hood, near where the bulk of Russian 
forces had massed. There had been a 
firefight the night before. The carcass 
of a torched military transport truck 
lay slumped on the asphalt. A shot-up 
Army bus with def lated tires stood 
across the square. Shrapnel and bullet 
casings crunched underfoot. A group 
of locals had gathered to take a look. I 
spoke with a woman who asked to use 
a pseudonym, whom I’ll call Svitlana. 
She lived with her twelve-year-old 
daughter in a nearby apartment. “When 
the explosions started, I woke her up,” 
she told me. Her daughter stood be-
side her, in a puffy coat and a wool hat. 
“She was hysterical, terrified, crying.” 

Svitlana explained that her grand-
parents came from Rostov-on-Don, a 
major city in southwestern Russia, then 
settled in eastern Ukraine. I barely man-
aged to ask a question before she of-
fered her own response to Putin’s no-
tion of Pan-Slavic unity. “I’m ethnically 
Russian, I speak Russian, and I hate 
Russians,” she said. She and her daugh-
ter had been living in Luhansk in 2014, 
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when the war started there, and fled to 
the capital. Four years later, she bought 
an apartment in what she presumed 
were the safe and bucolic outskirts of 
Kyiv, a place to build a life. “Now Rus-
sia’s wars are coming to me for the sec-
ond time,” she said. 

Earlier in the year, neighbors in Kyiv 
had asked Svitlana, given that she had 
lived through one conflict with Rus-
sia, what she expected. She told them 
that Putin might escalate the war in 
the Donbas, but that a full-scale inva-
sion was unthinkable. “I said such a 
thing can’t happen. They haven’t gone 
completely crazy. Well, you see—they 
went crazy.” 

Nevertheless, Svitlana was set on 
staying in Kyiv—at least she was until 
Russian forces began firing Grad rock-
ets at seemingly random apartment 
blocks, a terror tactic she experienced 
in Luhansk. “It’s a matter of principle,” 
she said. “I simply don’t want to live 
under the rule of occupiers. I did not 
invite them here. I don’t need them to 
save me.” I asked if she and her daugh-
ter managed to find any small moments 
of pleasure these days. “We’re happy 
when we hear about new sanctions and 
killed Russian soldiers,” she said. 

One day in Kyiv, I visited a dona-
tion center set up for the Ukrainian 

Army in a warren of rooms attached to 
the national military hospital. Boots, 
jackets, canned fruit, instant noodles, 
toilet paper, and medical supplies tee-
tered in towering stacks. Every few min-
utes, someone came by to drop off more 
goods. They were accepted by Yulia 
Nizhnik-Zaichenko, who trained as a 
makeup artist before organizing aid 
supplies in the early days of the Don-
bas war. Back then, she had stood near 
the checkout counters of grocery stores, 
asking those in line to donate food and 
other supplies to be sent to the front. 
The air of improvisation and solidarity 
remained. “We can barely keep up,” she 
told me. “Accept, give, accept, give, ac-
cept, give—and sometimes hide in the 
basement when the sirens go off.” 

A few minutes later, we heard the 
unmistakable warning of an air raid. 
Volunteers who had been sorting sup-
plies hastened inside and closed the 
steel door. I sat on a couch next to Nizh-
nik-Zaichenko, listening to the muf-

fled booms. “Of course this is scary,” 
she said. “During the Donbas war, we 
didn’t have to worry about missiles or 
heavy artillery reaching the city.” She 
could finish her volunteer work and go 
home for a shower and a quiet night’s 
sleep. “Now there is no such peaceful 
place,” she said. She felt Kyiv empty-
ing out. “The scariest thing to imag-
ine is Russian rule in Kyiv, making us 
submit to them as if we’re just another 
region in the Russian Federation. That’s 
the only thing that could make me con-
sider leaving—if I manage to survive, 
of course.” 

Putin, after more than twenty years 
in power, seems to have committed a 
grave error of projection. The Russian 
state he has built is a vertical machine, 
distant from those it rules, and respon-
sive to those at the top. Ukraine is home 
to a messy, vibrant society, with years 
of experience in horizontal organiza-
tion. I found myself mystified, as did 
just about anyone I spoke to in Kyiv, 
about what Putin thought would hap-
pen even if he seized the capital and 
unseated Zelensky. Did he expect peo-
ple to just go along with it?   

The sense of purpose and solidarity 
among Ukrainians was in sharp con-
trast to the apparently demoralized state 
of many of the Russian soldiers sent 
into the fight. From interrogations of 
those who had been captured, a com-
mon theme emerged; namely, none of 
their commanding officers bothered to 
explain the purpose of their mission. 
Perhaps because no one had told them, 
either. Reports surfaced of Russian sol-
diers abandoning their tanks and ar-
mored vehicles and walking into the 
woods. At a press conference in Kyiv, 
a man described as a captured Russian 
officer, addressing the Ukrainian peo-
ple, said, “If you can find it in yourself 
to forgive us, please do. If not, God, 
well, we’ll accept that, as we should.”

Billboards around Kyiv castigated 
the Russian troops. “Russian soldier, 
stop! How can you look your children 
in the eye!” one read. Another admon-
ished, “Don’t take a life on behalf of 
Putin! Return home with a clean con-
science.” Some were still more blunt: 
“Russian soldier, go fuck yourself !” 
Though addressed to the invading 
forces, the taglines seemed to boost 
morale among the Ukrainians them-

selves. The billboards were also a tes-
tament to the fratricidal nature of the 
war. In land invasions, the aggressor 
rarely shares a language, not to men-
tion a culture and a history, with the 
defending side.

As the days wore on, soldiers guard-
ing the checkpoints became less jittery. 
Shops were restocked with food, and 
the lines shrank considerably. The streets 
were cleaned; even trash pickup started 
again. Andrii Hrushchynskyi, the head 
of Kyivspetstrans, the firm responsible 
for collecting seventy per cent of the 
city’s refuse, told me that sixteen of the 
company’s thirty trucks were in service. 
(Several of the others were positioned 
as roadblocks at major entrances to the 
city.) His main problem was losing em-
ployees to the Army or the Territorial 
Defense Forces. “My guys want to rush 
into battle,” Hrushchynskyi said. “I tell 
them that anyone can stand at a check-
point with a gun, but collecting trash 
isn’t for everybody.”  

Later that day, I stopped by Dubler, 
a stylish café co-owned by a local ar-
chitect named Slava Balbek. It had 
been closed for days, but I found a 
dozen young people seated around a 
long wooden table f inishing a late 
breakfast. Balbek was conducting a 
planning meeting with volunteers. He 
had turned the café into a nonprofit 
kitchen and delivery hub, sending meals 
to Territorial Defense units, hospitals, 
and anyone else left behind. “I went 
straightaway to my local military-re-
cruitment depot, but they told me they 
were already full”—in the first ten days 
of the war, a hundred thousand peo-
ple reportedly enlisted in the volun-
teer forces—“so I thought, O.K., how 
else can I be helpful,” Balbek, who is 
thirty-eight, and an amateur triathlete, 
told me. “I’m a good trouble-shooter, 
and if you leave out the particular hor-
rors of war, this is basically organiza-
tional work. You need strong nerves 
and cold reason.” 

Balbek receives calls all the time: a 
restaurant owner phoned to say he had 
three hundred kilograms of food to  
donate if someone could pick it up;  
another contact was able to provide  
thousands of plastic takeout contain-
ers. Balbek and his team are now de-
livering ten thousand meals a day. “In 
any organization, the most important 
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thing is a shared idea,” he said. “And if 
nothing else we have that—a common 
enemy and a need to help defeat it.”

A crude military logic underpinned 
Putin’s decision to invade. He and 

the paranoid coterie of security officials 
around him believed that Ukraine had 
become the instrument of an ever-
expanding West. Even if Ukraine didn’t 
formally join NATO, it was receiving 
weapons and military training from 
NATO countries. With time, perhaps this 
support could amount to a kind of back-
door NATO membership. If Putin saw 
U.S. missile-defense systems in Poland 
and Romania as a danger, the prospect 
of them in Ukraine may have felt exis-
tential. Better to strike while Russia re-
tained the military advantage, and use 
that force to refashion Ukraine’s poli-
tics—and foreign policy—to accord with 
his vision of Russia’s security interests. 

But there was also an element of his-
torical messianism in Putin’s thinking, 
a pseudo-philosophical strain that ran 
far deeper than concerns over Western 
armaments. In July, he published a six-
thousand-word treatise in which he pro-
claimed Russians and Ukrainians to be 
“one people,” but with a clear hierar-
chy: Ukraine’s rightful place was under 
the protection and imperial care of Rus-
sia, not led astray—politically, militar-
ily, culturally—by the West. “I am con-
fident that true sovereignty of Ukraine 
is possible only in partnership with Rus-
sia,” he wrote. Only by acting now to 
rejoin the two peoples, as they were 
meant to be, could Putin prevent Ukraine 
from becoming irreparably European 
or even, for that matter, Ukrainian. Be-
cause once that happened it would be 
too late: Russia would indeed be occu-
pying a foreign land. 

The indiscriminate bombing of 

Ukrainian cities, unsurprisingly, achieved 
the opposite effect. Residential districts 
in Kharkiv were hit with cluster muni-
tions, killing people as they walked 
home from the grocery store. In Cherni-
hiv, a Russian plane dropped a series of 
unguided aerial bombs—including one 
that weighed an estimated thousand 
pounds—killing at least forty-seven. 
On March 9th, a Russian air strike in 
Mariupol, a city with a predominantly 
Russian-speaking population, demol-
ished a hospital’s maternity ward, leav-
ing pregnant women to scramble out 
of the burnt wreckage. “It’s brutal,” Za-
gorodnyuk said. “They want to create 
panic and terror, to demoralize the pop-
ulation and break their will to fight. 
But that won’t work with Ukrainians.” 

The question, then, is how much 
longer Putin can continue the cam-
paign. For all the inefficiencies and out-
right bumbling of the first two weeks, 

Civilians dodged mortar fire as they tried to escape the Russian advance on Irpin, in March.
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Russia, with an annual military budget 
more than seven times larger than 
Ukraine’s, enjoys a formidable advan-
tage in terms of brute military might. 
Ukraine, for its part, has lost ground in 
the south and east of the country, but 
managed to hold off the bulk of Rus-
sia’s invasion force. It has relied on a 
combination of battle-hardened troops 
who have been fighting since 2014, anti-
tank and anti-aircraft missiles supplied 
by the West, and, perhaps no less im-
portant, the moral determination to 
expel an invading force. 

The spirit of the country’s resistance 
has been exemplified by its President. 
Before the war began, Zelensky was 
struggling. His inability to uproot cor-
ruption and government inefficiency, 
and his failure to resolve the conflict 
in the east, had eroded his popularity. 
But once the war began he called on 
his experience as an actor, revealed a 
deft feel for the national psyche, and 
attained almost mythic status. In a  
series of short, defiant speeches that 
quickly went viral on social media, he 
appeared at once approachable—un-
shaven, in olive-green T-shirts and 
warmup jackets, carrying his own chair 
into a press conference—and coolly he-
roic. With Russia evidently hunting 
him down (there had reportedly been 

three foiled assassination attempts on 
him), his presence in the capital felt 
imbued with bravery, the opposite of 
what Putin likely expected. 

One popular video began with the 
camera looking out a window on a 
nighttime scene in Kyiv. Zelensky came 
into the frame, walking down a hall-
way toward his office in the Presiden-
tial suite, evidence that he was still in 
Kyiv, still at work. “I’m not hiding, and 
I’m not afraid of anyone,” he said. The 
next morning, he stepped outside to 
enjoy a moment of early spring: “Ev-
erything is fine. We will overcome.” As 
the Russian campaign turned more grim, 
so did Zelensky’s mood. “We will find 
every bastard who shot at our cities, our 
people, who bombed our land, who 
launched rockets,” he said, on March 
6th. “There will be no quiet place on 
earth for you. Except for the grave.” 

One afternoon, I visited an outpost 
of the Territorial Defense Forces, in 
Kyiv’s government district, a hilly en-
clave of cobblestoned streets that houses 
Ukraine’s parliament and Presidential-
administration offices. When my car 
pulled up, a group of Ukrainian sol-
diers formed a semicircle around it, 
their rifles drawn. 

In a nearby building, a hall for gov-
ernment officials, which had a colon-

naded ballroom and heavy drapes, I 
was greeted by Evgeny, the outpost’s 
commander. He had a slight frame, a 
graying beard, and the coiled energy 
of a man familiar with combat. Evgeny 
was from the Russian city of Maykop, 
in the North Caucasus. His first war 
was in Afghanistan, in the eighties, 
where he fought as a young Soviet con-
script. Two decades ago, he moved to 
Kyiv and worked in construction. When 
the Donbas war started, he joined a 
pro-Ukrainian battalion—his second 
war, as he put it. Since 2015, he had 
worked as an adviser to Ukraine’s de-
fense ministry and overseen humani-
tarian programs, including prisoner ex-
changes. On the second day of Russia’s 
invasion, he picked up his rifle and as-
sembled a number of other veterans, 
as well as like-minded friends and ac-
quaintances, including his son-in-law, 
to form a Territorial Defense unit—
his third war.

Evgeny said that he had been moved 
to fight for Ukraine after the Maidan 
protests, which toppled the Russian-
backed President Viktor Yanukovych, 
in 2014. “Ukraine experienced some-
thing like liberation, like a chicken 
being born, breaking out of its egg,” he 
said. But, he went on, “over that same 
time, nothing was born in Russia.” The 
state of mind is largely the same as it 
was, he told me. “As the master says, 
so be it.” 

There hadn’t been much fighting in-
side the government quarter. Every day 
brought a new report of Russian mer-
cenaries or Chechen paramilitaries being 
sent to storm Kyiv and kill Zelensky, 
but it was hard to tell what was true 
and what was information warfare. “At 
the moment, things are very calm here,” 
Evgeny said, even as the building shook 
from distant artillery fire. “But later they 
could be very not calm.” He spoke about 
his unit ’s role protecting Zelensky, 
among other targets. “The President is 
a symbol,” he said. “By defending him, 
we defend the country.” 

Evgeny believed that Ukrainians 
maintained a certain advantage. “We 
are fighting with our wives, daughters, 
sons at our backs,” he said. “They have 
no one.” It sounded like wishful think-
ing, but Evgeny recalled his childhood 
in the Caucasus. “However much we 
curse the Russians, they still have some-

“I’m so busy I have to eat lunch at my desk.”

• •



THE NEW YORKER, MARCH 21, 2022	 31

thing human inside of them,” he said. 
“When they see that people—old peo-
ple, women, children—are coming out 
of their homes and blocking the streets 
in towns they’ve captured, maybe some 
of them will stop and think. Maybe 
some of them will even turn around.”  

In the days that followed, Russia’s 
military assault grew more punitive, 

with civilian areas increasingly being 
targeted. If a quick victory over Ukraine’s 
armed forces wasn’t possible, then the 
country’s people would be made to suf-
fer. In Kharkiv, the campaign looked 
at once like a form of punishment—
the Kremlin probably assumed that the 
city, less than thirty miles from the Rus-
sian border, would not resist a Russian 
intervention—and like a warning, above 
all to Kyiv. See what can happen if you 
don’t give in. 

Kherson, home to a strategic port 
with access to the Black Sea, was the 
first major Ukrainian city to fall. Rus-
sian forces imposed a curfew and im-
peded the arrival of food and other sup-
plies from elsewhere in Ukraine. Trucks 
of humanitarian aid were brought in 
from Krasnodar, in southern Russia, a 
Kherson resident, who asked to remain 
anonymous, told me: “They thought 
we’d rush to grab their canned meat, 
but no one showed up.” Pro-Ukrainian 
demonstrations have been held regu-
larly in Kherson’s central square, draw-
ing thousands of people, chanting, “Go 
home, while you’re still alive!” and 
“Shame!” At one point, Russian troops 
fired into the air to quell a crowd, but 
for the most part they have looked on 
in wary silence. “As soon as the war 
started, even those who felt some af-
fection for Russia switched to pure ag-
gression,” Konstantin Ryzhenko, a local 
journalist, told me. “There’s just no sce-
nario at this point in which Kherson 
will willingly join Russia. They thought 
we’d go along with it. Now that they 
realize that’s not possible, they don’t 
know what to do.”

Since the start of the war, as many 
as two million Ukrainians have left the 
country, out of a population of more 
than forty million. The exodus has been 
called the fastest-moving European 
migration since the Second World War. 
Last week, in Kyiv’s central train sta-
tion, families crowded up against the 

departures board, searching for trains 
to literally anywhere. Children cried; 
exhausted spouses shouted at each other. 
The state railway service organized 
evacuation trains heading west, prior-
itizing women and children. Every time 
a train rolled up to a platform, a crowd 
formed, waiting for the doors to open, 
then people pushed their way inside, 
often without knowing where the train 
was headed. A woman told me of trav-
elling in a compartment meant for four 
people that held twenty-six. 

I set off from Kyiv by car, following 
back roads to Lviv, western Ukraine’s 
largest city and a major hub for dis-
placed people fleeing the country. The 
main highway had grown so clogged 
that a team of Times reporters recently 
got stuck along the route and had to 
spend the night in a village kindergar-
ten. From Lviv, many families are press-
ing on to the Polish border, more than 
forty miles away. Once there, it can 
take days to cross, with people sleep-
ing in their cars or even by the side of 
the road as they wait. 

Galina Kalinina, from Shchastia, had 
also ended up in Lviv. Once I got to 
town, I went to see her at a donation 
center where she was volunteering. The 
coördinator, a landscape-design instruc-
tor named Maria Bogomolova, told me 
of a family that had just arrived from 
Irpin, in the Kyiv suburbs, where Rus-
sian shelling had targeted a bridge that 
civilians were using to evacuate, killing 

at least four. The family had spent sev-
eral days in a bomb shelter. A five-year-
old boy arrived without socks. “What 
they had on when they fled is what they 
showed up in,” Bogomolova said. The 
boy had stopped talking. 

Kalinina was sorting winter coats. 
She told me that, on the first morning 
of the war, as missiles fell across the 
country, Shchastia came under attack: 
“I woke up to hear shelling, machine-
gun fire, Grads—they were firing it 

all.” She had already planned to evac-
uate. Her bag was packed. By 8 A.M., 
she was on the road with a friend, but 
her husband didn’t want to leave. “He 
says he likes it at home, everything will 
be normal,” she said. “I told him, ‘How 
can this be normal?’” 

Kalinina had intended to reach 
Kharkiv, where her son and daughter 
live, but she heard that the city was 
under heavy bombardment, with Rus-
sian tanks approaching. She and her 
friend drove on to Kyiv. Kalinina even-
tually got through to her son. His 
building had been struck—his apart-
ment was now burnt rubble—but he 
had been in a bomb shelter at the time. 
Kyiv was getting hit, too. “We quickly 
saw it wasn’t safe there, either—bomb-
ing, bombing, bombing,” she said.  
Finally, they made it to Lviv, where 
Kalinina was grateful to find volun-
teer work. “Better than sitting around 
reading the news and going crazy,” 
she told me. 

Phone service in Shchastia had 
ceased days earlier, and she hadn’t been 
able to reach her husband. When she 
got to Lviv, she went for a haircut and 
started to sob in the salon chair. “I was 
crying for Shchastia, and for my hus-
band, and for the life I had,” she said. 
“I have this dream that I’ll come back 
to Shchastia riding a tank, waving a 
Ukrainian f lag.” After a pause, she 
added, “But I understand that I have 
fairly rosy expectations.”

I called Serhiy Haidai, the regional 
governor in Luhansk, who said that 
Russian troops had reached the out-
skirts of Sievierodonetsk and were 
lobbing artillery shells into the city. 
They had destroyed the roof of a kin-
dergarten. He also told me, “Shchas-
tia in the form you saw it no longer 
exists.” Eighty per cent of the build-
ings were damaged or destroyed. And, 
he added, “It’s occupied.” 

War has split Shchastia yet again. 
Dunets, the civil-military-administra-
tion head, was recalled back to the 
Ukrainian Army, and is fighting with 
the 128th Brigade. Tyurin, his deputy, 
stayed on in the city administration, 
albeit under a new flag. Haidai told me 
that agents from the F.S.B., the Rus-
sian security service, had called to offer 
him a chance to switch sides. “I told 
them to fuck off,” he said. 



W
hen the Polish photographer Rafał 
Milach took these pictures, on his 
country’s eastern border, the war in 

Ukraine was less than a week old. During that 
week, nearly a million people fled Ukraine, half 
a million of them escaping to Poland. (Both 
numbers have since doubled.) It was freezing 
along the border. Before refugees crossed to 
safety, they endured delays of many hours, or 
even a few days: in cars, in trains, on foot. The 
first quality that stands out in these portraits 
is the exhaustion in people’s faces. The muted 
colors in the background—the pewter sky, the 
drab pastel walls, the dead white of the bus—
seem to sympathize. 

I witnessed Milach at work, and was struck 
by how long he talked with each refugee be-
fore taking a photograph. He wanted to hear 
their stories. “What can you do when a grown 
man starts to cry in front of you?” he said to 
me. “What can you do when people tell you 
how they had to abandon their homes and their 
relatives overnight? I can listen. I can docu-
ment it—to remember, so the images and words 
can resonate long after this nightmare is over.”

Despite the heartrending situation, these pho-
tographs are full of life. There is sadness in them, 
but also defiance. The man in the blue jacket is 
Sher Alkroi, a Syrian citizen. He left his native 
country in 1996, and ended up in Ukraine, where 
he owns a furniture business. Alkroi fled his 
home, in Kharkiv, near the Russian border, when 
fighting began. He told Milach, “We didn’t take 
anything—the children, that’s it. We didn’t take 
any money—the banks were closing, we could 
not withdraw money, our money was left in the 
office. We do not have anything, we left. We 
have enough money only for gas.”

What will Alkroi do next? He didn’t know. 
Perhaps he would go to Germany, perhaps 
Norway. All he desired was peace. In Syria, he 
noted, “there is also a war.” 

Cell phones feature in several shots. We are 
all attached to our devices, but the refugees I 
met clung to them, for they are a lifeline to 
news from home—and to ideas about where 
to go next. If the exodus from the war in 
Ukraine sometimes feels like a crisis ripped 
from the pages of twentieth-century history, 
it is also a distinctly modern one. Refugees 
are continually consuming social-media con-
tent about the conflict they are fleeing. They 
navigate their upheaval by using Telegram 
channels that tell them where the shortest 
lines are, which agencies might help them, or 
how to get a bed for the night. Technology 
allows them to share advice, support, and love 
in real time. 

I was not surprised to see pets at the border, 
along with other cuddly animals. A Ukrainian 
medical student I met in a Polish railway sta-
tion told me that, in her haste, she’d packed 
only one nonessential item: a Teddy bear. Many 
kids seem to have had the same idea. Milach’s 
photograph of a girl clutching a giant stuffed 
shark while her anxious, bleary-eyed mother 
makes a call captures the essence of the refu-
gee experience: ordinary people, their lives vi-
olently upended, grabbing on to comfort. 

The mother on the phone, Maryna Klimova, 
told Milach that she planned to return to 
Ukraine, alone, and join the resistance. “I am 
here because of her,” she said of her daughter, 
who is eleven. “My daughter comes first. But 
when she will be safe, I can help.” Klimova 
knew of “a very safe space for my child in Mu-
nich.” Then she would go back “to help our 
people—they need a lot of help.” Klimova is 
an actor. Were it not for the Russian invasion, 
she said, she would now be in Kyiv, in a the-
atre on the Dnieper’s left bank, performing in 
a staging of Homer’s Odyssey.

—Ed Caesar

A bus carrying refugees arrives near the Polish village of Korczowa. Since the start of the  
invasion, more than two million people have fled Ukraine, about half of them to Poland.

PORTFOLIO

DESTINATIONS UNKNOWN
At the Polish border, Ukrainians fleeing the invasion weigh their next moves.

PHOTOGRAPHS BY RAFAL– MILACH
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Above: Tatiana Koliohlo, who travelled to the border with her husband and children,  
was moved by the support of the Polish people. “Real friends always make themselves  
known during hard times,” she said. Opposite: Nineteen-year-old Mariana Tarkot  
and her daughter, Angelina, crossed into Poland to be with family. 
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In the Polish border city of Przemyśl, a temporary shelter has been established in the gymnasium of a local school.
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Above: Nine-year-old Max travelled with his parents from Kharkiv to Lviv, an eighteen-
hour journey by train. Opposite: Maryna Klimova, who left Kyiv on the second day of 
bombing, initially struggled to reach loved ones. “Now I know that they are O.K.,” she said. 
“Now we have our groups on Telegram, on Facebook.”
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Above: Oksana was overwhelmed by what she witnessed on her journey to the Polish  
village of Medyka: “Soon, there will be no world.” Opposite: Sher Alkroi fled Kharkiv  
with his family. “I do not have a plan about where to go,” he said. “I don’t know if  
this will finish in a month, or two, or three.” 
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In 2018, Donald Trump’s Department of Justice launched the China Initiative, to combat espionage. Franklin Tao was the first ac
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A REPORTER AT LARGE

DANGEROUS MINDS
The government hunted Chinese spies on campuses. Did it go too far?

BY GIDEON LEWIS-KRAUS

o was the first academic arrested.

ILLUSTRATION BY JUN CEN

I
n late August of 2019, Franklin Tao, 
a forty-seven-year-old chemistry 
professor at the University of Kan-

sas, departed China with just enough 
time to make it home for the fall se-
mester. Tao is short, with a high fore-
head and a spiky hairline that give him 
the cautiously inquisitive appearance 
of a hedgehog. He had spent the spring 
and summer tending to his ailing 
mother in China’s interior, and visiting 
collaborators at Fuzhou University, on 
the country’s coast. Tao’s wife, Hong 
Peng, had booked his return trip to the 
United States, and, in the interest of 
thrift, had arranged an itinerary of al-
most unfeasible complexity. Tao flew 
from Fuzhou to Beijing, then to To-
kyo’s Haneda airport, and only then re-
alized that his connection to Chicago 
left from Narita airport, fifty miles away. 
Tao hailed a taxi and instructed the 
driver to hurry, but at the destination 
his credit card was rejected. The driver 
escorted him to an A.T.M., but his 
bank card was also declined. Tao pro-
duced a business card and promised 
that he would settle his account some-
how. To his astonishment, he told me 
recently, the driver agreed. He felt lucky 
that he wasn’t in China, where an un-
trusting cabbie would likely have taken 
him directly to the police, who weren’t 
known for their forbearance.

Tao was the last passenger to ap-
proach the jetway, and his boarding pass 
was given an extra check by a muscular 
man in uniform. While he was in the 
air, Peng dropped off their fourteen-
year-old twins for their first day at Free 
State High School. She then returned 
to the family’s new home, a modest, 
greenish four-bedroom with brick trim 
in a mazy subdivision of Lawrence, Kan-
sas, to study for her medical boards. 
Peng had been trained as a radiologist 
in China, but her husband’s all-consum-
ing work had been cause to delay her 
American licensure. For the past seven-

teen years, she had worked as an imag-
ing technician; patients often told her 
that she would make a good doctor. 

Around nine o’clock, Peng heard a 
knock on the door, which she opened 
to find a phalanx of F.B.I. agents, their 
cars and mobile-lab vans bottlenecked 
in the leafy cul-de-sac. They produced 
a search warrant, telling her only that it 
had something to do with her husband. 
She invited them in, confident that there 
was some misunderstanding. Her first 
thought was to reschedule a handyman’s 
visit, which, under the circumstances, 
would have been embarrassing. The ob-
jects she had just unpacked—commem-
orative plates, neglected cacti—were re-
moved from shelves and left in disarray; 
sealed boxes were torn open. The F.B.I. 
agents took everything with Chinese 
characters on it, including a souvenir 
from the prestigious Fudan University. 
Peng could see, through the windows, 
her new neighbors gathering to watch.

A few hours later, Tao deplaned in 
Chicago and was greeted by two agents 
from the Department of Homeland Se-
curity, who diverted him for question-
ing. What was the purpose of his travel 
to China? To care for his mother, who 
in recent months had twice attempted 
suicide. Was he travelling with cash? 
About sixty dollars. Had he ever trav-
elled to Iraq, Yemen, Sudan, or Syria? 
No. His bags were searched before he 
was released. His flight to Kansas wasn’t 
until the next morning, so he spent that 
night in the airport to save money. “This 
was normal for my life,” he told me.

Tao hoped that his ordeal was over. 
The phone he carried was Chinese—
like many visitors, he hadn’t taken his 
U.S. mobile to China—and didn’t get 
service in America. It wasn’t until Peng 
met him at the airport in Kansas City 
that he got a full account of the F.B.I. 
intrusion. He had been awake for three 
days straight, and merely glanced at  
his home’s disorder before retiring to 
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bed. He was awoken by the arrival of 
federal agents, who handcuffed him. 
Other agents, he said, covered the rear 
exits. Disoriented, he hardly knew how 
to protest. As he was hauled to the car, 
he called out to Peng, “I’ve made such 
a contribution to K.U. How could they 
treat me like this?”

Tao was arrested under a program 
called the China Initiative, begun by 
Donald Trump’s Department of Justice 
in 2018 to combat Chinese espionage. 
According to Jeff Sessions, the Attor-
ney General who launched the Initia-
tive, China had designs on American 
scientific prowess, and was running mis-
sions against targets “like research labs 
and universities.” In the summer of 2019, 
an F.B.I. agent told a magistrate judge 
that the Bureau had received tips from 
multiple sources that fingered Tao as  
an instrument of the Chinese state.  
The evidence suggested that Tao had 
concealed an affiliation with a talent-
recruitment program in China, which 
had secured him a shadow post at Fu-
zhou University. Tao was indicted for 
having failed to disclose his Chinese 
ties, but to the prosecutors he was a 
clandestine agent who got off easy. Tony 
Mattivi, then an Assistant U.S. Attor-
ney in Kansas, told me that the arrest 
had put an end to an ongoing intelli-
gence operation: “We disrupted the 
transfer of American intellectual prop-
erty to China by discontinuing Dr. Tao’s 
ability to transfer that information.”

When the F.B.I. left, one of Peng’s 
new neighbors enfolded her in an unex-
pected embrace and said, “You know your 
husband.” Peng could barely keep her-
self together. She hadn’t had time to cook 
for her children, who were at soccer and 
tennis practice, so she went to a Burger 
King drive-through, but forgot to pick 
up the food before driving away. She did, 
however, summon the presence of mind 
to contact a colleague of Tao’s in Japan, 
who paid the taxi-driver.

At the local jail, a technician taking 
Tao’s prints noted that there was some-
thing strange about his fingertips, as if 
they had been intentionally disfigured 
by cross-hatching. Tao repeatedly asked 
to call his wife, he said, but the officers 
acted as if they couldn’t understand his 
English. Peng prepared to post the deed 
to their new home as collateral, and to 
surrender her naturalization certificate 

and the American passports of her chil-
dren, but Tao was denied bail. Mattivi 
claimed that he presented a flight risk. 
After the hearing, Tao was returned to 
his cell, where the prisoner in the ad-
jacent cell looked him over. “I just saw 
you on TV,” he said. “You’re a K.U. pro-
fessor, and a spy for China.”

There is a long-standing conflict be-
tween scientists, who see them-

selves as citizens of a cosmopolitan re-
public of unrestricted inquiry, and the 
state, which is likelier to assign a prop-
erty value to knowledge. Benjamin 
Franklin held that “science must be an 
international pursuit” in service of the 
“improvement of humanity’s estate.” 
He never sought to monetize his in-
ventions, and shared the fruits of his 
research with friends and rivals alike. 
But what looked to some like the mag-
nanimous diffusion of progress looked 
to others like theft. During the Indus-
trial Revolution, Britain declared the 
emigration of skilled artisans and the 
export of specialized machinery trea-
sonous. Alexander Hamilton, unim-
pressed, paid bounties to anyone who 
could deliver British manufacturing se-
crets, and espionage drove the growth 
of the American textile industry.

Since then, it has been largely taken 
for granted that developing nations will 
find a way to free-ride on the novelties 
of their more advanced peers. Scholars 
of international relations call this the 

“advantage of backwardness,” and it 
hasn’t always been considered a bad 
thing. In the period between the World 
Wars, when the Soviet Union industri-
alized, American companies sent thou-
sands of engineers to assist; in 1929, the 
Ford Motor Company provided for the 
reproduction of an entire factory, and 
supplied technical personnel to help the 
Soviets get it running. The U.S. gov-
ernment’s attitude was that such gen-
erosity was none of its business.

The Second World War made this 
mood of permissiveness obsolete. In 
1950, Klaus Fuchs, a German physicist 
who contributed to the Manhattan Proj-
ect, was arrested for sharing sensitive 
information with the Soviets; his be-
trayal allowed Joseph Stalin to learn 
about the atomic bomb before Harry 
Truman did. By 1953, more than half of 
all research in the U.S. was federally 
backed, and ninety per cent of the fund-
ing flowed from the Pentagon. With 
the money came unprecedented secrecy 
regulations and loyalty oaths. John Krige, 
a historian of science and technology, 
told me that academics accepted the 
compromise: “They were willing to sac-
rifice a certain amount of freedom to 
publish as long as the spigot was open.”

There was, however, collateral dam-
age. As the historian Mario Daniels re-
cently wrote, “In such a chilly environ-
ment, scientific internationalism appeared 
highly suspicious, as did the leftist po-
litical leanings that were its frequent 
bedfellows.” After the war, J. Robert Op-
penheimer, who had presided over the 
Manhattan Project, expressed reserva-
tions about the development of the hy-
drogen bomb. His enemies, referring to 
his associations with the Communist 
Party, accused him of being a spy. Pres-
ident Eisenhower, unconvinced, none-
theless ordered a “blank wall” erected 
between Oppenheimer and any nuclear 
secrets, and his scientific career was ef-
fectively put to rest.

Private companies were still gener-
ally left to their own devices. But in 
1996 Bill Clinton signed the Economic 
Espionage Act, making the theft of 
trade secrets—an active pursuit of at 
least two dozen countries—a federal 
crime. The law was most proximately 
motivated by anxiety about Japan’s tech-
nological prosperity; according to one 
account, Japanese industrial spies oc-
cupied two complete floors of a Man-
hattan skyscraper. (The law also justi-
fied the continued allocation of resources 
to the intelligence community in the 
absence of an ideological adversary.) 
After this, the economic competitive-
ness of domestic firms was sacralized 
as a national-security priority.

By 2009, when the F.B.I. dedicated 
a new unit to economic espionage, con-
cerns were focussed on China. In 2014, 
the Department of Justice indicted five 
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members of China’s People’s Libera-
tion Army—hackers with aliases like 
UglyGorilla and KandyGoo—for in-
dustrial cyberattacks. The next year, Xi 
Jinping unveiled the Made in China 
2025 plan, which identified a catalogue 
of technologies that was broadly un-
derstood to represent an international 
shopping list. The consequences—for 
defense, economic competitiveness, and 
human rights—were potentially grave, 
and the Obama Administration’s atti-
tude hardened in response. To educate 
the public, the F.B.I. produced a 
threat-awareness film, “The Company 
Man,” which renders the apparently 
true story of an engineer tempted by 
Chinese bribery in the style of after-
school drama; one expects it to end with 
the Chinese criminals’ being forced to 
smoke the entire pack of cigarettes.

When Trump came to power, he was 
quick to ring the alarm about China, 
which he said was “raping our country.” 
In November, 2018, Sessions held a press 
conference to announce the China Ini-
tiative. Our innovations, he said, “can 
be stolen by computer hackers or car-
ried out the door by an employee in a 
matter of minutes.” As a showpiece, 
Sessions—who would be fired by Trump 
six days later—unveiled an indictment 
alleging that spies had targeted an 
Idaho-based maker of semiconductors. 
This was the first such program to be 
dedicated to the actions of a single coun-
try. Trump reportedly said at the time, 
of people from China, “Almost every 
student that comes over to this coun-
try is a spy.” Tao was the first academic 
arrested under the Initiative.

Franklin Tao was born Tao Feng in 
1971, in a mountain village on the 

Yangtze River. The child of subsistence 
farmers, he often had little more to eat 
than cornmeal mixed with water. “The 
older men in my family were tall, but 
childhood malnutrition stunted my 
growth,” he told me. While his mother 
worked in the fields, he stood on a rick-
ety stool to chop vegetables, and his 
fingertips were soon etched with scars. 
In middle school, his science teacher 
told him that one could make anything 
using chemistry, including medicine, 
but what particularly captivated his 
imagination was the idea that food could 
be created with only yeast.

Tao was the first student at his high 
school in three years to pass the na-
tional college-entrance exam, and he 
attended college in Chongqing. “I read 
my textbooks and saw that most things 
had been discovered by scientists in the 
Western world,” he told me. “I wanted 
to study with the people who invented 
and discovered these things.” In 2002, 
months after he and Peng married, the 
couple moved to Princeton, New Jer-
sey, for his doctorate. His adviser, Ste-
ven Bernasek, told me that Tao was “an 
incredible student, one of the very best 
I’ve ever worked with—very creative, 
very hardworking, filled with ideas.” 
Tao never missed a day in the lab, and 
in four years completed a formidable 
dissertation and published fifteen pa-
pers. He felt free and happy. When the 
couple’s twins—a girl and a boy—were 
born, they were both named, with re-
spectively gendered variations, after Ber-
nasek; upon each was bestowed the 
middle name Princeton.

Tao studies an arcane subfield of 
chemistry that focusses on how chem-
icals react on the surfaces of substances. 
As a postdoc at Berkeley, he learned to 
use a technique called ambient-pres-
sure X-ray photoelectron spectroscopy, 
which allows for precise analyses of 
these reactions; though AP-XPS ex-
periments involve highly constrained, 

artificial conditions, the resulting the-
oretical insights may eventually provide 
a basis for the development of clean-
energy sources. The work was fiend-
ishly difficult, but Tao found solace in 
Christianity, later rechristening himself 
Franklin, after the church in which he 
was baptized. Peng, who kept deferring 
her own professional ambitions, told 
me, “He should not have married me 
but married science.” 

In 2010, Tao entered the job market. 
He was offered a fellowship at Oak 
Ridge National Laboratory, historically 
home to a range of classified research, 
and cleared a background check, but 
ultimately decided that he preferred a 
university environment. He was invited 
to interview at M.I.T., but before he 
could travel to Cambridge he received 
a take-it-or-leave-it offer from Notre 
Dame. The university promised to pur-
chase him an AP-XPS machine—a 
room-size collection of dials, hoses, and 
domes that looks like a child’s retro-
futuristic notion of a time-travel de-
vice—to support his experimental pro-
gram, and he accepted. Before long, he 
received a prestigious grant from the 
National Science Foundation for about 
six hundred thousand dollars and an-
other from the Department of Energy.

After four years, Tao was lured by a 
friend to the University of Kansas to help 

“When are you going to realize you’re not the only being in the universe?”

• •



build a new program there. Kansas was 
not quite what he had envisioned—the 
lost M.I.T. interview was never far from 
his mind—but he would be hired with 
tenure. In August of 2014, Tao, his fam-
ily, and more than a million dollars of 
federal grant money moved to Lawrence. 
In the meantime, his friend had second 
thoughts, and left Tao to build the new 
program alone. During Tao’s first semes-
ter of teaching, his father’s health dete-
riorated. He made the four-day journey 
home, and when he returned after his 
father’s funeral, a month later, student 
complaints about his absence had been 
registered in his file.

Two years later, Tao was passed over 
for an anticipated promotion. He found 
this baffling. He published about fif-
teen papers per year, most of them in 
his field’s top journals; in his estima-
tion, he produced a quarter of his de-
partment’s output. But he wasn’t a 
schmoozer. One recent postdoc told 
me, “You saw other faculty members 
in the department go to lunch together 
and whatnot, but Franklin spent all  
his time working.” His lack of “soft 
skills,” as a former student delicately 
put it, made recruitment a challenge, 
and some researchers switched groups. 
The smartest of his American students, 
Tao noticed, preferred industry to schol-
arship, so he scouted for talent abroad. 

“Go to any research-university campus 
at 10 p.m. and knock on the door of a 
lab, and a lot of the researchers still 
working are going to be Asian,” he told 
me. In retrospect, Tao thinks that his 
single-minded ambition may have been 
his downfall. “We were encouraged to 
apply for grants from the funding agen-
cies, and I was very successful,” he said. 
“But if I’d just taught they couldn’t have 
charged me.”

The Trump Administration’s forays 
into academia, where the distinc-

tion between routine coöperation and 
impropriety can be nebulous, proved 
more troublesome than officials may 
have expected. The D.O.J. had been em-
boldened by the successful prosecution 
of more straightforward cases of indus-
trial espionage. In 2013, Xu Yanjun, a se-
nior operative in Jiangsu Province’s Min-
istry for State Security, reached out, 
under various aliases, to experts at Amer-
ican aerospace companies, offering them 
paid travel expenses and stipends to give 
presentations at Chinese universities. In 
2017, he narrowed in on an employee at 
G.E. Aviation, seeking information re-
lated to composite fan blades used in 
jet engines, which the Chinese had been 
unable to replicate. The employee con-
tacted the F.B.I., which instructed him 
to hand over dummy documents and 

eventually to arrange a meeting in Bel-
gium, where Xu was arrested. For the 
Administration, such activity was only 
the most visible aspect of a more sub-
merged menace. In 2018, Christopher 
Wray, the director of the F.B.I., testi-
fied before the Senate that China rep-
resented a “whole-of-society threat,” and 
that its intelligence efforts were now ex-
ploiting “nontraditional collectors—es-
pecially in the academic setting, whether 
it’s professors, scientists, students.”

China was indeed interested in an-
nexing the world’s research-and-devel-
opment base. In the nineties, it inau-
gurated a raft of “talent programs” 
designed to encourage Chinese re-
searchers to return from overseas posts. 
The prospect of repatriation apparently 
held little appeal, so subsequent pro-
grams allowed recipients, either Chi-
nese expats or Westerners, to maintain 
jobs elsewhere as long as they spent 
some time contributing to scientific in-
frastructure in China. The country spent 
lavishly—by one estimate, two trillion 
dollars in the past decade, more than 
its military budget—to subsidize sala-
ries, startup costs, and living expenses 
for scholars who might seed domestic 
programs with the newest techniques. 
For researchers, the benefits were ob-
vious: whereas American science fund-
ing had been relatively flat for three de-
cades, Chinese expenditures increased 
by an average of sixteen per cent every 
year. American universities had long 
been encouraging collaborations in 
China, which were not only productive 
but could be lucrative.

For those inclined to take a zero-sum 
view of our rivalry with China, the tal-
ent programs were easily construed as 
a hazard. If China could simply import 
basic research wholesale, it could de-
vote its own resources to breakthroughs 
that might have commercial or military 
applications. A former U.S. government 
official, who worked on these issues for 
various intelligence agencies, told me, 
“This was all a literal policy plan. Back 
in 2014, Xi Jinping said, ‘Our national 
power is going to be science and tech-
nology—that’s how we’re going to be 
a superpower, and we’re going to dis-
place the U.S.’ It’s not a global collab-
oration to further science.” He contin-
ued, “The idea is: ‘We’re going to set 
up a parallel lab at our institution to “I knew the indoor pool was too good to be true.”
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replicate the work you’re doing in the 
U.S. We’re going to place researchers 
at your parallel lab in China. You’re 
going to train them up in the U.S. so 
they can come back. You’re going to 
take the federally funded research at 
your facility and run it in China so we 
don’t have to pay for it.’”

Trump Administration off icials 
blamed American academics for being 
naïve collaborators, warning them in 
one F.B.I. memo that China “does not 
play by the same rules of academic in-
tegrity.” (The memo goes on to assert 
that the annual cost of stolen intellec-
tual property is “between $225 billion 
and $600 billion,” oft-repeated numbers 
that Mara Hvistendahl, in “The Scien-
tist and the Spy,” her account of Chi-
nese economic espionage directed at 
Monsanto, shows to be essentially made 
up.) Most of the examples provided 
were drawn from industry, and the par-
ticular campus peril was left vague. An-
drew Lelling, the former U.S. Attorney 
in Boston and one of the architects of 
the China Initiative, told me that the 
point was to encourage transparency: 
“The government was worried that there 
was a huge amount of collaboration with 
the Chinese that nobody knew about, 
and that was true!” F.B.I. agents toured 
American campuses to make their case, 
but the meetings often ended in mu-
tual incomprehension.

The academic skepticism was not 
unwarranted. Participation in a talent 
program is not illegal. Plenty of coun-
tries have similar incentives to encour-
age technological development, and  
scientific expertise is necessary to de-
termine what kinds of collaboration are 
improper. In 2015, the physicist Xiao-
xing Xi was arrested at gunpoint in front 
of his family for sending sensitive blue-
prints to Chinese colleagues; he faced 
eighty years in prison. It later came out 
that the F.B.I. hadn’t bothered to con-
sult anyone trained to read the blue-
prints, which were actually for some-
thing anodyne. Classif ied research 
occurs at national laboratories; most 
college professors couldn’t understand 
what their work—which was invariably 
destined for open publication—had to 
do with national security. “When the 
F.B.I. people left the room, everyone 
looked around at each other and said, 
‘They have no idea how science works,’” 

a former senior State Department of-
ficial told me. “ ‘We don’t have trade se-
crets and we don’t work on anything 
that’s classified.’”

University administrators could ig-
nore the F.B.I., but they couldn’t ignore 
major funders. In August of 2018, the 
National Institutes of Health sent more 
than ten thousand letters to academic 
institutions saying that it had reason to 
suspect that “systematic” attempts to 
steal intellectual property were under 
way, and advising them to pay atten-
tion to scientists who didn’t disclose 
foreign ties. Some letters mentioned 
individual scientists, whose names had 
been drawn from research papers where 
Chinese institutions were listed before 
American ones.

Shortly afterward, the F.B.I. inves-
tigated several Chinese researchers at 
M. D. Anderson Cancer Center, at the 
University of Texas. According to the 
N.I.H., one scientist had violated peer-
review confidentiality by forwarding 
grant proposals to colleagues in China. 
This, in theory, could allow biomedi-
cal patents to be filed in China before 
the U.S. Another offered to bring pro-
prietary DNA samples to collaborators 
in a Chinese lab, a clear example of ac-
ademic misconduct—though not one 
that had any bearing on state secrets. 
Federal prosecutors weren’t able to 
translate their misdeeds into actual 
crimes. Nevertheless, several doctors 
were fired. One epidemiologist, who 
had worked at the institute for two de-
cades and twice turned down Chinese 
talent programs, ended up back in 
China. The government seemed to have 
lost a sense of proportion. “They’re 
going after oncologists,” the former 
State Department official said. “We 
used to collaborate with the Chinese 
on a cure for cancer, and that was good, 
and now it’s . . . not good. And I’m not 
sure why.”

Tao’s professional ascent was 
thwarted by a brief encounter with 

a young scholar named Huimin Liu. 
In the spring of 2017, Tao received an 
e-mail from Liu, who was seeking a 
position in the U.S. Liu was from north-
ern China and had studied chemical 
engineering at Tsinghua University. She 
was currently on a fellowship at the 
University of Sydney, where, according 

to Tao, she had had a row with her ad-
viser. Tao, characteristically oblivious to 
any cause for interpersonal concern, of-
fered to sponsor Liu as a visiting scholar 
in Kansas. But before they met Tao 
wrote to Liu’s adviser in Sydney to rec-
ommend one of his own visiting schol-
ars, a woman identified in court docu-
ments as “X.Z.,” for a postdoc there. 
Liu feared that a conspiracy to replace 
her was afoot. She sent Tao a furious 
message that read, “I don’t covet things 
that don’t belong to me, but when some-
thing that belongs to me is snatched 
away my counterattack may be very 
strong and extreme.”

Tao was bewildered: “In academia, 
who would do things like this?” Still, 
in October, 2018, he welcomed Liu to 
his lab. In one of the few photographs 
of Liu that exist online, she has tousled 
bangs, arching eyebrows, and a half 
smile. She stayed for only three weeks 
before initiating her visa transfer to 
Berkeley, where she continued her re-
search. Tao’s other students told me 
that she kept to herself and made lit-
tle impression. For Tao, she was just 
another visitor passing through. (Liu 
did not respond to repeated requests 
for comment.)

As their manuscripts were being 
readied for publication, Liu began to 
feel that she was being slighted. In Feb-
ruary, 2019, she sent Tao an e-mail ar-
guing that, on a few major papers, she 
deserved substantially more credit than 
he’d given her. She seemed to think that 
Tao played favorites, advancing the ca-
reers of undeserving labmates at the ex-
pense of her own. She wrote, “In fact, 
this email was drafted about 3 weeks 
ago, I have tried my best to calm down 
and revise it by using peaceful words.” 
She reminded him that she was inclined 
to an extreme “counterattack.” Five days 
later, Tao replied, acceding to Liu’s de-
mands in several cases. The e-mail had 
a clinical tone; if Tao suspected that she 
had leverage over him, he gave no sign 
of it. In a case where Tao felt that an 
authorship credit was clearly not de-
served, he agreed to pay her for her 
time. In Liu’s response, she emphasized 
that his “improper action” had hurt her 
“badly.” She concluded, “You should 
feel lucky, I am merciful.”

In April, Liu wrote to Tao again, sug-
gesting that he had been responsible for 



48	 THE NEW YORKER, MARCH 21, 2022

the loss of her postdoc in Australia. He 
tried to offer whatever generic career 
assistance he could provide, but she re-
buffed him, saying that she wouldn’t 
“concede one inch of what should be 
mine.” Later that day, she made an un-
equivocal demand. “If you are not sure 
how much you should compensate me, 
I could suggest you a level. It should 
be in the level of millions of RMB. For 
example, 2 million RMB,” or about 
three hundred thousand dollars. She 
continued, “Do not consider it is too 
much. You ruined my future. Do not 
consider it is too much. It is also your 
future.” Tao felt that the claim was 
plainly false and a waste of his time. 
He assumed that the issue would soon 
blow over. “My husband spends all his 
time in the lab,” Peng told me. “He 
couldn’t fathom that there were such 
crazy people out there.”

A week later, Liu forwarded Tao an 
e-mail she had sent to the journal 
Chemical Reviews, claiming authorship 
misconduct. For the first time, Tao 
seemed to lose his composure. “What 
is the evidence you want to say that?” 
he wrote. “If you don’t have evidence 
for that, you will get a big trouble.” Tao 
and Peng didn’t think to contact any 
authorities. Liu was a young woman 
alone in a strange country, and, Peng 
told me, “we tried to empathize with 
her.” They felt relieved the following 
day when Tao received an e-mail from 
someone claiming to be Liu’s mother, 
who apologized on her daughter’s be-
half, affirming that Liu admired Tao 
and was grateful for the opportunity 
to work with him. “She has irritated 
you and caused so much trouble for 
you,” she wrote. “I am really sorry! I 
hope that you can be kind and forgive 
her.” Later, in the context of everything 
to come, one of Tao’s lawyers specu-
lated that this message was Liu’s first 
e-mail impersonation.

Liu, however, doubled down on her 
threat, advising administrators at the 
University of Kansas that there was 
serious dereliction regarding the au-
thorship of a recent article. When this 
didn’t gain traction, she elevated her 
vendetta to the plane of national se-
curity. On June 4, 2019, she wrote to 
Tao, “It seems that the term ‘tech spy’ 
is very popular nowadays. You should 
be careful. I have given you many 

chances and you didn’t care. After a 
thing happens, any compensation will 
be out of date.”

What Tao didn’t know was that “a 
thing” had already happened. In 

the late spring and early summer, Uni-
versity of Kansas officials and F.B.I. 
agents had received more than half a 
dozen e-mails, as well as submissions 
to the F.B.I.’s online portal, alleging 
Tao’s involvement with illicit schemes 
to transfer his research to China. The 

first was an anonymous tip to report 
the activity of “Espionage,” which 
claimed that Tao was working at the 
behest of the Chinese government. A 
few days later, an e-mail putatively from 
X.Z., the visiting scholar Tao had helped 
place in Sydney, suggested that Tao 
held a secret position at Fuzhou Uni-
versity. The message came not from 
any university domain but from Hot-
mail. Two days later, the sender wrote 
a more explicit follow-up: “Franklin 
(Feng) Tao in the University of Kan-

ANVIL

When a black butterfly flits past,

when you glimpse the outlines of apple trees,

when you smell the sprig of sunrise and walk up to the ditch,

when Bering Aleut, Juma, Tuscarora join the list of vanished languages,

when you turn a spigot and irrigate blossoming pear trees,

when the time of your life is a time of earthquakes,

when a woman, hit by a car while crossing the street, recovers then slides 
into pain,

when a matsutake emerges out of the rubble of Hiroshima,

when a bartender blows smoke rings and slips through hoops into his past,

when foragers slice russulas, amanitas, clitocybes and pursue  
red-capped boletes,

when water slips through roots, rises through a trunk, streams  
into leaves,

when in our bodies we sway and flood,

when you bloody your hands,

when the mind like this Earth is struck and tilts its axis,

when, under summer stars, you have built a cabin in the wilderness,

when you gaze at Aldebaran and sense a first frost on the grass,

when in our bodies we ride the waves of our Earth,

here is the anvil on which to hammer your days—

—Arthur Sze
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sas is taking a Changjiang Professor-
ship in China. He may be a scientific 
espionage.”

As evidence, the e-mails provided 
links to two of Tao’s papers, which listed 
an affiliation with both the University 
of Kansas and Fuzhou University, and 
to Fuzhou’s Web site, which seemed to 
indicate Tao’s employment there. In an-
other message, the sender attached an 
unsigned draft contract between Tao 
and Fuzhou, which offered Tao a sal-
ary, a signing bonus, campus housing, 
and research funds totalling about three 
million dollars. The sender was again 
listed as X.Z., but the message was 
signed, presumably inadvertently, “Hui-
min Liu.” The next message came from 
an anonymous, self-destructing Guer-
rilla Mail account; another was appar-
ently from “Chris Liang,” but was signed 
with X.Z.’s name. A tip to the F.B.I. 
portal seemed to be from the recent 
postdoc, who was briefly placed under 
surveillance. A few weeks later, Liu, now 
writing under her own name on pur-
pose, e-mailed the chair of Tao’s de-
partment to report that Tao “not only 
works for KU, but also works for the 
Chinese government.”

From the beginning, university offi-
cials worked closely with the F.B.I. At 
one point, the head of global security at 
Kansas, Carl Taylor, sent a text to an 
agent that said, “A possible different 
source emailed me,” then noted, “Actu-
ally rereading the message I think it is 
the same source.” The F.B.I. traced the 
I.P. addresses and found that they had 
all come from the Bay Area—some from 
the San Francisco airport, others from 
the Berkeley campus. Taylor texted, “Got 
the scrapes on our latest chucklehead. 
Think we have a solid lead on the Source.” 
Presumably the fact that Liu had signed 
her own name was a useful clue.

Nevertheless, the F.B.I. responded 
with alacrity to the idea that Kansas 
might have a spy in its midst. On July 
9th, the agent interviewed Huimin Liu 
at Berkeley. Liu repeated her claims, 
adding that she had received the draft 
contract from a secretary at Fuzhou, 
whom she was unable to name. A few 
hours later, she wrote to the agent, “For 
the talk today, I have to admit that I 
lied in some of the items.” She con-
fessed that she had written all the 
e-mails and anonymous tips. Tao had 

once given her his log-in credentials to 
apply for grant proposals, and she had 
discovered that the same password 
worked for an e-mail account in his 
name from Fuzhou University, which 
is where she found the draft contract. 
She seemed unaware that she appeared 
to be confessing to multiple federal 
crimes, but was intent on expressing her 
remorse: “I will accept any penalty for 
my wrongdoings. I am sorry for that. I 
will be appreciated if you could stop 
checking the issues with Franklin.”

During this period, Tao was placed 
under surveillance, including by drone. 
Sealed government records indicate 
that agents followed him at conferences 
in Texas and Chicago. In July,  an F.B.I. 
agent submitted an affidavit to obtain 
a warrant to search Tao’s Gmail ac-
count, writing that “both KU and the 
FBI have received a series of complaints 
regarding Tao, both anonymously and 
from an individual claiming to be a 
former post-doctoral student.” The 
agent did not mention that Liu was, 
by her own admission, the single source 
of these complaints, or that she was 
known (as e-mails provided by K.U. 
had shown) to have demanded money 
from Tao. He wrote that the draft con-
tract had been obtained “with Tao’s 
permission and with Tao’s direction”—
something that was plainly untrue.  
(The agent later testified that he had 
misunderstood the ambiguous evi-
dence, and the judge ruled 
that this was plausible.)

Several agents met again 
with Liu, this time prepared 
with even more pointed 
questions: “What state of-
ficial directs him and how 
does he communicate with 
them?” “Does she have ANY 
of these communications?” 
“Will she testify?” They had 
her log in to Tao’s Fuzhou 
e-mail on a clean F.B.I. laptop, and idly 
reviewed the messages. It seems that 
they had second thoughts about this 
warrantless search, however, and wiped 
the log-in credentials from the laptop. 
As Mattivi put it in an e-mail to Tao’s 
attorneys, “The government did so to 
avoid any potential litigation issues.” 
(The F.B.I. and the D.O.J. declined to 
comment on the case.)

The F.B.I. had hoped to arrest Tao 

under a statute called Section 951, as an 
unregistered agent of a foreign govern-
ment, but the prosecutors ultimately 
improvised lesser charges. They believed 
that Tao had been recognized by the 
Changjiang Scholars, a prestigious tal-
ent program, and that, as a requirement 
of the award, he had accepted a full-
time job at Fuzhou University. In the 
preceding two years, Tao had twice cer-
tified on K.U.’s standard conflict-of-
interest forms that he had no “current 
or pending” sources of outside funding. 
The prosecutors didn’t bother to con-
sult the agencies that had given him 
grants about whether this violated their 
rules, which until recently were designed 
to insure that federal grants were not 
duplicative. They indicted him for wire 
fraud and making false statements, ar-
guing that he had concealed his Chi-
nese employment in an effort to gain 
the portion of his salary (approximately 
thirty-seven thousand dollars) paid out 
of his federal grants, which might have 
been withheld had he been open about 
his affiliation with Fuzhou. He faced 
decades in prison, followed by deporta-
tion. Tao told me, “I got so much fund-
ing for K.U., and when the government 
came to investigate me they just threw 
me under the bus.” 

Mattivi has since left the Department 
of Justice, and is now running against 
Kris Kobach in the Republican primary 
for Kansas attorney general. (His cam-

paign bio highlights his par-
ticipation in a capital case 
against an Al Qaeda oper-
ative, alongside his indict-
ment of Tao.) Mattivi told 
me it was important to un-
derstand that “the fact that 
Tao was not charged with a 
national-security violation 
doesn’t mean it was unsuc-
cessful from the point of 
view of being a counter-

intelligence or counter-espionage case. 
We said, ‘Look, we’ve got charges, let’s 
file them now to interrupt the intelli-
gence operation instead of letting him 
send the information to China while we 
work to improve the national-security 
side of this case.’”

Nathan Charles, who worked on the 
case with the D.O.J.’s counterintelli-
gence unit, was less sanguine. He had 
been pushing hard to indict Tao under 
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Section 951, but, he told me, “I got my 
peepee slapped for it.” (A D.O.J. spokes-
person declined to comment on per-
sonnel matters.) According to a law-
suit Charles subsequently filed against 
the department, his two supervisors—
both career Justice officials—“declined 
to support the prosecution because  
they could not identify a legitimate  
national security concern.” When he 
challenged them, Charles 
told me, one of them “bum-
bled out something about 
how he didn’t want Chinese 
Americans to be discrimi-
nated against. It ultimately 
came down to cowardice.” 
Charles claimed that the 
prosecution only went for-
ward after John Demers, 
the head of the D.O.J.’s 
National Security Division 
and a Trump appointee, called Mattivi 
to offer his personal support. Charles 
told me, of Tao, “Yes, he committed 
wire fraud, and I hope he gets convicted 
of it, but that’s not the heart of what 
he did wrong—that’s not why the F.B.I. 
started looking at him. They were look-
ing at his pattern of behavior that 
showed he was a foreign agent, that he 
was a spy, and he was—an undeclared 
agent of a foreign power.” He paused. 
“That’s why I left the Justice Depart-
ment. They wouldn’t use the tools that 
were at their disposal to protect the 
American people.”

In the wake of Tao’s arrest, the China 
Initiative seemed to have found its 

footing. In an interview with Politico, 
Demers urged U.S. Attorneys’ offices 
to pursue at least one or two cases a 
year, which was taken as a de-facto ex-
pectation, if not a quota. The cases 
might be complex, Demers noted, but 
“we wanted to signal to the U.S. At-
torneys that we understood that, and 
nonetheless we wanted them to focus 
their resources on this, and that we were 
going to approve these charges.” Un-
fortunately, there did not seem to be 
enough industrial espionage to go 
around, and individuals couldn’t be pros-
ecuted for Chinese affiliations alone. 
The Tao charges seemed to contrive a 
path forward; according to the Wall 
Street Journal, senior D.O.J. officials 
believed that the indictment repre-

sented a “potential blueprint for pros-
ecuting talent program participants 
without having to produce evidence of 
intellectual property theft.” They could 
charge cases on the technicalities of 
funding disclosure while making it clear 
that the underlying moral crime was 
one of dual loyalty.

Carol Lam, a former federal prose-
cutor, wrote that the pressure to bring 

cases, and law enforcement’s 
crude understanding of sci-
ence, made dubious pros-
ecutions inevitable. The 
D.O.J. has not kept clear 
public records of what 
counts as a China Initiative 
case, and several cases—in-
cluding one involving tur-
tle smuggling in Singa-
pore—have disappeared 
from its Web site, so a com-

prehensive accounting of the relevant 
prosecutions is difficult. But, according 
to data compiled by the M.I.T. Technol-
ogy Review, fewer than a quarter of the 
cases have involved actual economic es-
pionage, and since Tao’s arrest, the pro-
portion of “research integrity” cases has 
risen dramatically. (The D.O.J. defended 
its docket, maintaining that fewer than 
half of all cases have involved grant fraud.) 

It’s a common prosecutorial strat-
egy to bring lesser charges for more se-
rious offenses. In these cases, however, 
there was no clear rationale for the ini-
tial investigation, which lends credence 
to the idea that the China Initiative 
was merely a formal gloss on a racial-
ized moral panic. The failure to dis-
close outside sources of funding, an un-
fortunately widespread phenomenon, 
is typically subject to administrative 
remedies; on the National Science 
Foundation’s Web site, there are at least 
a dozen recent infractions similar to 
those that have been alleged of Tao, 
which have resulted in suspension from 
one’s university or temporary debar-
ment from federal funding. According 
to a study by the law professor Andrew 
Chongseh Kim, more than half the de-
fendants in economic-espionage cases 
since 2009 have been of Chinese de-
scent. Andrea Liu, a physicist at the 
University of Pennsylvania, told me she 
attended a briefing in which “the F.B.I. 
likened working with Chinese research-
ers and students to a cancer, where the 

malignant effects might not be known 
for years afterward.” She continued, 
“My reaction was that an overreactive 
immune response to cancer leads to 
autoimmune disease, and that can be 
equally deadly.”

In its attempt to protect our tech-
nological supremacy, the government 
attacked the very people who under-
wrote our advances. In early 2018, an 
F.B.I. agent named Kujtim Sadiku 
learned, through Google searches, that 
Anming Hu, a Chinese-born Canadian 
citizen and nanotechnologist at the Uni-
versity of Tennessee, had taken part in 
the Beijing Overseas Talents program. 
Sadiku visited Hu’s office and fished 
for a confession that he was a spy; when 
none was forthcoming, Sadiku at-
tempted to recruit Hu as a source. Hu 
declined, and Sadiku spent the next two 
years trying to build a case, dispatch-
ing agents to tail his family. When the 
surveillance produced no evidence of 
espionage, the government indicted him 
for failing to disclose part-time work 
at the Beijing University of Technol-
ogy to NASA, which had commissioned 
him to develop spaceflight materials. 
Hu was dismissed by the University of 
Tennessee and placed under house ar-
rest; he wasn’t allowed to visit his own 
garage or outdoor deck for a year. His 
son lost his visa status and was forced 
to leave college and return to Canada, 
where the rest of the family lived. Hu 
told me, “My daughter, Grace, she saw 
that the other kids were picked up by 
their fathers when kindergarten ended 
in the afternoon, and she asked me, 
‘Dad, why do you never come to Can-
ada to pick me up from school?’ ” He 
choked up as he described how he told 
her a good-night story each evening 
over the phone: “After the short time I 
had to talk with her, it took a long time 
for me to recover—an hour or two, al-
most every day.”

When President Joe Biden took of-
fice, the government became defensive 
about claims of racial profiling. In an 
interview with Science, Lelling, the U.S. 
Attorney in Boston, said that, if sys-
tematic thievery were a policy goal of 
France, the D.O.J. would be prosecut-
ing Frenchmen. (This may not have 
been the best example; in 2014, Robert 
Gates, the Secretary of Defense, iden-
tified France as one of the worst of-



fenders, saying, “French intelligence ser-
vices have been breaking into the hotel 
rooms of American businessmen and 
surreptitiously downloading their lap-
tops.”) Michael German, a former F.B.I. 
agent, told me, “The F.B.I. will say, ‘If 
you look at our cases, people of Chi-
nese origin are overrepresented,’ but 
that’s not measuring spies—it’s mea-
suring who the F.B.I. is investigating.” 
Either way, the appearance of selective 
prosecution has had broad ramifica-
tions. Ed Lazowska, a computer scien-
tist at the University of Washington, 
told me that one of the best young fac-
ulty members in his department fled to 
the private sector lest he come under 
scrutiny. Steven Chu, a Nobel Prize-
winning physicist and the former head 
of the Department of Energy, told me, 
“My friends in Great Britain and Ger-
many are ecstatic. They say, ‘The U.S. 
used to get the best grad students and 
postdocs, and now we see options!’”

The government had created a sit-
uation in which even a glancing sci-
entific connection to China could be 
criminalized. In January, 2021, Lelling 
announced the indictment of Gang 
Chen, a beloved engineering professor 
at M.I.T., for disclosure violations, and 
was willing to say the quiet part out 
loud: “This was not just about greed 
but about loyalty to China.” An F.B.I. 
agent noted, “We have now reached the 
point where the F.B.I. is opening a new 
China-related counterintelligence case 
about every ten hours.”

This January, I met Tao at his home, 
which is panelled in dark wood, 

sparsely furnished, and decorated with 
imagery of wild horses at liberated gal-
lops. Tao has been unable to eat much 
since his arrest, and wore a thin blazer 
that hung loosely from his frame. A lit-
tle alcove displays the awards he has 
won. He no longer has access to his lab 
or office, and has colonized most of the 
kitchen with computer monitors and 
wobbly towers of files. Tao lifted his 
pants cuff to relieve pressure from an 
ankle monitor he has worn for two and 
a half years. Peng is warm and emotive—
as I sat down, she took sweet rice cakes 
out of the oven—but Tao, despite fre-
quent pauses to look down at his hands 
and cry silently, can be prickly and iras-
cible. He was recently admonished by 

one of his attorneys for leaping up in 
court to express his exasperation with 
what he considered a mistranslation of 
a phrase in Mandarin. He praised me, 
patronizingly, for paying close attention 
to the defense’s evidence, in a way that 
felt like a reprimand of his lawyers.

The story the government tells about 
Tao is, on its face, relatively simple. 
“This is a pretty straightforward case 
that’s well within the heartland of wire 
fraud,” a prosecutor said at a hearing. 
“The object of the scheme was to ob-
tain a second salary and money and ac-
cess to federal funds that the defendant 
wasn’t entitled to.” The government has 
the unsigned draft contract that it got 
from Liu and a signed—but not coun-
tersigned—“addendum” that Tao sent 
back to Fuzhou University, in which he 
asks for significantly more lab funding 
than the original contract stipulated. 
He requested that the university pur-
chase an AP-XPS machine, and his 
Gmail account, according to the gov-
ernment, contained “numerous other 
instances of Tao equipping his lab” there. 
He had been assigned a Fuzhou e-mail 
address, which was used to submit grant 
applications to the Chinese equivalent 
of the National Science Foundation. 
He had office space at his disposal. He 

directed promising postdocs to Fuzhou, 
helped one graduate student secure a 
faculty job, and asked around for can-
didates to work with a Changjiang 
scholar. According to an F.B.I. inter-
view with a professor in Taiwan, Tao 
reported that he had moved from K.U. 
to Fuzhou. He made fifteen trips to 
China in three years. During the spring 
semester of 2019, he lied to his dean 
about his whereabouts, claiming that 
he was doing research in Germany 
rather than in China. (At many uni-
versities, such deceptions alone would 
be sufficient grounds for dismissal.)

Tao’s appearance on the stand is un-
likely, in part because of his personal 
qualities, but the story he tells is that 
he applied for the Changjiang schol-
arship not for money but because it 
would give a sheen to his career ac-
complishments. The system requires a 
nominating institution in China, and 
he was already collaborating with Fu-
zhou. This collaboration was never a 
secret; his dual affiliation was listed in 
published papers. He considered ac-
cepting the scholarship, and took his 
family to see the city of Fuzhou. But 
the proposal, he and Peng claim, was 
vetoed by his family. Tao’s children can’t 
read or write Chinese, and his wife had 
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no interest in moving there. Tao and 
Peng are from an area near Sichuan 
Province, and used to eating spicy food; 
Fuzhou is on the coast, and no one in 
the family likes fish. “We had to go 
there to show you how much the kids 
and I don’t want this,” Peng said, during 
my visit. 

Tao says that the signed addendum 
was a “polite way to decline their offer.” 
It made demands so extravagant—in-
cluding a request for about eight mil-
lion dollars in funding—that, he says, 
he knew it could never be accepted, al-
lowing both parties to save face. The 
fact that he sent the counter-offer with 
his signature in place, however, does 
suggest that there was a threshold be-
yond which he would have made the 
arrangement work. Nevertheless, a 
chemistry professor at Fuzhou told me 
that Tao had never been a faculty mem-
ber there, though members of the H.R. 
department had repeatedly tried to re-
cruit him, and did not abandon the pro-
cess until Tao was arrested. Fuzhou, in 
Tao’s view, exaggerated his role because 
it looked good for the school to adver-
tise a Changjiang appointment.

Tao concedes that he lied to Kansas 
administrators about his whereabouts 
for the spring semester of 2019. He says 
that he was looking for another job, and 
that the student complaints about the 
earlier trip to China still stung. There 
is no question that Tao longed to work 
at a premier institution; that year, he 
also submitted applications to Brown, 
Stanford, and several other 
places. He told me that an-
other reason he had not ac-
cepted Fuzhou’s offer was 
that the university was de-
cidedly second-tier. The U.S. 
government has thus far 
produced no evidence that 
Tao was paid by Fuzhou, 
despite having subpoenaed 
the bank-account records of 
members of Tao’s church, 
and those of his fourteen-year-old chil-
dren. Tao told me, “I never signed a con-
tract, I never taught a single class, I never 
gave a lecture, and I never got paid.”

It remains possible, according to the 
evidence, that Tao did in fact have a 
second job in Fuzhou, perhaps a part-
time one. His lawyer Peter Zeidenberg, 
of the firm ArentFox Schiff, argues 

that it would still take legal contor-
tions to construe this “moonlighting” 
as a federal crime. Several academics 
told me that such collaborations are 
widespread, and as recently as five years 
ago wouldn’t have been a problem for 
the university, let alone the govern-
ment. Academic conflict-of-interest 
forms are notoriously ambiguous, and 
government agencies have hastened to 
“clarify” their meaning since Tao’s ar-
rest. (Mattivi, the former prosecutor, 
argued in a hearing that he hadn’t 
shown the actual forms to the grand 
jurors because they were so prone to 
misinterpretation.) And Tao has hardly 
neglected his duties in Kansas; in 2019, 
he won the university’s marquee aca-
demic prize. Zeidenberg has argued 
that “the indictment attempts to trans-
form what is, at best, a garden-variety 
employment dispute” into six federal 
felonies, each of which carries a max-
imum of twenty years in prison. If the 
government’s case stands, it could cre-
ate “truly bizarre and draconian situa-
tions.” If a computer programmer falsely 
certified that he had not used mari-
juana while employed by a nonprofit 
that receives funding from the E.P.A., 
for example, would that be federal-
program fraud?

Of course, the government has not 
always presented the case as “heartland” 
wire fraud. Tao’s indictment is shot 
through with insinuations that Tao acted 
“for the benefit of the PRC” and did 
so “while purporting to remain loyal 

to KU, his employer.” At 
one point, a grand juror 
asked Mattivi, “So is he 
being charged with double-
dipping or espionage?” 
Mattivi demurred, giving 
the impression that the  
distinction wasn’t so clear. 
The government has ar-
gued that Tao brought sen-
sitive, government-funded 
research to Fuzhou, in order 

to “make the PRC a world leader in 
the field of renewable energy.” Nathan 
Charles, from the D.O.J.’s counterin-
telligence unit, told me, “He was just 
handing them the work he was doing 
in the U.S., and he was getting good 
money to do it, all the perks.”

But when I asked the former pros-
ecutors about the potential dangers of 

Tao’s research their understanding 
seemed fuzzy. Charles said that he didn’t 
remember all the details, but that Tao 
was “doing this very cutting-edge re-
search that relates to the processing of 
petroleum, something with obviously a 
lot of economic interests, but also some-
thing— Hey, Japan largely invaded Oce-
ania, all the territories south of the main-
land, to get petroleum, to literally fuel 
its conflicts in China, and a big part of 
why they attacked Pearl Harbor is that 
they were trying to replicate what they 
did in the Russo-Japanese War, with 
the attack on Port Arthur. . . . The tech-
nology that Frank Tao was working on 
was technology that was going to help 
China, both in terms of industry and 
military prowess.”

Virtually any line of scientific in-
quiry could, with enough imagination 
and time, be pressed into the service of 
an adversarial misadventure. But I con-
sulted half a dozen experts in Tao’s field, 
and all of them affirmed to me that 
what Tao does is fundamental science, 
without direct benefits to practical func-
tions like petroleum processing. (De-
spite their general sympathy for Tao, 
very few were willing to go on the rec-
ord and risk crossing the funding agen-
cies or facing the same investigative 
scrutiny for their own Chinese collab-
orations.) Bernasek, Tao’s adviser, dis-
missed the idea that Tao’s work was 
dangerous: “It’s a long way from appli-
cation, and the idea that he is respon-
sible for any kind of industrial espio-
nage is ludicrous.” One AP-XPS expert, 
who knows of Tao’s work but has no 
relationship with him, told me, “I don’t 
know everything Franklin worked on, 
but based on my experience it’s so basic 
and so fundamental that it’s very far 
from practice—and I have a very hard 
time imagining that anything about it 
is related to national security.” He added 
that it was “highly unlikely” that Tao’s 
tinkering with AP-XPS machines could 
result in patents or other forms of in-
tellectual property.

The scholars noted that there is no 
bright line between science and engi-
neering. In Tao’s case, the government 
has seized on one Department of En-
ergy project that mentions potential 
uses for “shale gas components” in the 
energy industries. But the AP-XPS re-
searcher told me that even this work, 
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which had been funded by the D.O.E. 
as part of its “basic research” rubric, was 
valid only in conditions that bore lit-
tle resemblance to the outside world—
it was as if these experiments had been 
conducted under the pressure of Mars. 
One scholar, who had spent more than 
a decade working in national labs and 
knew Tao’s work well, told me, “We 
are fundamental scientists, not weap-
ons researchers. There is potentially 
money in what we do down the road, 
but I remember a conference where we 
said, ‘This could be useful,’ and a guy 
from Shell said, ‘Come on, guys, get 
real!’ ” Tao told me that his research 
was “pure science,” and that the refer-
ences to shale gas and other bits of ob-
servable reality were a boilerplate re-
quirement of the funding agencies: “No 
one funds something only for fun.” He 
added, “The discovery and knowledge 
generated from our fundamental stud-
ies could be beneficial to the world one 
day. But not for three decades, I think, 
and never without huge further efforts 
from other people.”

The national-labs veteran told me 
that there was “nothing magic about 
what Franklin did,” and that China did 
not need him. “Our colleagues in the 
Chinese Academy of Sciences do the 
same kind of work, and they are just as 
good as Franklin.” He added, “In terms 
of national security or tech transfer, 
there is no basis for a claim he did any-
thing wrong.” More evidence could al-
ways come out at trial that changes this 
assessment. But Tao seemed befuddled 
by the possibility that his research could 
be subject to espionage. “We disclose 
all our details so someone else can rep-
licate our results—it’s a basic principle 
in the scientific community,” he said. 
“Why would we worry that they’re com-
ing to steal my work? They could just 
e-mail me to ask how I did it!” 

Tao concedes that he did ask Fu-
zhou to buy an AP-XPS machine. But 
these machines are commercially avail-
able from a supplier in Germany, and 
several are already in China. The re-
cent postdoc told me that, as far as he 
could tell, having such a machine there 
would serve only to further Tao’s per-
sonal efforts, by allowing him to dou-
ble his research capabilities and publi-
cation output. If Tao did have a dual 
loyalty, the postdoc implied, it was not 

between the U.S. and China but be-
tween any narrow national interest and 
science as his vocation.

The China Initiative, at least in name, 
officially came to an end last month. 

Matthew Olsen, the head of the Na-
tional Security Division of the D.O.J., 
announced that although the depart-
ment’s actions had been motivated by 
“genuine national-security concerns,” 
he had registered worries about a “chill-
ing atmosphere” for scientists and de-
termined that the Initiative was “not 
the right approach.” He was making 
official a slow collapse that had been 
occurring in plain sight for a year. Last 
September, a federal judge acquitted 
Anming Hu, pointing out that, even if 
he had neglected to disclose a part-time 
position in Beijing, no fraud was in-
volved because NASA was happy with 
his work. In January, all charges against 
Gang Chen were dropped after a De-
partment of Energy official said that 
Chen had been under no obligation to 
disclose foreign ties. Chen has said that 
he will likely no longer work on gov-
ernment-funded projects.

But most officials I spoke to main-
tain that the underlying threat is real, 
and unlikely to dissipate soon. Christo-
pher Johnson, a former C.I.A. analyst 
with extensive experience in China, told 
me, “There’s legitimately plenty of wor-
rying activity that’s happening here, and 
to compare it to a McCarthyist virus—I 
don’t see it that way.” To the chagrin of 
both the Department of Justice and the 
intelligence community, any cases they 
lost were immediately exploited by 
China for their propaganda value.

One of the most common objections 
to the China Initiative is that the vast 
majority of scholars do open research 
designed for publication, so only an F.B.I. 
simpleton would worry about “theft.” 
This is true, but it also elides the dis-
tinction between explicit and tacit 
knowledge. In an article from 2019, “Why 
China Has Not Caught Up Yet,” the 
researchers Andrea and Mauro Gilli 
note that before the First World War 
it took Germany only a few years to 
copy Britain’s most advanced battleship 
designs, the product of five decades of 
intensive research and development. By 
now, though, technology has become so 

“It’s a slippery slope from casual bird-watcher to that guy.”

• •
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staggeringly complicated that develop-
ing nations can no longer expect to keep 
up on the basis of explicit knowledge 
alone. Between 2007 and 2013, Chinese 
hackers stole Pentagon blueprints for 
so-called fifth-generation stealth fighter 
planes. But the Chinese military lacked 
the general engineering know-how, and 
the production base, to replicate them, 
and still has not come close to produc-
ing an aircraft that achieves the perfor-
mance of the F-22.

In this view, talent programs might 
represent a more substantive threat than, 
say, cyber intrusions. The former gov-
ernment official who worked with in-
telligence agencies provided me with 
dossiers that he had compiled since 
2014, based on information that has 
since been removed from the Web, 
which helped give substance to what 
often seem like vaporous expressions of 
anti-P.R.C. hysteria. In one case, a dec-
orated professor of engineering in 
America received federal grants to apply 
machine learning to signal detection in 
medical devices. At the same time, as 
a talent-program awardee, he worked 
at one of China’s defense universities, 
which have explicit ties to the People’s 
Liberation Army; the university in ques-
tion develops machine-learning appli-
cations for submarine warfare.

The former government official also 
argued that there had been methodical 
attempts to exploit the federal funding 
system. One talent-program awardee, 
he showed me, became a grant manager 
for a funding agency and awarded sev-

eral grants to other members of the same 
talent program; when they became man-
agers, they awarded him grants of his 
own. It’s possible that the cohort did 
excellent work, or that this was simple 
cronyism. “We only had the capacity to 
look at one subsection of one subdivi-
sion of one funding agency,” the former 
official said. “What we found could have 
been an outlier, but I doubt it.” A think 
tank in Australia, he pointed out, has 
identified at least two hundred talent 
programs, and the U.S. has focussed on 
only three or four. “Academia is correct 
when they push back and say, ‘What is 
the scale and scope of this?’ The U.S. 
government has no answer to that.”

The China Initiative’s most high-
profile case has been that of Charles 
Lieber, the chair of the chemistry de-
partment at Harvard and a perennial 
Nobel Prize candidate, as well as the re-
cipient of more than fifteen million dol-
lars of federal funding, including from 
the Department of Defense. From 2012 
to 2017, Lieber participated in China’s 
Thousand Talents, the most vaunted tal-
ent program; his contract paid him fifty 
thousand dollars per month, along with 
generous startup fees to establish a lab 
in Wuhan. He had, however, neglected 
to inform Harvard of his double-timing 
in China, and, when approached by fed-
eral investigators, he continued to con-
ceal the arrangement—and the sacks of 
cash he had smuggled through customs. 
In December, he was convicted of lying 
to federal authorities, falsifying tax re-
turns, and failing to report foreign earn-

ings. Some felt that this was just another 
anti-Chinese expedition; a D.O.D. of-
ficial testified that the investigation was 
prompted by the sheer number of Chi-
nese students working in Lieber’s lab. 
But John Krige, the historian, has noted 
that Lieber’s contract stipulated that he 
work on the development of batteries 
for high-performance electric vehicles, 
an area of industrial competition. “The 
academic research community must ask 
itself if it is morally or politically accept-
able to engage in international scientific 
collaboration with China in fields that 
can seriously harm the domestic econ-
omy,” he wrote.

Krige told me that scholars had to 
consider whether certain kinds of knowl-
edge diffusion ought to be deterred. “Now 
that we’re facing a serious economic com-
petitor in China, scientific internation-
alism can’t work in the same way,” he 
said. “The problem is that nobody wants 
to confront that head on—what is dan-
gerous knowledge?” Finding a principled 
way to make these determinations is not 
easy. It may be in America’s interest to 
encourage tech transfer in some do-
mains—say, biomedical information 
during a pandemic—while inhibiting it 
elsewhere. Such complicated calculations 
require the input of policymakers, scien-
tists, and area specialists; they are not 
necessarily well served by the blunt in-
strument of criminal prosecution. The 
former government official told me, “The 
fundamental problem with the China 
Initiative is that the D.O.J. is in charge 
with the F.B.I., and they’re looking at it 
entirely through a criminal lens, because 
that’s the only tool they have. Most of 
the threats are not criminal in nature, so 
by definition the China Initiative has 
failed, and will fail. Compliance can eas-
ily be handled by administrative author-
ities, but the D.O.J. stepped in and said, 
‘No, we got this.’ They don’t know any-
thing about how grants work, so they 
were totally cavalier—‘If they’re part of 
a talent program, we’ll just arrest them!’ 
But that’s idiotic. Of course they were 
going to botch these cases!”

Previous Presidential Administra-
tions have formulated policies that take 
these considerations into account. In the 
eighties, President Reagan commissioned 
a panel to look into tech transfer to the 
Soviet Union. The panel outlined a strat-
egy later known as “small yard, high 
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fence”: identify some specific avenues of 
research that need to be protected with 
a high barrier of classification, and leave 
everything else open. In 2019, the N.S.F. 
commissioned the JASON group, a se-
cretive collection of government advis-
ers, to look into whether this guidance 
needed updating, and they concluded 
that it did not—that any other defen-
sive structures would harm the progress 
of science more than they would help 
the short-term national interest. I asked 
Mario Daniels, the historian, why, if we 
already have the tools we need, there is 
so much hand-wringing about China 
now. He suggested that what’s new is a 
pervasive unease about America’s de-
cline. “The difference between now and 
the early Cold War was that back then 
the Americans always thought they were 
more or less the uncontested leaders,” 
he said. “And that has changed.”

Franklin Tao’s lab has been shut down, 
his K.U. e-mail account has been 

deactivated, and his students have dis-
persed. “No one is using the machines,” 
he told me, “which is wasting a lot of 
money for the university and the fed-
eral government.” He has spent the past 
two years on unpaid leave, wondering 
why he was singled out: he noted that 
myriad other academics, including 
non-Chinese scholars, had been in sim-
ilar situations and had never faced in-
vestigation. He is haunted by the sui-
cide of a Stanford professor whose 
connections to China were scrutinized 
in 2018. Tao has paid obsessive atten-
tion to the other China Initiative court 
proceedings, and he travelled to Knox-
ville for Anming Hu’s trial. Tao does 
what he can to keep up with his re-
search, and since his arrest he has pub-
lished eleven more academic papers. 
Peng has taken jobs at three different 
hospitals to support the family. She 
sometimes hears her children crying in 
their rooms. For a time, they refused to 
use their last name—one of a tiny num-
ber of Chinese surnames at Free State 
High School. Tao told me, “More than 
anything, the China Initiative reminds 
me of the Cultural Revolution.”

Inside the D.O.J., it had been clear 
since November, when a comprehen-
sive review began, that the China Ini-
tiative had become a liability. But it took 
the department several months to craft 

an appropriate public message around 
its closure—to disavow the civil-rights 
consequences without downplaying the 
intelligence community’s apprehensive-
ness about China. Henceforth, the Biden 
Administration will deal with most “re-
search integrity” violations through ad-
ministrative penalties. Greater pros-
ecutorial discretion will be exercised, 
focussing on criminal cases with an es-
tablished “nexus to our national or eco-
nomic security.” Lelling, the former U.S. 
Attorney, told me he now believes that 
the government should have led with 
regulation and guidance in the first place. 
“It might have been better,” he said, 
sighing. “But we didn’t do it that way.”

The announcement of the Initiative’s 
end was cause for considerable relief in 
the scientific community. But it may 
not fully dispel the anxiety of research-
ing while Chinese. Margaret Lewis, a 
professor at Seton Hall Law School and 
a frequent critic of the China Initiative, 
told me that universities and grant-mak-
ing agencies can still spoil the careers 
of academics, and often with less pub-
lic scrutiny. She worries, too, that pros-
ecutions could simply continue under 
another name. Senators Charles Grass-
ley and Josh Hawley have already called 
for the Initiative’s reinstatement. Lewis 
told me, “I have a vision of a Bart Simp-
son blackboard meme: ‘The China Ini-
tiative is dead. Long live the Strategy 
for Countering Nation-State Threats!’”

The deeper issues, though, are less 
likely to be resolved with the prosecu-
tion of individual actors than with a re-

vision of our national priorities. Zuoyue 
Wang, a historian of science, told me 
that two historical episodes might guide 
our way forward: “One was the news of 
the first successful Soviet atomic-bomb 
test in 1949. Which spies gave them the 
secret? Klaus Fuchs was arrested, and 
that fed into the Red Scare and Mc-
Carthyism. The other was the launch 
of Sputnik, in 1957, and there was more 

introspection then. That debate led to 
massive investment in science, educa-
tion, and technology.” He continued, 
“There are global problems that affect 
American interests, like climate change 
and public health and nuclear weapons, 
and we need international scientific col-
laboration to solve them.” 

The D.O.J. has made it clear that it 
will continue its existing prosecutions. 
Either the government believes that its 
case against Tao is necessary and just or 
it wishes to avoid the embarrassment of 
another dropped case and is willing to 
gamble on a Kansas jury. (A D.O.J. 
spokesperson told me, “Prosecutors make 
decisions based on facts, law, and the prin-
ciples of federal prosecution.”) Zeiden-
berg, Tao’s lawyer, fears that this is the 
worst of all possible worlds for Tao: “Peo-
ple have been patting themselves on the 
back for the rollback of the China Ini-
tiative, and now they will move on, think-
ing the problem has been solved.” Tao’s 
trial begins on March 21st, in a court-
house in Kansas City, and his conviction 
remains distinctly possible. (The local 
NPR affiliate referred to Tao, incorrectly, 
as being on trial for espionage.) The judge, 
perhaps sensing a broader shift, recently 
barred expert testimony about the gen-
eral nefariousness of talent programs, but 
her rulings have largely favored the pros-
ecution. Tao is unlikely to go to jail for 
decades, but whether he will have a sci-
entific career is an open question.

When I visited Tao, Peng brought 
out fifty dumplings she had made for 
lunch, but she and Tao took only a few. 
“We’re in big debt now,” Tao told me. 
They had borrowed money from sev-
eral of their friends at church and re-
ceived donations on GoFundMe. “If I 
were at Notre Dame now, faculty mem-
bers’ kids get fifty per cent of their tu-
ition paid anywhere,” Tao said. “My kids 
are going to hate me in the future.” Peng 
told me they are likely to lose the home 
they bought to anchor themselves in 
the community. She has put her licen-
sure efforts on hold indefinitely. “I have 
a dream, too,” she said. “I want to be a 
doctor.” She looked over at Tao, who 
looked down at his uneaten dumplings. 
“He should be doing his research. It’s 
such a waste—it’s unfair to him, and to 
America. He could make so much more 
of a contribution, and I don’t know how 
they can’t see that.” 
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I.

I
t was a modest summer rental, the 
kind Ronna recalled from girlhood 
trips to Maine or Vermont or the 

Finger Lakes, set in a small clearing on 
a thickly wooded mountainside, peace-
fully out of sight of roads or neighbors or 
anything else. Jacob opened all the doors, 
came back downstairs, and remarked a 
little sternly that the cottage needed up-
dates: the range wobbled, the mattress 
caved in the middle, the woolly plaid 
sofas were from another era. Still, there 
was something idyllic about the place. 

They unpacked into daisy-papered 
drawers and put their toothbrushes be-
hind the spotted mirror. Max got his very 
own room. When he woke crying in the 
night, Ronna walked down the hall and 
took him from the crib—a wooden an-
tique with rattling bars. On the shelves 
in the den, molted antlers served as book-
ends. A “Hi and Lois” strip hung in a 
frame there. “I’ve been coming to this 
old cottage since I was a little girl,” it 
read. “I love the smell of mothballs, 
the beat-up furniture . . . the rickety 
porch. . . . There’s no TV, telephone or 
Internet! But that is what I like best!”

That week, a hot front rolled up the 
mountain. They spent an afternoon in 
the forest by the stream. Wiry insects 
skated on the eddies near the banks; 
woodpeckers sounded overhead. Ronna 
repeated the word, to teach it to Max: 
“woodpecker.” He could say more and 
more and was newly walking. When he 
tripped over a root, she stood him up 
and brushed away the pine needles. In 
his fire-truck shirt and blue summer 
shoes, he set off again, dragging Quinn, 
his cloth doll, by the leg. 

Climbing back to the house, they saw 
the snapping turtle for the first time. The 
light had deepened, but the day was still 
hot, teeming with flies and gnats. The 
turtle stopped to watch them from the 
grass beside the path.  It was enormous. 
Pale mud streaked its shell; its skin was 
gnarled. It might be a hundred years old, 
Ronna thought. They did live to ages 
like that—staggering, cartoonish ages.

Max turned his shoulders, pouting. 
“Too scary,” he said.

It was his one conceptual word. What 
he meant by it was hard to say. The tur-
tle was scary, but so were spinach and 
nap time.

Jacob said, “No. It’s pretty. Look.” 
He set Max down, squatted behind the 
turtle, curled his fingers under the shell 
on either side, and lifted it into the air. 

The turtle splayed its legs, twisted 
its neck, showed its tongue and teeth 
as if gasping.

It must have nested nearby.
The next time she saw it was weeks 

later, or months, if months was the right 
word. In those early years, or whatever 
they were, she grew strangely attached 
to the turtle.  

•

Nights, once Max was down, Ronna 
and Jacob would play Risk—an old set, 
the box’s split corners held with mask-
ing tape—and talk their way along the 
edges of the hard questions. For exam-
ple, their car: where was it? There wasn’t 
even a driveway. Had someone dropped 
them off? From whom had they rented 
the cottage? For how long? How much 
time had passed before these questions 
occurred to them? How much more be-
fore the questions grew urgent? 

Jacob argued that the way to under-
stand the situation was through num-
bers, facts, records—anything they could 
observe and set down, because that was 
the way you solved a puzzle. But Ronna 
felt sure that the place didn’t follow 
those rules. She tried to show him what 
she meant. For instance, his plan to 
track the moon’s progress in his jour-
nal. It was, of course, a good idea. If 
the moon did behave oddly here, that 
might suggest further lines of inquiry, 
a chain of discoveries. But think of all 
the nights when he’d realized with a 
start that the moon was already up, that 
he’d forgotten the project altogether 
for who knew how long. He’d pull out 
all the drawers in search of the spiral 
notepad, which most of the time he 
couldn’t find, despite looking behind 
the bookcase and in the cellar and below 
the kitchen sink and under the sofa, 
where once, on his belly, an arm ex-
tended, he caught his f ingers in a 
mousetrap. On the handful of nights 
when he did find the notepad, he’d run 
down the porch steps into the moon-
light. He’d stay out for a long time. 
Then he’d come back all glum and drop 
it, still open to his earnest sketches, 
onto the floor.

“And,” she added, “a handful of 

nights—what if that’s not right? What 
if it’s dozens? Hundreds?” 

“Don’t exaggerate,” Jacob muttered, 
lying on the rug, eyes hidden in the 
crook of his arm. “It isn’t hundreds.”

•

They were supposed to draw a line on 
the floral wallpaper for each new day. 
But they’d fight over who’d done it, or 
if anyone had, or whether it’d been done 
twice. A small and impenetrable forest 
of ballpoint ink had sprung up there. 
Jacob’s beard grew into his mouth, his 
hair ran past his shoulders. Ronna would 
push it out of his eyes and offer to cut 
it, saying he looked uncomfortable. He’d 
tell her that comfort was a distraction; 
they had to stay focussed. Her own hair 
she cut with the heavy scissors from the 
kitchen drawer—old-fashioned, black-
handled, like the ones she remembered 
from school. She’d stand in front of the 
bathroom mirror, a towel around her 
shoulders. Max’s hair somehow didn’t 
seem to need cutting. In fact, it hadn’t 
grown an inch. And his fingernails—
could Jacob remember the last time 
they’d clipped Max’s nails?

“No,” he said. “I don’t know. Cut 
them, then, if they’re long.”

And he went back down the steps 
to the cellar. He’d been obsessed by the 
chest freezer there: when and how and 
by whom was the food replenished? He 
was determined to sit unblinking in 
front of it until he got some answer. 
“But,” he admitted one night, amassing 
his forces, blue, to threaten hers, green, 
in Siam, “I don’t think—somehow, it 
doesn’t . . .” His voice broke, his eyes 
welled. “I think maybe it isn’t allowed.”

She crawled over the board and put 
her head on his shoulder.

•

It was always summer on the mountain. 
Mornings, when Max’s crying woke her, 
Ronna would see how well he’d done 
by the hue of the light on the pines. 
She’d walk down the hall—softly past 
the spare room, which Jacob, with his 
insomnia, now used—and find Max 
waiting for her, holding the crib’s bars. 
She’d pick him up, kiss the top of his 
head, smell his hair, take the pacifier 
from his mouth, and drop it into the jar 
on the dresser. “Quinn-n-n,” he’d sing 
as she carried him back to her bed. Every 
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night, they placed the doll on her night-
stand, a little ceremony they had to-
gether: Good night, Quinn, good night, 
Quinn. I’ll see you in the mo-or-ning. It 
was the only way he could bear to part 
with the thing; if she let him take it into 
the crib, he’d play with it for hours and 
never sleep. So, at sunrise, reunited, Max 
would pull Quinn tightly to his body, 
then push the doll away to appraise it. 
Ronna spoke for Quinn, chirpily: “Good 
morning, Max.” “Morning,” he repeated. 
The doll’s head slumped to one side. 
“Did you have a good night’s sleep?” 
She watched the trees moving. Cool air 
bled through the screen. All the morn-
ings fanned out together, like reflections 
in facing mirrors. Max, looking at Quinn, 
would nod and say, “Good sleep.”

•

For Jacob, the final memory was a pale-
white morning, sun in his eyes, and a 
downtown bus approaching. He thought 
he was coming from the gym. For 
Ronna, it was scrubbing Max’s back in 
their old blue tub. Around those mo-
ments Jacob nursed little mythologies: 
maybe he’d missed a sign flashing in 
the sunlight that morning, or there’d 
been some code meant for Ronna in 
the galaxy of bubbles on Max’s skin. On 
the floor of the den, legs crossed, eyes 
closed, Jacob would lead guided medi-
tations: walking slowly down flight after 
flight of imaginary stairs, focussed on 
breath, hands and feet tingling, trying 
to wrench the memories loose and un-
cover behind them something new, no 
matter how trivial, so long as it lay be-
yond the horizon of the sun in his eyes. 
Or the soap. But he worried. What if, 
under scrutiny, their memories grew un-
stable, eroding or degrading with the 
addition of confabulated parts? The 
final bridge to their old lives might 
crumble. What if the memory practice 
made things worse? About this prob-
lem he could speculate endlessly. Oc-
casionally, it terrified him. He’d run his 
hands over his head, staring into the 
distance as he spoke, and Ronna would 
listen, feeding Max peas, or bouncing 
him on her shoulders, or lying with him 
and Quinn on the carpet, playing trucks. 

Giving up the memory practice, Jacob 
moved on to enumeration: listing, be-
tween turns at Risk, each reliable aspect 
of their new lives, no matter how triv-

ial, hoping to piece together some rough 
cosmogony of the place. “Here,” he’d 
begin, “there is day.” Ronna—it was a 
stupid exercise, she hated it—would 
reply, “And night.” Sun, moon, grass, 
trees, blue beetles, occasional rain, ferns 
that withdrew at the touch of a finger, 
the sign in the yard—“wood sorrel 
house”—and, beyond that, the porch 
steps, and the porch itself, the hall table 
and the high staircase, the cellar steps 
and all the dust-covered things at the 
bottom of them: the fishing pole and 
the wading coat, the crutches with the 
torn yellow padding, a tool chest, a 
sledgehammer, a gray tarp, a pile of red 
bricks, and a toy bucket and shovel that 
Max liked to use in the green plastic 
sandbox out back—Little Tikes brand, 
in the shape of a turtle.

“What about the snapping turtle?” 
Ronna offered once.

The night was lush; moths battered 
the screens. 

Jacob collected six blue armies. “The 
snapping turtle?”

“Yeah.” The last time she’d seen it 
was one morning, near dawn, just after 
Max had begun to cry in his crib. No 
light yet on the pines. The turtle had 
lumbered over the grass, leaving a trail 
through the dew. “It’s the only one of 
its kind we’ve encountered. It’s partic-
ular, among the wildlife here. The birds 
and grasshoppers are indistinct. We 
often hear them without seeing them. 
They might be a kind of set design, a 

flourish. But the snapping turtle—it’s 
got some kind of . . . I don’t know how 
to put it. Stature. Doesn’t it? Or char-
acter. It feels realer to me.” 

She rolled the dice.
“Say more.” His tone was keen; she’d 

pleased him.
She thought of the time she’d seen 

it with Max in the birch grove. “Scary,” 
he’d whined again. But the turtle had 
watched them pass—really watched. 
“You can see a mind behind the eyes. 

It’s so old. Older than us. It’s been here 
longer; its experience of this place must 
run deeper. Too much experience. De-
cades. It’s almost cruel: what does it do 
here with so much time? I don’t know. 
I’ve got questions about the snapping 
turtle. When I see it, I feel . . .”

“A sense of something larger. You’re 
right. A wider world.”

She nodded, drew a breath to con-
tinue, then stopped. It was a delicate 
subject with Jacob—the one aspect of 
the place he wouldn’t talk about. Max 
would slip and fall on the rocks or in 
the woods, and she’d race to him, turn 
him over, hoping to find his skin bro-
ken. It never was. Her skin had bronzed 
and cracked, new wrinkles ran from her 
eyes. But Max was the same. He never 
had learned “woodpecker.” In the note-
pad, she’d written down everything Max 
could say: Mama, Dada, Quinn, hat, out-
side, uh-oh, dirt, play, nose, waffles. She 
hadn’t let herself work from memory, 
she’d waited until she heard each word 
anew. Light, bath, nap, scary. Soon, she’d 
stopped needing to update the list. 

“Maybe,” she said, “Max will live as 
long as the turtle.” Jacob was silent. If 
she didn’t look up at him, she’d be able 
to keep talking. She stared into the Risk 
board’s blue compass rose. “Or longer. 
I don’t know how to think about it. I’m 
trying. Maybe he’ll be here when the 
house collapses, and the forest dies, and 
the sun explodes.” Her eyes were unfo-
cussed, her throat had gone dry. “Isn’t 
that an incredible thought?”

“The snapping turtle,” Jacob mut-
tered. “You’re right. Where does it go?”

•

There were rows of old paperbacks on 
the shelves, spines laced with faults. They 
didn’t appeal, but she’d read and reread 
them all: “Gone with the Wind” and 
“The Pelican Brief ” and “A Case of Need.” 
One day, Jacob thought to look up “wood 
sorrel” in the dog-eared Peterson guide. 
Then he went out, found it growing all 
through the clearing and into the trees. 
It looked like clover: three heart-shaped 
leaflets, joined at the stalk. Ronna watched 
Jacob crane over the book, gray and hag-
gard, a bunch of wood sorrel in his hand, 
and she thought suddenly of his vigils in 
the cellar, when they were still new here—
his vow to solve the riddle of the chicken 
thighs and mixed berries in the freezer. 
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He snapped the book shut and said, 
“It’s edible, Ron. You can cook and eat 
this stuff.”

•

Much later, long after he’d left for good, 
she’d lie out for hours in the wood sor-
rel, half dreaming that the lawn was 
absorbing her gently. One afternoon, 
she looked up the hill toward the 
house—run through with summer light, 
its doors and windows flung wide—to 
see Max crawling backward down the 
staircase inside. She was achy and spare, 
her sunburned scalp showed. He 
shouldn’t do that, she thought, sitting 
up and shielding her eyes. But when, 
halfway down, he pushed off the stairs 
to stand, she laughed: a little mountain 
climber. There was even a comic aspect 
to the way he fell, straight back, arms 
wide, as in an old cartoon. The sound 
of his head hitting each step carried 
down the hill. When she opened her 
eyes, he’d come to rest on his back, stone 
still, by the hall table. What if maybe 
he’s dead, she thought, standing to cross 
the lawn. An unhurried breeze stirred 

the tops of the pines. By the time she’d 
reached the porch he was halfway up 
the stairs again, on hands and knees. 
She sat down in the doorway, drifted 
off, and woke up in the dark.

II.

The first time Jacob went exploring, 
he returned with rabbit skins, rag-

ged and patched with gore, hanging 
from his bag. “I figure I’ll get better at 
it,” he apologized, letting them fall to 
the porch. That night Ronna put Max 
to bed by herself—Jacob was too ex-
hausted—and then they talked on the 
couch in the den, he with his head across 
her lap. “I found a lake,” he said. “You 
follow the stream down the mountain 
to where it levels, then on a little ways, 
and then it opens up, all at once, onto 
the water. I saw the sun glinting on the 
surface through the trees and thought 
I was dreaming, or dead. The water’s 
cold and clear. There are fish in it.” 

She whispered, “Fish?” It was some-
how astounding.

Jacob said he wanted to find the 

edge, if there was one. If it turned out 
that Wood Sorrel House was in the 
real world, then the edge would be a 
road, or a town—it would be the edge 
of their seclusion. If, instead, the place 
was something constructed, the edge 
might be more literal. Such a discov-
ery would be horrifying. But then, at 
least, he would be able to map the in-
terior. “I wonder,” he said, “if it’s auto-
matically generated, somehow. Maybe 
it’s creating itself as I go. Like, I could 
walk for the rest of my life and it’d 
just be different configurations of the 
same trees, the same hills.” But maybe 
not. Maybe if he walked far enough, 
he’d f ind a change in the pattern. 
“Imagine if there were cities. They 
might be strange to us; the people in 
them might not be people, exactly.” 
There might be anything out there. 
Enough to fill lifetimes.

Ronna ran her fingers through his 
hair. “I tried to stick Max with a sew-
ing needle today. I wanted to see if I 
could hurt him. You know?” Feeling 
her voice shake, she bit her cheek. “I 
was scared, because what if I could? 
But I told myself that the way to take 
care of him, sometimes, is by hurting 
him. Like an inoculation.” Bent over 
his crib, she’d held the needle above 
the soft underside of his forearm. “But 
I kept dropping it,” she said. “I couldn’t 
do it. And I didn’t know if it was me, 
or him, or the place. I really wanted to 
do it. I kept trying.”

Jacob lay with his eyes closed. “I 
climbed the high mountain.” 

“Yeah?” She wiped her cheeks with 
her shirtsleeve.

“I got above the tree line. I could see 
in every direction.” 

She waited. 
“Nothing but trees. I could see the 

lake. I could see other mountains. A 
chain. But it’s wilderness, it’s all wil-
derness. Miles and miles. No roads. 
Nothing.” 

“Could you see us?” she asked. “The 
house?” Her mind ran over the day: Max 
atop her shoulders, leaning to pull a 
birch leaf from its stem, his outstretched 
arm before her.

Jacob opened his eyes. “Who’s ac-
countable for this?”

Absently, she pressed her thumb to 
his lips. He kissed it and she pressed 
again, wanting him to open his mouth 

THE LETTER, 1968

That he wrote it with his hand and folded the paper 

and slipped it into the envelope and sealed it with his tongue 

and pressed it closed so I might open it with my fingers.  

That he brought it to the box and slipped it through the slot

so that it might be carried through time and weather to where 

I waited on the front-porch step.

(We knew how to wait then—it was what life was, 

much of it.) So, when the mailman came up the walk and didn’t have it,

he might have it the next day or the next, when it bore the mark 

of his hand who had written my name, so I might open it and read 

and read it again, and then again and look at the envelope he’d sealed, 

and press my mouth to where his mouth had been.

—Marie Howe



60	 THE NEW YORKER, MARCH 21, 2022

for her; she ran her left hand down his 
chest to his belt and began to pull at 
the buckle.

He seized her wrist and flung it away. 

•

There was no alcohol in the house. There 
was, in the medicine cabinet, ibuprofen 
and antihistamines. She wondered if she 
could find something psychoactive in 
the woods. Or poisonous. Though, if she 
wanted to die, there were better ways. 
Ceiling beams and rope. Kitchen knives. 
She could slam her head against the wall, 
even. Or drown herself in Jacob’s lake. 
His trips out grew longer. She’d stay in 
bed, a pillow wrapped around her head 
to dampen the sound of Max’s crying. 
She’d sweat and shiver, talking to her-
self. But, sooner or later, she’d have to 
get up. Wash her face, drink from the 
faucet, brush her teeth. Walk down the 
hall, turn the knob, open the door. He’d 
be there, in the crib, diaper sodden, hair 
matted, eyes dark. She’d stand on the 
threshold. He’d grab the bars, pull him-
self up, raise both arms toward her.

•

Once, Jacob stomped up the porch into 
the house and pulled Max from his high 
chair. A storm was coming; he wanted 
him to see it. Jacob was gaunt and sul-
len, his beard tied in two long braids. A 
weird green light fell over the clearing, 
black clouds crossed the sky. Max 
squeezed the air between his fingers and 
whispered, “Too scary.” And later, after 
they’d been without Jacob for a long 
time, it all happened again: same stony 
clouds, same cold rain. “Too scary.” She 
wished she could cut his head open and 
look inside. Had he retained any mem-
ory of the first time? Did Max hold on 
to scary things, or did they pass through 
him, the way the rain passed over the 
mountain? Once the blue sky had re-
turned, the storm seemed impossible.

When she asked Max if he remem-
bered his father, he’d only point to some-
thing he recognized—a cup, a toy, a tree—
and name it.

•

On his final return to Wood Sorrel 
House, Jacob carried the snapping tur-
tle impaled on a spear. 

Ronna stood on the porch holding 
Max. “You killed it,” she called, horrified.

He smirked. “Nasty fucker tried to 
bite me.”

The spear—the serrated hunting 
knife he’d found in the cellar, lashed to 
a broomstick—had sliced straight 
through the turtle’s shell and out its 
padded chest. Upside down, legs splayed 
and tail limp, it shuddered each time 
the spear’s butt struck the earth. Max 
watched as Jacob hung the turtle with 
rope from a tree branch below the house 
and cleaned it. He worked efficiently. 
Its eyes were milky, its tongue swollen 
and foamed with spittle. The ancient 
skin fell in scraps; the meat was nearly 
purple. When Jacob had finished, the 
emptied shell swayed in the breeze. 

It had a spine, Ronna thought in awe.
Fried in butter, the meat was gristly 

and ripe. 
“Go on,” Jacob urged. His teeth were 

filthy. 
Ronna took a bite. She chewed until 

her throat contracted and saliva pooled. 
Then she spat into a napkin. 

Jacob slapped the table with both 
hands. “Max,” he said, loud and grin-
ning, “this country life does not agree 
with your poor old mother.”

III.

The lake was just as Jacob had de-
scribed it. Glimpsing it through 

the trees, she wondered for a giddy in-
stant if it held something stranger than 
water. But then she skirted it, moving 
under branches and through heavy 
brush, until she found a rocky outcrop-
ping that spread down to the edge. It 
was perfect. She’d left before dawn, and 
now the midday sun baked the rock. 
She stretched out and fell asleep. No 
dreams. When she woke, she removed 
her clothes and stepped into the water. 
It was frigid. But afloat on her back, 
drifting out, she felt good. Near sunset, 
she took from her backpack a can of 
tuna, a sleeve of crackers, an apple, and 
a chocolate bar. She ate, then went into 
the woods to gather branches and leaves 
and needles; she built a fire on the flat 
rock and spent the evening feeding it. 
She told herself scattered stories, watch-
ing the sparks on the water.

She stayed nine days. Near dawn on 
the tenth, she crashed up through the 
woods in a panic. It was still dark in 
the trees. She fell, rolled, and struck a 

rock. She couldn’t breathe; she thought 
she’d broken a rib. Even as the sky 
brightened, the space before her was 
hard to parse—colors and shapes in the 
darkness, the woods all the same. She’d 
have to go back to the lake and start 
again. But she couldn’t find the lake. 
The sun rose higher, she was thirsty, 
she wondered if this was what had hap-
pened to Jacob. Then she saw the water 
through the trees. She traced her way 
back to the outcropping, where the em-
bers of her fire still smoldered, and then 
out the way she knew she’d come, and 
when she found the stream she fol-
lowed it up the mountain. 

Max sat in the corner of his crib. 
The room was humid and dim. Every-
thing he’d had—pacifiers, blanket, the 
green water cup—he’d thrown onto the 
floor. Except Quinn. He held the doll 
close. It was mangled and wet; he must 
have been gnawing at it. His breathing 
was slow.

“Max,” she said. Then she shouted 
it, grabbing his shoulders. 

He said, “Too scary.”

•

Well—how had it been for the snap-
ping turtle? It had slept in the high 
grass. In hot weather, it had sat in the 
stream; it had made its crooked way 
back and forth across the mountain. 
The turtle could not think. Presumably, 
it had been barely aware. But it had 
lived so long. And what sorts of under-
standing might be gained in f ifty 
thoughtless years? Or eighty, or a hun-
dred? Couldn’t the turtle have gathered 
some intelligence beyond itself? An in-
telligence in parallel, or in secret: a re-
mote space, if not in its brain then some-
where else, a hidden compartment in 
which to hold the character of its ex-
perience—bright nights and dark ones, 
soaking rains, the taste of chewed grass. 
What kinds of awareness might the tur-
tle have accumulated in a hundred and 
fifty years? What if it could have lived 
for a thousand? How long before it 
couldn’t rightly be called a turtle? 

•

Her clothes hung loose, then fell apart; 
the words in the paperbacks grew blur-
rier until she could read them only if 
she bent close, with the shade off the 
lamp. New light bulbs were always in 
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the closet by the stairs. Bars of soap, too, 
and extra sheets, talcum powder, nee-
dles, and thread. She’d mended Quinn 
so many times that it wasn’t really Quinn 
anymore—the doll’s face had worn away, 
its clothes were gone. The only things 
that changed in her life were dreams, 
so she paid more and more attention to 
them; she came to feel that all the dreams 
she’d ever had were connected, as if part 
of one vast landscape, and with prac-
tice she could traverse it, discovering 
dreams she’d never remembered before. 
I could drop him into the lake, she 
thought one morning, as she saw by the 
light on the pines that he’d woken too 
early. But suppose he climbed out? I 
could try to do to him what Jacob did 
to the turtle. Eyes, tongue, brain, and 
bones, all scattered. But I can’t, she 
thought. I can’t. I can’t. He sat, holding 
Quinn, a pacifier in his mouth, in the 
crib. She fell down beside it, reached 
through the bars, put her hand on his 
head. “Hi, Max,” she said. She was shak-
ing, covered in sweat. “Did you have a 
good sleep?” Max took the pacifier from 
his mouth and said, “Sleep.”

IV.

Something flew up the stairs toward 
her, struck her hands as she guarded 

her face—a blue jay had flown in through 
the open door. She twisted and fell down 
the steps, then lay whimpering by the 
long hall table. Her ankle burned and 
was discolored; it wouldn’t take any 
weight. She crawled into the den, pulled 
herself onto the couch, and shivered 
under the quilt, listening to the bird flit 
against the rafters. 

Upstairs, Max woke from his nap 
and began to cry.

In the morning, she lowered herself 
down the cellar steps, seated, her left leg 
outstretched. The crutches stood in the 
corner. And then she found the back-
pack, filled it with food, took a lighter 
and a knife and the wading coat from 
its hook. The steps were too steep to 
climb, so she went out the storm doors 
into the clearing. She stood looking up 
at Max’s window. Clouds stung her eyes.

She rested that day and the next by 
the stream, and then she set off down 
the mountain, on one crutch, in little 
hops, her left hand tacky from saplings 
and branches. At the lake she slept 

through a run of days, sun on her face, 
and at night she watched fish break the 
water’s surface. Mornings, when it was 
cool, she gathered stones from the shore-
line, piling the flattest and heaviest into 
cairns. How deep was the lake? Was it 
possible she’d sink past the edge into 
some other world? Yes, that was possi-
ble. There was just no help for it—any 
of it. It wasn’t as if she could leave him 
a note. Or one last meal to eat. Or teach 
him to dress himself or use the toilet. 
The problem was too big. She had no 
power over it.

She unbuilt the cairns, stone by stone, 
pushing each one into the pockets of 
the wading coat.

But more days passed, and slowly 
her mind started to change. 

Because here’s what she could have 
done: she could have taken him out of 
the crib. As things stood, it was only if 
the legs rotted and it crashed to the 
floor, or the house burned down or blew 
over or fell apart, that he’d ever be free 
from it. A hundred years, a thousand. 
Longer, she didn’t know. However this 
thing worked.

She went into the brush for more 
wood. Night came and she stared into 
the fire. 

For the sake of argument: say she 
went back. She’d take him out of the 
crib and put him on the f loor. Then 
what? She’d have to turn and run; he’d 
try to follow. Impossible. She couldn’t. 
And in the crib, at least, he’d be safe. 

But from what? 
She threw twigs into the flames.
Well—safe from scary things. Be-

cause, left alone, Max would fall down 
the stairs again. He might tumble down 
the mountain, crash through branches 
and over rocks. One scary thing after an-
other, on and on, into infinity. A kind of 
Hell. What if somehow he followed her 
into the lake, and a current swept him 
to the bottom and pinned him against 
her as she rotted? It was possible, she 
had to concede that. In the crib, noth-
ing would happen. Nothing at all. And 
that could be holy, in a way. He’d be like 
a monk, almost. A sort of saint, enshrined, 
enthroned. Inhabiting eternity.

She surprised herself by crashing into 
the water, not in some solemn moment, 
after a speech or a prayer, but on im-
pulse. Exhilarated by the cold, she kicked 
until her toes hit nothing, the stones 
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pulling her, water throbbing in her ears. 
There was a hum or a hiss she could 
hear only once she’d gone under, an 
aquatic vibration, and then a shock at 
realizing that this was going to work. 
But she must have fought, despite her-
self. It was hard to remember. She found 
herself back on the outcropping, belly 
down, legs still in the water. 

All the way home to the cottage she 
felt calm and strange, separated from 
things by a layer of noise. Max lay asleep 
in the crib. She kissed his brow; he stirred 
to life. She rocked him, seated on the 
edge of the toilet, as a hot bath ran. She 
washed him clean while he sang to 
Quinn, and his wet skin glowed. He 
asked her to give Quinn a kiss. She did 
it. Then she touched Max’s nose, held 
his body, felt it swell with breath. She 
fell into the tub and dug at him with her 
fingers, pressed her face into his neck, 
gasping to take in the smell of his head.

V.

She fixed him to her back in a swad-
dle of cut bedsheets and wore the 

backpack on her front. Quinn she stuffed 
down beside him. The straps chafed, 
and Max squirmed and kicked, some-
times he cried, but mostly, as they trav-
elled, he spoke softly to the doll. 

In the afternoon, they passed the lake. 
A victory. Of course, there was only more 
forest, all the same. She built a fire be-
neath an overhanging rock; she ate jerky 
and apologized to Max for not feeding 
him. He pouted but then wandered off, 
picking up sticks and digging with them 
in the earth. The sun set. They sang to 
Quinn: I’ll see you in the mo-or-ning. 

In the night, she woke and felt Max 
breathing against her. 

They followed the sun, so she called 
it west. Sometimes the hills they climbed 
would level and drop limply back down; 
other times, they’d break through the 
tree line to bare rocky stretches, where 
eagles skimmed overhead. They trav-
elled along a mountain ridge, two beau-
tiful days, but had to double back when 
they came to a high chasm: no way down. 
That afternoon, they saw black bears, 
three of them, nosing along the moun-
tainside. She shifted Max so he could 
see and said, “Bears.” She stewed and 
ate nettles; she kicked mushrooms from 
tree trunks and roasted them. When 

Max put both hands into the fire, she 
panicked and started to shout, then 
stopped and let him.

The trees thinned. No more big pines, 
only firs, growing shorter and sparser, 
until—it happened so gradually she barely 
noticed—they were out of the forest. The 
soil turned sandy and pale. Before them 
was nothing. Nothing whatsoever. Now 
and then, she’d look back: the forest’s 
edge, like a wall, and the mountains loom-
ing over it, clouds and sky above the 
peaks, all together like something in a 
fishbowl. She walked until it was only a 
green-blue smear, and then nothing. And 
then they were nowhere.

On her back, Max was quiet and still. 
The sand was soft and felt nice on her 
feet. It faded to a dirty white, like smudged 
paper, and so did the horizon. When the 
lack of perspective made her dizzy, she 
walked with her eyes shut. They had no 
fires. She ran out of water. Sometimes 
Max whispered things in her ear. Then 
the last trace of gray was gone from the 
sand. It was fine and synthetic-feeling; 
when displaced, it whirled in the air with 
unnatural lightness. The sky darkened, 
and the air grew thinner; it tasted like 
plastic. Then the only light was behind 
her, as if she were walking into a cave. 
And soon they were in total darkness.

O.K., she thought. What now.
She sat down, slipped the backpack’s 

straps over her arms, and found the 
lighter. Briefly, it lit the space around 
them. She pulled Max from her back, 
curled up with him, and fell asleep. 

When she woke, he was gone. 
She felt for the lighter and couldn’t 

find it; the darkness jumped before her 
eyes. But then she calmed herself: he 
couldn’t have gone far. She angled her 
head to listen, in one direction, then an-
other, and on hands and knees she found 
the place where the sand went smooth 
again. In rigid, deliberate movements she 
crawled out, feeling with her fingers, 
counting each motion away from the 
backpack, and then returning. Wider 
each time, a spiral. Finally she felt a divot 
in the sand ahead of her, and then an-
other. She followed the indentations out, 
slow and careful, the blood loud in her 
ears. Her fingertips found Max’s cloth 
diaper, and then his back, his shoulders, 
the nape of his neck; she went into a 
crouch and drew her arms around him. 
Only later did it terrify her: he’d been 

sitting perfectly still, staring into the dark.
Back out in the light, it was the 

first thing she noticed: “Max. Where 
is Quinn?” 

She dug through the pack.
“Quinn,” he said.
She looked toward the dark, then at 

him, and fell into wild sobs.

VI.

F irst, she knocked out the walls with 
the sledgehammer from the cellar. 

Then she dismantled the rooms up-
stairs from the inside out, chopped up 
the plaid sofas, the crib, the bookshelves, 
and the staircase, board by board. No 
more stairs—only ramps, built from re-
purposed wood. The house was trans-
formed into something like a dais, with 
a wide, flat surface. 

She doesn’t feed him. She leaves him 
for days in the woods. She has a cage 
on a rope, like a crab trap; she leads him 
to the lake and submerges him inside it.

“Too scary,” he says, once he’s coughed 
up all the water.

She shakes his face and tells him that 
it’s not.

One day, she imagines, she’ll unlatch 
the top and pull him out, cold water 
pouring from the bottom, and he’ll say 
nothing at all. He’ll be quiet and strong. 
He’ll have kept something from before. 
She believes this not only because she 
has to but because he’s started talking 
about Quinn. He looks out over the tree-
tops and tells her Quinn is in the dark. 
In his head must be a picture of the 
scene, a story he tells himself. And so it 
stands to reason that he may in some 
way remember what he’s been taught. 
Maybe he’ll remember her. There’s a 
place in the yard where she buries her 
teeth when they fall out: six little funer-
als, so far. She brings him to watch. 
Maybe she’ll feel it coming and know 
to slink away. But, even if she dies there 
on the ground, the time before she’s gone 
to soil will be, to him, like nothing. 

She’ll eat less and less, lie on her mat, 
boil wood sorrel with salt. He’ll walk 
up the ramps, sleep in the grass, play in 
the bleached old turtle shell. The sun 
will rise early and set late. There will be 
beautiful days. 
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Francisco Goya’s “This is what you were born for,” from his series “The Disasters of War” (1810-20). 

THE ART WORLD

FACING WAR
How artists have pictured conflict.

BY PETER SCHJELDAHL

War is the worst evil that people 
have inflicted upon one another, 

at costs to themselves, since some hom-
inid discovered the lethal efficacy of 
rocks. It is waged continually somewhere 
or other in every generation, furiously 
now, in Ukraine, and fitfully in the Mid-
dle East and Africa. The recurring hor-
ror has paused on a global scale—hold-
ing its breath, you may feel—only be-
cause, post-Hiroshima, nuclear weaponry 
bodes suicide for the next power to use 
it. Or so we have thought, and perhaps 
still think, but with shaken complacency. 
What never ends is the primordial emo-
tional tug toward organized mayhem, 
which is playing out, yet again, in East-
ern Europe in the face of widespread re-

vulsion. Putin: Monster! But a madman? 
Diagnosing him as such assumes that 
sanity is the normative state of people 
with power.

By an unforeseen coincidence, the 
Clark Art Institute, in Williamstown, 
Massachusetts, has opened a show, “As 
They Saw It: Artists Witnessing War,” 
that consists of archival prints, draw-
ings, and photographs that historicize 
war’s sick seductiveness. The images  
are displayed chronologically, focussed 
by turns on the Napoleonic Wars, the 
Crimean War, the American Civil War, 
the Siege of Paris in 1870-71, and the 
First World War. The ensemble is a 
small, smattery affair that nonetheless 
concentrates the mind on past, present, 

and, ineluctably, future calamity. At its 
core is a slide show of Francisco Goya’s 
eighty intaglio prints, “The Disasters of 
War” (1810-20). For fear of censorship, 
the works were first published in 1863, 
as an album, thirty-five years after the 
artist’s death. The Clark owns a copy.

The “Disasters” are philosophically 
dire like nothing else in art history. De-
rived partly from Goya’s personal ob-
servation of battlefields, they begin 
soon after the onset of the Peninsular 
War, launched by Napoleon in 1808 
with a misbegotten invasion of Spain, 
and proceed to gruesome renderings 
of war-induced famine and subsequent 
collisions of Royalist and liberal Span-
ish factions. They include instances of 

THE CRITICS
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torture that make death seem merciful. 
Each of the plates zooms in on what 
the artist deemed an innate human ca-
pacity for savagery that never expires, 
persisting at a simmer in peacetime. 
What is it like to suffer atrocity and, al-
ternatively, to perpetrate it? Goya gen-
erally plays no favorites among the par-
ties to his nightmarish scenarios.

Jumping out at me is the twelfth 
plate, captioned “This is what you were 
born for,” in which a man vomits at the 
sight of heaped corpses. Though ugly, 
the man’s reaction is a rare hint, in the 
series, of compassionate feeling. He 
could be anyone civilized (that is, with 
inborn instincts inhibited) who comes 
upon carnage. By comparison, most of 
the other items in the show, with the 
exception of a sobering print by Édouard 
Manet, are banally or viciously propa-
gandistic, demonizing enemies, or else 
remaining professionally detached—in 
either case, rhetorically akin to genres 
of spectator sport. Photographs can’t 
help spectacularizing violence, given 
that a disinterested object, the camera, 
is interposed between the viewer and 
the viewed. While perhaps stirring emo-
tion, they are chiefly informational.

The same goes, in the show, for the 
rote thrills and martial sentiments of 
gaudy late-Baroque battle scenes; fe-
tishized military garb and accoutrements 
that were popular magazine fare in the 
nineteenth century; and laconic report-
age by the likes of Winslow Homer and 
Mathew Brady. All set us at a distance. 
Coping intimately with the truths of 
war requires either firsthand experience 
or, if one has blessedly been spared it, 
introspection, which Goya exercised in 
abyssal depth and which the news of 
our day might kindle in us.

In 1966, when my draft number came 
up, I presented myself at the Army 

Induction Center on Whitehall Street 
in Manhattan. I did so in a condition 
that was curatorially drug-addled, sleep-
less, and unwashed. Already underweight, 
more weak than strong, and chronically 
nerve-racked—I was not someone whose 
comradeship you’d want in your fox-
hole—I probably could have done with-
out the frills, but fright drove me to load 
the odds in my salvific disfavor. Briskly 
rejected, I was giddy with relief.

Then shame set in. Another guy 

would have to go in what might, after 
all, have been my place. In addition, 
there was the betrayal of my youthful 
conviction that of course I would serve 
someday, as the firstborn son of a fa-
ther who had won a medal during the 
Second World War, in the Battle of the 
Bulge. Only much later did I under-
stand that he had probably incurred 
lifelong psychic hurt from the ordeal, 
which may have explained his jumpy 
elusiveness as a dad. Even now, at the 
Clark, I can summon tingles of the vi-
carious bloody glamour that, as a boy, I 
felt when I imagined my father’s war.

Wisdom came later, albeit incom-
pletely. I am a frequent reader of military 
histories. I swear, especially, by the work 
of the late John Keegan, who is at once 
humane in his focus on the fates of com-
mon soldiers—in his breakthrough book, 
“The Face of Battle” (1976), he details the 
specific vicissitudes of those who fought 
at Agincourt, Waterloo, and the Somme—
and unillusioned about the justifications, 
however compelling, that sent men into 
harm’s way and kept them there, whether 
from incentives of patriotism or, failing 
that, remorseless coercion.

Keegan, like Goya, leaves you with 
the belief that he sees war-making as 
hardwired in humanity. In “A History 
of Warfare” (1993), he noted that when 
the natives of Easter Island, after more 
than a millennium in isolation, fell to 
fighting over dwindling resources, they 
spontaneously hit upon two of the three 
classic means of defensive strategy: 
reinforced refuges and a huge ditch. 
(The island was too tiny to warrant the 
third expedient: regional fortresses.) 
Nor did the combatants need to con-
sult the Iliad, say, to grasp what they 
were about. Havoc with obsidian spear-
heads developed naturally.

Do wars start with reasons? Always, 
and they accumulate supplementary im-
peratives from the first shot onward. You 
know that life is hell, someone once re-
marked, when you reflect that everyone 
has reasons, albeit often delusory. Kee-
gan recalled that the deciders on all sides 
of the First World War, having been 
schooled in the Clausewitzian dogma 
that war is the continuation of politics 
by other means, directed a catastrophe 
that made practically no political sense 
whatsoever. Cause or no cause, war is 
something that people do because they 

can: it “reaches into the most secret places 
of the human heart,” Keegan wrote. Set 
aside for a moment the fact that the con-
duct of a war can ennoble even when the 
outcome is likely doomed, as is gener-
ally believed of the Ukrainians, led by 
the astonishing Volodymyr Zelensky.

Inevitably, one takes sides. I keep re-
playing the video of a Russian helicop-
ter gunship being shot down with, I as-
sume, a Western-gifted Stinger missile. 
I don’t like to think of the men who 
perished in that ball of fire. Instead, I 
contemplate the event as something 
cartoonishly abstract: the copter “Rus-
sia,” the missile “Ukraine.” It counts for 
something that the crew died while on 
a death-dealing mission, but they were 
fellow human beings. Simply, there’s no 
getting around the moral repercussions 
of a rooting interest once a conflict has 
been internalized.

Manet updated Goya in a moderniz-
ing, strangely urbane manner. He made 
his lithograph “The Barricade” in 1871, 
the same year as the deadly suppression 
of the Paris Commune, which he had 
witnessed. Soldiers let loose a volley at 
defenders of a street obstacle. We see 
only one victim distinctly, in a sophis-
ticated composition that is largely ob-
scured and formally flattened by a cloud 
of smoke, which effectively eliminates 
a middle ground between the shooters 
and the shot.

Had the scene’s passionate Commu-
nards been properly armed, they might 
have reversed their encounter with the 
dutiful soldiery, piling up uniformed 
bodies. They weren’t, and therefore 
couldn’t. Manet, for all his temperamen-
tal sympathy with the rebels, doesn’t 
dramatize the slaughter. He fatalisti-
cally records it. Whatever uncertainty 
attends a war’s commencement, each 
conflict ends with facts. Artists have no 
say in the matter, but, if they are hon-
est about a phenomenon that makes a 
treason of honesty, they can at least dis-
abuse us of naïve projections.

Goya’s penultimate “Disaster” depicts 
a glowing female figure supine, and ap-
parently lifeless, amid a mob of stand-
ing monsters. The caption reads, “Truth 
has died.” The following, final image, 
“Will she rise again?,” repeats the same 
composition. The woman’s posture and 
hopeless situation are unchanged. Only, 
in this one, she has opened her eyes. 
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BOOKS

OFFENSIVE PLAY
Can Peter Handke’s fiction be separated from his notorious politics?

BY RUTH FRANKLIN

ILLUSTRATION BY ISABEL SELIGER

On December 10, 2019, the Austrian 
writer Peter Handke received the 

Nobel Prize in Literature. If he felt pride 
or triumph, he didn’t show it. His bow 
tie askance above an ill-fitting white 
dress shirt, his eyes unsmiling behind 
his trademark round glasses, Handke 
looked resigned and stoical, as if he were 
submitting to a bothersome medical pro-
cedure. As he accepted his award, some 
of the onlookers—not all of whom joined 
in the applause—appeared equally grim.

Handke embarked on his career, in 
the nineteen-sixties, as a provocateur, 
with absurdist theatrical works that es-
chewed action, character, and dialogue 
for, in the words of one critic, “anony-

mous, threatening rants.” One of his 
early plays, titled “Offending the Audi-
ence,” ends with the actors hurling in-
sults at the spectators. In the following 
decades, as he produced dozens of plays 
and novels, he turned his experiments 
with language inward, exploring both 
its possibilities and its limitations in 
evoking human consciousness. W. G. 
Sebald, who was deeply influenced by 
Handke, wrote, “The specific narrative 
genre he developed succeeded by dint 
of its completely original linguistic and 
imaginative precision.” 

Handke’s novels, which he has called 
“narrative excursions or one-man expe-
ditions,” often feature a man who shares 

characteristics with the author as he re-
flects on what he sees while journeying 
through a landscape. Episodic, with long 
stretches in which there is little to no 
action, the narratives arise out of a se-
ries of encounters—with people, ani-
mals, or simply ideas—that gradually 
accrue meaning. In “Repetition” (1986), 
often considered Handke’s masterpiece, 
the setting is his mother’s homeland—
Slovenia, then part of Communist Yu-
goslavia. In his latest novel to appear in 
English, “The Fruit Thief ” (Farrar, 
Straus & Giroux), which was published 
in German in 2017 and has been trans-
lated by Krishna Winston, we are in the 
countryside just north of Paris, not far 
from the suburb where Handke has lived 
for the past thirty years. 

These novels, in their microscopic 
focus on the vagaries of the narrator’s 
perception, are almost aggressively non-
political, but it is politics that has made 
Handke notorious, producing the frowns 
at the Nobel ceremony. In early 1996, six 
months after Serbs massacred more than 
eight thousand Bosnian Muslims at Sre-
brenica—the greatest atrocity on Euro-
pean soil since the Holocaust—Handke 
took a trip through Serbia. In his trav-
elogue, which appeared in English under 
the title “A Journey to the Rivers: Jus-
tice for Serbia,” Handke heaped scorn 
on the Western journalists who reported 
from Yugoslavia, accusing them of bias 
and corruption. In his account, the Serbs 
come across as charming, cultured hosts, 
their food delicious, their countryside 
pastoral, their political circumstances 
perplexing and unearned. 

There was outrage from journalists 
and critics, but Handke doubled down. 
In the spring of 1999, as the U.S. and 
NATO allies began a bombing campaign 
intended to drive the Serbs out of 
Kosovo, he visited Belgrade to demon-
strate his support for Slobodan Mi-
lošević’s regime. A few months later, ac-
cording to the American journalist Peter 
Maass, Handke was granted a Serbian 
passport. When Milošević died, in 2006, 
Handke delivered a eulogy at his funeral.

Twenty-three years after Handke first 
waded into these troubled waters, the 
announcement of his Nobel Prize brought 
a further chorus of denunciation. The 
Holocaust scholar Deborah Lipstadt ex-
pressed concern that the prize would 
give legitimacy to his false claims; the In 2019, Handke, vocal in his support of Slobodan Milošević, won a Nobel Prize.
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former U.N. Ambassador Samantha 
Power, who had reported on Srebrenica 
as a journalist, tweeted that the genocide 
was an “undeniable fact.” A member of 
the Swedish Academy announced that 
he would boycott the proceedings. 
Handke remained uncowed. When 
Maass confronted him at the Nobel press 
conference, Handke dismissed his ques-
tions as “empty and ignorant.” 

Handke’s defenders argue that his 
Serbian adventure is essentially an ex-
crescence, with little bearing on his work. 
The Austrian daily Die Presse opined 
that, as Handke’s work had “long been 
considered part of world literature,” the 
sad fact that he had “lost his way in the 
thicket of the Balkans” shouldn’t disqual-
ify him from the Nobel. Yet perhaps the 
most distinctive quality of Handke’s art 
is that it has always been inseparable 
from the persona of its creator. A new 
collection of his essays, “Quiet Places” 
(Farrar, Straus & Giroux), demonstrates 
that, regardless of whether Handke la-
bels a work fiction or nonfiction, his tech-
nique remains much the same—the tone 
discursive, the narratives eddying and as-
sociative, the point of view inward and 
subjective. Indeed, Handke has said that 
he wrote about Serbia “exactly as I have 
always written my books, my literature: 
a slow, inquiring narration; every para-
graph dealing with and narrating a prob-
lem, of representation, of form, of gram-
mar—of aesthetic veracity.” Rather than 
a departure from his literary work, Hand-
ke’s position on Serbia may be of a piece 
with it—a logical consequence of the 
postmodern experimentation for which 
he has long been celebrated.

“The beginning of my writing,” 
Handke has said, was “the stories 

my mother told.” Born in 1942 in an im-
poverished provincial town in southern 
Austria, the illegitimate son of his mother 
and her married lover, he was raised by 
his mother and an abusive stepfather. 
His consolation as a child was her tales 
of people from her birthplace, known 
only as Stara Vas, or Old Village.  

Handke likes to tell two of his moth-
er’s stories as a pair: they show up in sev-
eral of his works, including “The Fruit 
Thief.” In one, his mother’s younger 
brother runs away from a boarding school 
and walks home, a journey of some forty 
kilometres. He arrives in the middle of 

the night on a Saturday, which is the day 
that the courtyard gets swept. So the boy 
picks up a broom and sweeps until day-
break, when the family discovers him.

The other story concerns a baby boy, 
the child of a mentally retarded girl who 
works on a local farm and was raped by 
the farmer. The farmer and his wife adopt 
the child, and the milkmaid is told to 
stay away from the boy, who grows up 
thinking that the farmer’s wife is his 
mother. One day, the milkmaid hears the 
boy screaming for help: he has got tangled 
in a barbed-wire fence. She runs over 
and unhooks him. Later, the little boy 
asks his presumed mother, “Why does 
the stupid girl have such gentle hands?”

Both stories have the quality of a 
fairy tale: the boy who sweeps the court-
yard in the night by rote, as if bewitched; 
the foundling child who retains a con-
nection to his mother even as others try 
to conceal it from him. And both are 
about the gulf between parents and chil-
dren, and the often futile efforts to over-
come that gulf—themes that haunt 
Handke’s work. Handke often empha-
sizes not an event but, rather, a seem-
ingly minor moment, the significance 
of which the person who experiences it 
does not even recognize.

In 1971, a few years after Handke pub-
lished his first novel, his mother, suffer-
ing from debilitating headaches and de-
pression, killed herself, at the age of fifty-
one. In the aftermath, Handke poured 
out the anguished, stammering text that 
constitutes “A Sorrow Beyond Dreams,” 
which was published the following year 
and remains the book for which he is 
best known in English. Like many of 
the novels that would follow, it chroni-
cles a journey both exterior and interior: 
Handke’s return to his home town for 
his mother’s funeral, and also his investi-
gation of her life, which quickly becomes 
an investigation of the limits of language 
to express what he wishes to communi-
cate. Completed in only two months, the 
text has a frantic, driven quality. “My 
mother has been dead for almost seven 
weeks; I had better get to work before 
the need to write about her, which I felt 
so strongly at her funeral, dies away and 
I fall back into the dull speechlessness 
with which I reacted to the news of her 
suicide,” he says at the start.

That “speechlessness,” it soon becomes 
clear, is a characteristic of both contem-

porary life and contemporary literature. 
Handke had already written a play, “Kas-
par” (1967), inspired by the real-life story 
of Kaspar Hauser, a teen-age boy who 
appeared mysteriously in early-nine-
teenth-century Bavaria, knowing only a 
single sentence, having apparently been 
raised without language. In “A Sorrow 
Beyond Dreams,” the narrative enacts 
the breakdown of language and form as 
Handke attempts to relate the facts of 
his mother’s life—her affair with his fa-
ther, a bank clerk; her dissatisfaction with 
any subsequent love; her physical tor-
ment as she aged. Conventional narra-
tive strategies such as description or char-
acterization frustrate him. “She refuses 
to be isolated and remains unfathom-
able; my sentences crash in the darkness 
and lie scattered on the paper,” he writes.

Dispassionately, Handke reports on 
his own dispassion; he is interested in 
his mother’s story less as an exploration 
of her character than as an intellectual 
exercise. In an introduction to a 2006 
reissue of the book, Jeffrey Eugenides 
wrote, “The most striking thing about 
the book is Handke’s disciplined detach-
ment from his subject, a mode of in-
quiry that offers nothing remedial or 
heartwarming.” Even so, there are mo-
ments when an image or an episode rises 
from the text with luminous emotion. 
Here is Handke on his mother’s affair:

She herself thought it comical that she had 
once loved someone, especially a man like him. 
He was smaller than she, many years older, 
and almost bald; she walked beside him in low-
heeled shoes, always at pains to adapt her step 
to his, her hand repeatedly slipping off his in-
hospitable arm; an ill-matched, ludicrous cou-
ple. And yet, twenty years later, she still longed 
to feel for someone what she had felt then for 
that savings-bank wraith. 

This image of the mismatched cou-
ple—the man such an unlikely object 
of desire—has a helpless pathos wor-
thy of Chekhov.

“Repetition” was also inspired by 
Handke’s mother’s life, although more 
obliquely. It follows the protagonist, Filip 
Kobal, on a journey through Slovenia in 
search of an older brother, who has been 
missing for two decades, since deserting 
from the German Army. For Filip, and 
indeed the entire family, Slovenia rep-
resents a kind of lost paradise. “What can 
one say to express the simultaneous ex-
perience of childhood and landscape?” 
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BRIEFLY NOTED
Born of Lakes and Plains, by Anne F. Hyde (Norton). A new 
way of looking at the American West emerges in this his-
tory of the mixing and marrying of Indigenous people and 
settlers. Beginning with the fur trade, Hyde shows how mar-
riage and procreation were crucial to integrating newcomers 
and building alliances. Commerce relied on networks of kin, 
and, as Native American clans would share knowledge only 
with those they considered family, mixed-descent children 
were vital intermediaries. The stories of five families through 
the nineteenth century illustrate how these intermediaries 
were also vulnerable to racist and expansionist policies. Though 
some were forced to hide their heritage, Hyde highlights 
their acts of agency, and tells “a narrative of our past with 
shared blood at its heart.”

Jena 1800, by Peter Neumann, translated from the German by 
Shelley Frisch (Farrar, Straus & Giroux). This vivid group bi-
ography captures the moment, at the end of the eighteenth 
century, when Jena, a small university town, suddenly emerged 
as the “intellectual and cultural center of Germany.” Neu-
mann’s cast of writers and philosophers includes Fichte, 
Novalis, Friedrich and Dorothea Schlegel, and Caroline and 
Wilhelm Schelling, with cameo appearances from such lu-
minaries as Goethe, Schiller, and Hegel. Neumann is adept 
both at conveying the gossip, feuds, and eccentricities of this 
tight-knit milieu and at grappling with his subjects’ politi-
cal and philosophical ideas, which were crucial to the devel-
opment of German Romanticism.

The Hummingbird, by Sandro Veronesi, translated from the Ital-
ian by Elena Pala (HarperVia). “How do you begin telling the 
story of a great love when you know it ended in disaster?” 
this novel asks. Its answer is to narrate the life of its protag-
onist, a Florentine ophthalmologist named Marco Carrera, 
out of sequence. We see him first as a husband and father, 
and later as a boy and as a grandfather; we learn about the 
dissolution of his family, his wife’s mental instability, and the 
infidelities of both of them. Letters, e-mails, poetry, and tele-
phone transcripts are interspersed throughout. The tempo-
ral leaps, though sometimes disorienting, cunningly mimic 
the eddying, insistent nature of memory itself.

The Door-Man, by Peter M. Wheelwright (Fomite). The nar-
rator of this novel, Piedmont Livingston Kinsolver III, is a 
doorman at a fancy apartment building on Central Park 
West, who, unbeknownst to his colleagues, commutes home 
to a penthouse on upper Fifth Avenue. The job, he says, af-
fords him “solitude and invisibility,” the thrill of “hiding out 
inside one’s own life,” and the chance to “keep an eye on 
things” at the Central Park Reservoir. The reservoir’s water, 
it turns out, originates at a Catskills dam that submerged the 
Kinsolver ancestral home. When mysterious fossils appear 
at the reservoir, Kinsolver is forced to confront family secrets, 
including murder and incest, connected with a paleontolog-
ical discovery made by one of his forebears at the dam site.

Handke asks. There is a German word 
for this, naturally: Kindschaft, which might 
be translated in this context as “childscape,” 
and that is the terrain Filip covers.

The novel unfolds at a meandering 
pace, with a quality that Sebald charac-
terized as “lightness.” He meant “not that 
the narrator is carefree or lighthearted; 
but instead of talking about his burdens, 
he turns to his senses in order to pro-
duce something that could help him and 
his reader—who may also be in need of 
comfort—to resist the temptation of 
melancholy.” Those sensory descriptions, 
vividly realized, include the experiences 
of the narrator (the night he spends in 
a train tunnel is as vivid as Handke’s 
mother’s love for the “savings-bank 
wraith”) and his impressions of the peo-
ple he encounters. One is a road mender 
who moonlights as a sign painter, whom 
Sebald saw as an analogue for the writer, 
carrying out “his laborious work day after 
day,” virtually invisible to the world at 
large. The narrator watches him paint-
ing a sign, “conjuring up the next letter 
from the blank surface, as though it had 
been there all along and he was only re-
tracing it.” Handke’s stories have a sim-
ilar quality: at their most successful, they 
convey the impression that they already 
exist in nature, and the job of the writer 
is only to excavate them. His work seems 
to confirm Wittgenstein’s famous aph-
orism “The limits of my language mean 
the limits of my world.”

Handke’s more recent output pro-
ceeds by much the same method, 

existing from moment to moment, with 
the narrator meditating associatively on 
whatever he observes. The subtitle of 
“The Fruit Thief ” is “Einfache Fahrt 
ins Landsinnere,” a double pun. Ein-
fache Fahrt means both “simple journey” 
and “one-way trip,” and Landsinnere is 
one of those German compound nouns 
for which no other language has an 
equivalent: Land means country, coun-
tryside, territory; innere is inside or in-
terior. It’s a one-way journey into the 
interior of something: the country, or 
the characters’ minds. But it is also “sim-
ple,” in the sense that it is what it ap-
pears to be. The reader searching for an 
underlying meaning will be frustrated—
better to go with the flow.

The action, such as it is, follows an-
other Handke-like narrator from his 
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home on the outskirts of Paris to the 
countryside, where the focus switches 
to the young woman the narrator is 
travelling to meet. Known as Alexia 
(which may or may not be her actual 
name), she is in her late twenties or 
early thirties, and her relationship to 
the narrator is initially unstated. He 
calls her “the fruit thief ” because ever 
since childhood she has been unable to 
resist the allure of ripe fruit on a tree: 
pears, apples, peaches.

Alexia is a vagabond, moving from 
place to place—Siberia, Alaska—appar-
ently in search of her mother, who has 
somehow been lost to her. There are ep-
isodes in which Alexia seems to break 
down, but the emotion that Handke 
conjured in his early work is absent here. 
This is clearly a deliberate narrative 
choice to convey her state of mind. “She 
felt as if she were in [two] places, with 
everything around her even more in-
tensely present,” Handke writes. “Dis-
sociated, everything there became more 
intense, more distinct, and that included 
her, as part of everything there.”

In the absence of feeling, this sense 
of intense presentness is the book’s gov-
erning principle. The events of the plot 
seem arbitrary, even random. Alexia 
swims, fishes out of the River Oise a 
mug that’s drifting by, waves to Chinese 
tourists on a sightseeing boat, sees a huge 
fish, is followed by a dog and then by a 
raven. (“That was what the story called 
for,” Handke interjects.) She crashes a 
funeral and spends the night with the 
family of the deceased; she meets a de-
livery boy on a moped and travels with 
him for a while. In these long passages 
of rumination and description, time it-
self seems to dilate: “It’s in the mean-
whiles, the in-between stretches, that 
things happen, take shape, develop, come 
into being.”

It is hard to describe what, exactly, 
comes into being here. “The happen-
ings that this story is narrating become 
that solely thanks to the narrator,” 
Handke writes. The narrator, highlight-
ing the artifices of fiction, never lets us 
forget that he is a narrator. “Cut. Next 
scene,” Handke writes when he wants 
to move things along. When there is 
some factual detail he can’t recall, he 
tells the reader to “look it up on the In-
ternet.” There is pleasure in watching 
this narrative wend its leisurely way to 

a conclusion, but its three-hundred-plus 
densely packed pages seem to take a 
long time to get there. 

One of the essays in “Quiet Places” 
is called “Essay on a Mushroom 

Maniac.” An old friend of Handke’s 
becomes obsessed with mushroom  
foraging. Interested in nothing else, he 
stops reading any books other than 
ones about mushrooms, stops going to 
the movies or taking trips, and neglects 
both family and professional obliga-
tions. Mushrooms, Handke writes, 
“were the ultimate adventure, and he 
was their prophet.” 

At this point—around three-quar-
ters of the way through this nearly hun-
dred-page essay—I wrote in the mar-
gin, “I’m starting to wonder whether 
this is really about mushrooms.” I was 
beginning to see echoes of Handke’s 
obsession with Serbia. The mushroom 
hunter is a lawyer whose work exoner-
ates war criminals, and the account ends 
with something like an acknowledg-
ment of error: “Mushroom seeking, and 
seeking of any kind, caused one’s field 
of vision to shrink. . . . And how one’s 
eyes weighed down one’s head when 
they remained fixed on the ground, and 
became dulled.”

But Handke has shown no remorse 
for his own error, no recognition that his 
single-minded line of inquiry might have 
shrunk his perspective. He continues to 
assert that he has done nothing wrong, 
that the questions he has asked—about 
the motivations for the Srebrenica mas-
sacre, which he considers unexplained; 
about the bias he perceives among West-
ern journalists who reported Serb ag-
gression and Bosnian suffering—serve 
the goal of “justice.” His defenders have 
argued that, since he writes “dialectically,” 
it is easy for individual sentences, taken 
out of context, to be misunderstood. 
When I began reading “A Journey to the 
Rivers,” I was prepared to believe that 
Handke had been misinterpreted, but 
the book was even more maddening than 
I could have imagined. Handke states 
outright that he rarely asks questions of 
people he encounters, relying instead on 
his imagination and assumptions.

Some erstwhile Handke admirers have 
tried to explain his obsession with Ser-
bia as driven by dismay over the breakup 
of the “great Yugoslavia” that his moth-

er’s stories had primed him to cherish. 
“After 1991, Handke needed a new myth, 
and he discovered it in Serbia,” J. R. Mar-
cus wrote in The New York Review of 
Books in 2000. Handke prefers to iden-
tify with the underdog, as he perceived 
Serbia to be in the face of the West. And 
he has said that when Slovenia declared 
independence it was “as if I had lost my 
home, which became a state, where there 
was really only a people and a landscape.”

In a way, however, “A Journey to the 
Rivers” is no more maddening than 
Handke’s fiction, which relies on a sim-
ilar dialectic of push and pull, denying 
resolution or reality for a world that ap-
pears to be willed into being through 
language. And as such it forms a logi-
cal, if regrettable, end point for Hand-
ke’s ideas. As Eugenides has pointed 
out, American postmodernism, as prac-
ticed by writers such as John Barth, 
Thomas Pynchon, and Robert Coover, 
was political in nature: these writers’ dis-
trust of narrative omniscience was linked 
to their distrust of the U.S. government. 
By contrast, Handke’s fiction, though 
similar in appearance—the circling and 
recircling style, the rejection of literary 
conventions—was always centered on 
language rather than on politics. “The 
American postmodernists gave up on 
traditional storytelling out of an essen-
tially playful, optimistic, revolutionary 
urge,” Eugenides writes. “Handke de-
spairs of narrative out of sheer despair.”

In Handke’s literary universe, only 
the self can be the final arbiter of mean-
ing. The eye gazes from the window and 
records what it sees, while acknowledg-
ing that another observer might see 
something different. When some music 
plays in “The Fruit Thief,” we are told, 
“It did not really matter what music it 
was. Everyone who reads this is wel-
come to imagine any music that seems 
to fit.” But the idea that the facts of a 
situation can be whatever we say they 
are sounds different now from the way 
it may have thirty or forty years ago. 
Some realities—the mass graves at Sre-
brenica, or, more recently, the outcome 
of an election legally conducted—can-
not be treated “dialectically.” Another 
line from Wittgenstein comes to mind, 
one often invoked to express the dan-
gers of trying to describe the enormity 
of the Holocaust: “What we cannot speak 
about we must pass over in silence.” 
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MUSCLE MEMORY
Is fitness culture our friend?

BY MARGARET TALBOT

ILLUSTRATION BY SOPHY HOLLINGTON

asking the instructor to help them re-
fine their asanas. (The dog showed a 
keen interest in my “practice.”)

My husband, on the other hand, has 
a positive mania for basketball. Now 
sixty-two, he has been playing multiple 
times a week for more than two decades. 
He went back to the sport after break-
ing his ankle in a one-on-one game 
years ago, and again after a basketball 
sailed into his eyeball and detached his 
retina a couple of months ago. Sure, he 
knows that the cardiovascular workout 
is a boon—on days when his shot is off, 
he’ll say, “Well, at least I ran around”—
but it’s the game he loves.

Unlike him, I have pretty much al-
ways had to cajole and guilt-trip and 
science-splain myself into exercising, 

even though I know from experience 
that I feel better, lighter, calmer after-
ward. (There have been long periods of 
my life when I didn’t even try.) This 
means that I am as familiar with the dis-
course about exercise as with exercise it-
self. I’m surely not the only one: the his-
tory of fitness is in large part the history 
of admonishments to become fit, and of 
advice on how and why to do so.

On this much we should agree at  
the outset: exercise is good for  

you. Virtually all medical professionals 
would sign off on that proposition, and 
so would most of the rest of us, even at 
a time when some portion of the pop-
ulation rejects plenty of other health-
related expertise, like calls for vaccina-
tions. Being physically active has been 
shown to decrease the risks of develop-
ing cardiovascular disease, diabetes, and 
some cancers; combat anxiety and de-
pression; strengthen bones and muscles; 
sharpen cognition; improve sleep; and 
extend longevity. All exercise is not cre-
ated equal: my twenty-minute after-
noon strolls hardly compare to my hus-
band’s two-hour basketball games. But 
a little is better than none, which is com-
forting to remember. Getting up from 
your desk every hour or so is better than 
not doing so. Even fidgeting is better 
than sitting still—a bit of foot-jiggling 
increases blood flow.

Exercise has not always been recog-
nized as an unassailable good. For much 
of the twentieth century, as the journal-
ist Danielle Friedman writes in her canny 
and informative new book, “Let’s Get 
Physical: How Women Discovered Ex-
ercise and Reshaped the World” (Put-
nam), vigorous exercise for women was 
considered not only unfeminine—women 
were supposed to glow, not sweat—but 
dangerous to female reproductive organs. 
(My own grandmother used to tell me 
to avoid lifting heavy things, so as not 
to impair my childbearing ability.) Men 
in the nineteen-fifties and sixties could 
invite questions about their sexuality if 
they seemed too interested in develop-
ing their physique, according to a 2013 
book on American fitness culture by the 
scholar Shelly McKenzie; taking up ex-
ercise in a regular way wasn’t generally 
seen in a favorable light. And mid-century 
medical advice stressed the perils of 
overexertion as much as underexertion, Children play; adults work out. Something may be lost in the transition.

Lucky are those for whom the ben-
efits of vigorous exercise are more 

or less the unintentional effects of some-
thing they love to do. I am not one of 
them. My friends have heard me de-
clare that I like to swim, but what I  
really like is not so much moving pur-
posefully through water as being im-
mersed in it, like a tea bag. I like to 
walk, but would I do it quite so much 
if I had not, in a self-sabotaging form 
of rebellion against the Southern Cal-
ifornia car culture in which I grew up, 
refused to learn to drive? During the 
pandemic, I secretly relished the fact 
that my yoga classes had switched to 
Zoom; at home, with my camera turned 
off, I could look at my phone or play 
with the dog when other students were 
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especially when it came to the gray-
flannel-suited man in the executive suite, 
who was thought to be chronically 
stressed, and therefore perpetually at risk 
of a heart attack. (If he survived one, his 
doctor was likely to tell him that he 
shouldn’t do much of anything strenu-
ous ever again.) Friedman describes a 
1956 radio interview in which Mike Wal-
lace, later of “60 Minutes” fame, expresses 
incredulity at the vision set forth by the 
pioneering fitness advocate Bonnie Prud-
den. “You think there should be a for-
mal exercise, a kind of ‘joy through 
strength’ period for husband, wife, and 
family when the father gets home from 
work at six-thirty at night, before the 
Martinis?” he marvels. “You think we 
should have a routine, all of us?” So many 
time-stamped assumptions are packed 
neatly into that response: that a (male) 
breadwinner would be home with his 
feet up by 6:30 p.m., that an exercise 
“routine” couldn’t possibly supplant the 
ritual of a nightly cocktail.

Part of what changed is that science 
began producing evidence for the credo 
that Charles Atlas-inspired bodybuild-
ers and dedicated weekend hikers and 
eccentric devotees of brisk calisthenics 
and even brisker swimming had long 
lived by. Some physicians, too, had 
known about the benefits of exercise. 
Anecdotally, they had observed that dif-
ferences in physical activity on the job 
could lead to differences in life span. As 
early as the sixteen-nineties, the Italian 
doctor Bernardino Ramazzini, compar-
ing the health of various tradesmen, had 
noted that professional foot messengers 
fared better than tailors and cobblers. 
“Let tailors be advised to take physical 
exercise at any rate on holidays,” Ra-
mazzini counselled, in 1713. “Let them 
make the best use they can of some one 
day, and so to counteract the harm done 
by many days of sedentary life.”

In the charming and idiosyncratic 
new book “Sweat: A History of Exer-
cise” (Bloomsbury), the writer and pho-
tographer Bill Hayes tells the little-
known story of an “unassuming British 
epidemiologist” named Jeremy Morris, 
who, starting in the late nineteen-for-
ties, brought quantitative methods to ob-
servations of physical activity. Morris has 
sometimes been called “the man who in-
vented exercise.” That would be a stretch, 
Hayes says, but he can be called “the man 

who invented the field of exercise sci-
ence.” Morris and his research group 
studied thousands of London transit 
workers, who operated in pairs on the 
city’s trams and double-decker buses. 
The drivers sat for ninety per cent of 
their shifts, while the conductors hopped 
on and off the vehicles and climbed up 
and down the stairs of double-deckers 
collecting tickets. In a study first pub-
lished in The Lancet, in 1953, Morris’s 
team showed that the conductors had 
far less coronary disease than the driv-
ers—and that, when they did have it, 
they developed it much later. Moreover, 
he went on to demonstrate, this outcome 
was independent of body size: the Lon-
don transportation agency obligingly 
provided him with the waistband sizes 
of its employees, so he was able to de-
termine that the conductors had a lower 
risk of heart attack whatever their girth. 
Morris went on to compare postal work-
ers who delivered mail by foot to civil 
servants with office jobs, and turned up 
similar results. His findings were not im-
mediately embraced—many experts were 
dubious that exercise alone could make 
so much difference—but the work in-
spired waves of new research that cor-
roborated and expanded on it.

Morris, the son of Jewish immigrants 
from Poland, was born in 1910 and grew 
up poor in Glasgow. He died in 2009—
when, as he apparently liked to say, he 
was ninety-nine and a half. It might be 
relevant that Morris paid attention to 
his own research, swimming, jogging, 
and cycling into old age. But he does 
not seem to have viewed fitness as an 
outward sign of individual worth, or to 
have treated good health as a state in-
dependent of its social determinants. As 
Morris’s obituary in The Lancet put it, 
he was a self-professed “radical” with a 
“lifelong passion” for investigating and 
addressing inequality.

The same cannot be said of many 
contemporary exercise proselytizers and 
of the fitness-industrial complex in gen-
eral. Modern fitness is shaped by neo-
liberal ideas of the optimizable self, by 
consumer capitalism, by race and class 
privilege, and by gender norms. In my 
lifetime, I’ve seen the image of the thin 
yet ripped body transformed from some-
thing desirable and maybe athletic into 
a powerful signifier of ambition, afflu-
ence, and self-respect. Both images are 

sellable, but the second is more insidi-
ous. “The fitness industry has a history 
of exclusion, catering to middle- and 
upper-class white people with dispos-
able income,” Friedman writes in “Let’s 
Get Physical.” “Just as the rich get richer, 
the fit tend to get fitter and too often, 
the poor get sicker. And then there’s the 
problematic fact that exercising has, for 
several decades, been linked to virtue, 
creating stigmas against people who 
can’t or don’t want to or even don’t look 

like they work out.” As Mark Greif writes 
in his wonderfully caustic 2004 essay, 
“Against Exercise,” the modern exercise 
regime lumps the non-exerciser “with 
other unfortunates whom we socially 
discount . . . the slow, the elderly, the 
helpless, the poor.”

For women, good advice about exer-
cise has been particularly hard to 

separate from the pressure to diet and 
look hot. Even the sensible-sounding, 
mountain-climbing Bonnie Prudden 
had a fitness show on TV whose theme 
song trilled, “Men love you/when there’s 
less of you.” Friedman’s history of women 
and exercise chronicles the rise of var-
ious fitness trends since the fifties—and 
the entrepreneurs, athletes, and enthu-
siasts who invented them without ever 
quite escaping that trap. There’s Lotte 
Berk, a German-Jewish dancer whose 
family had fled to London as refugees 
from Nazism. In 1959, when there were 
few freestanding exercise studios any-
where, Berk, then forty-six, had the 
bright idea of opening a dance studio 
“not for dancers, but for women who 
wanted to look like dancers,” Friedman 
writes. Berk’s studio, a former hat fac-
tory in the Marylebone neighborhood, 
was soon drawing trendsetting students, 
including the writer Edna O’Brien and 
the Bond girl Britt Ekland. Berk was 
gung ho about sex. “If you can’t tuck, 
you can’t fuck,” she liked to say of one 
of her signature pelvic exercises. Thus 
was launched the barre method, now 
the staple offering of hundreds of thriv-
ing studios that attract serious women 
in pricey fitness wear, who care less about 
the exercise’s louche origins than about 
its ability to tighten their cores.

Friedman also introduces us to Judi 
Sheppard Missett—“a lanky dancer from 
Iowa with permed blond hair and a 
megawatt smile”—who, in the nineteen-
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seventies and eighties, developed Jazzer-
cise, the peppy aerobic workout set to 
music, and became a Lycra-clad multi-
millionaire in the process. The popular-
ity of Jazzercise and its successors, in-
cluding Jane Fonda’s lucrative exercise 
tapes, “created a greater appreciation for 
women’s physicality and strength,” Fried-
man observes. At the same time, “Amer-
ica’s body ideals inched further out of 
reach for most women” as “pop culture 
began to idolize female bodies that were 
slim but also vaguely athletic looking.” 
That’s the story with so many of the fit-
ness phenomena that Friedman writes 
about: they offer women an outlet for 
their energy, or an affirmation of their 
physical competence, and then pastimes 
harden into life styles, empowerment 
becomes a commercial slogan, particu-
lar body types get exalted and fetishized, 
and some of the fun seeps out.

Which is not to take away from the 
genuine thrill of certain breakthroughs 
that Friedman describes. When Kath-
rine Switzer, a twenty-year-old journal-
ism and English major at Syracuse  
University, set out to run the Boston 
Marathon in 1967, women were barred 
from it. Switzer registered under her 
initials and showed up anyway, only to 
be outed by reporters shouting, “It’s a 
girl! It’s a girl!” The race director tried 
to eject her physically from the course. 
Switzer and others later appeared on 
television to promote female runners, 
and the seventies jogging craze attracted 
women, too. President Richard Nixon 
signed Title IX of the 1972 Education 
Amendments into law, promising fe-
male athletes equal access to facilities 
and funding in schools. In 1984, the 
Olympic Games held a women’s mar-
athon for the first time. Today, more 
than half of all marathon runners are 
women. A woman sweating in running 
gear isn’t radical now; if anything, she 
might seem like a wellness cliché. At 
the same time, running isn’t quite the 
democratic, “anybody with a pair of 
sneakers can do it” pursuit that some of 
its boosters like to imagine. You not only 
need the physical capacity but also, in 
many places, have to be white to feel 
safe doing it. Still, as Friedman writes, 
“every woman who dared to run in pub-
lic before the 1970s deserves credit for 
opening doors for women to move freely 
and fully; to experience the profound 

sense of physical autonomy that comes 
from propelling yourself forward using 
only your muscle and will.”

I t’s this tantalizing evocation of exer-
cise as freedom and play that most 

makes “Sweat,” Hayes’s book, worth read-
ing. It does not count its steps, Fitbit style, 
but, quite appealingly, meanders. Hayes, 
while chronicling his pursuit of boxing, 
biking, swimming, running, 
yoga, and lifting, sprinkles in 
bits of exercise history that 
happen to capture his genial 
curiosity, from the late-nine-
teenth-century career of the 
circus strongman and body-
building impresario Eugen 
Sandow to the surprising sig-
nif icance of bicycles for 
women in the same era. The 
journey is, in part, a schol-
arly one: his fascination with a volume 
he finds in the rare-books room of the 
New York Academy of Medicine, a 1573 
edition of “De Arte Gymnastica,” by the 
Italian physician Girolamo Mercuriale, 
gets him moving, literally—off to En-
gland, France, Italy, and Sweden to visit 
archives and to meet librarians and trans-
lators. Mercuriale turns out to be one of 
those voices from the distant past which 
resound with pragmatic and humanistic 
good sense. Swimming, Mercuriale be-
lieves, can “improve the breath, firm up, 
warm and thin the body” and make peo-
ple “less liable to injury.” And he writes 
eloquently of the way water “produces by 
its gentle touch a sort of peculiar plea-
sure all its own.” (I’m with him there.)

One senses that the real impetus for 
Hayes’s inquiry is personal, as exercise al-
ways is, once you stop reading the article 
about the latest five-minute miracle work-
out and lace up your trainers. A decade 
and a half ago, Hayes’s boyfriend, Steve—
forty-three at the time and “by all appear-
ances, perfectly fit”—died suddenly one 
morning, after suffering a heart attack in 
his sleep, with Hayes beside him. There 
had been no “signs, no premonitions.” 
They’d gone to the gym the night before, 
made dinner, read in bed. After Steve’s 
death, Hayes set out to complete a to-do 
list that Steve had left on his desk, a series 
of household tasks, and then made his own 
list of things that he’d always wanted to do, 
which included learning to box. It’s this 
quest—an outlet for grief, or perhaps a re-

doubled zeal for life—which leads to a 
distinctive, often moving blend of histori-
cal and memoirist writing. Hayes has much 
to say about gym culture among gay men 
during the AIDs crisis, and about a par-
ticular San Francisco gym he frequented, 
Muscle System, which was decked out 
with floor-to-ceiling mirrors. “If nothing 
else, muscles could make a man look strong, 
healthy, and attractive, even if he didn’t 

feel that way inside,” he 
writes. “Directly or indirectly, 
every gay man was in some 
stage of the disease—infec-
tion, illness, survival, care-
giving, denial or mourning.”

More recently, Hayes and 
his partner, Oliver Sacks, 
the brilliant neurologist  
and writer, began swimming 
“whenever we could—in cold 
mountain lakes, in salty seas, 

and in New York’s overchlorinated public 
pools.” After Sacks died, in 2015, Hayes 
lost his passion for exercise. When he 
first went back to it, he was mainly at-
tempting to regulate his weight and blood 
pressure, both of which had crept up. But, 
when he started to swim again, he soon 
recovered the intrinsic rhythms; his body 
remembered how to do a dolphin kick, 
his mind how to wander. As I read Hayes’s 
account, his lightheartedness made me 
think of certain kinds of movement that 
we indulge in as kids but very seldom re-
visit as adults. Skipping, for instance, 
which looks ridiculous but is hella fun. 
Or rolling like a barrel down a grassy hill. 
Hayes doesn’t do either of those, but he 
does try running naked, which was how 
athletes competed in the original Olym-
pics. At Sacks’s house in the country one 
day, Hayes runs down the quarter-mile 
driveway and back in the buff. In case 
you were wondering, “there was some jos-
tling down below,” he reports, “but within 
seconds my testicles retracted and scro-
tum followed, as if shrink-wrapping my 
balls,” and he soon finds himself “sport-
ing nature’s own jockstrap.”

So that’s how they managed at Mar-
athon! The experiment proves “vital, wild, 
powerful.” For many of us, with our gym 
memberships, our wearable technology, 
and our hopescrolling through longevity 
research and dieting tips, joy in movement 
is no longer the primary motivation to 
exercise. Hayes’s exuberant book tells us 
what awaits if we can only make it so. 
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HARD LINES
Solmaz Sharif ’s poetry refuses to fill in the gaps.

BY ELISA GONZALEZ

PHOTOGRAPH BY CASSIDY ARAIZA

The title of Solmaz Sharif ’s sec-
ond book of poems, “Customs” 

(Graywolf ), evokes the extended “if ” 
of someone enmeshed in the sadistic 
bureaucracy of American immigra-
tion, a person at the mercy of an “of-
ficer deciding by blood sugar, last blow 
job received, and relative level of dis-
dain for vermin” who belongs and who 
does not. Anyone whose presence is 
conditional knows that a time will 
come when the conditions will not be 
met. To be let in, as Sharif—who was 
born in Turkey to Iranian parents and 
is a naturalized citizen of the United 
States—writes, is inevitably to be “let 
in until.” In these poems, the osten-

Sharif ’s portrait of exile captures the literal and literary effects of dislocation.

sible clarity of borders and checkpoints 
gives way to a terrain of fundamental 
uncertainty, a geography of elusive 
thresholds, delayed arrivals, and im-
possible returns. 

“Look,” Sharif ’s début collection and 
a f inalist for a 2016 National Book 
Award, appropriated vocabulary from 
the U.S. Department of Defense’s “Dic-
tionary of Military and Associated 
Terms,” in order to f lay euphemism 
from imperial atrocity. “According to 
most / definitions, I have never / been  
at war,” Sharif writes. “According to 
mine,/ most of my life / spent there.” 
Like “Customs,” “Look” dramatizes the 
consciousness of a subject who is also 

a suspect, an enemy of the state in the 
state’s eyes—and in her own. “I feel like 
I must muzzle myself, ” the poet confesses. 
“So you feel dangerous?” her psychia-
trist asks. “Yes.” Poetry can bite, hard. 

In “Customs,” Sharif ’s old self now 
seems not dangerous enough: “I said 
what I meant /but I said it // in velvet.” 
She might be the poet most lauded by 
the American poetry establishment 
who most obviously loathes the Amer-
ican poetry establishment, where writ-
ers are “convinced they are ringmas-
ter / when it is with big brooms and 
bins, in fact / they enter to clear the el-
ephant scat.” Their offense is in being 
both profoundly cynical—they know-
ingly participate in the circus—and 
deeply delusional: they think they can 
control the performance, but end up 
shovelling shit. Sharif spurns the cha-
rade. Rejecting the injunction to bear 
witness, she displays a thrilling con-
tempt for literature’s vaunted ability to 
elicit empathy, which means only “lay-
ing yourself down / in someone else’s 
chalklines//and snapping a photo.” For 
Sharif, the chalk lines around a body, 
like the borderlines around a body pol-
itic, are another boundary not to be 
trusted; the contours of personal expe-
rience can’t describe, literally or liter-
arily, the truth of a trauma. 

But, if lines are treacherous, then 
what is poetry made of? “It is very/pri-
vate/ to be in another’s / syntax,” Sharif 
warns. The poet’s space can be usurped 
by a reader; her lines will, inevitably, be 
crossed. June Jordan, whom Sharif has 
credited as a model, describes writing 
“toward a personal semantics” as a vital 
protection—refusing to “take some-
body’s word” and instead choosing her 
own. The poems in “Customs,” though 
neither baroque nor esoteric in vocab-
ulary, seem similarly encoded. Sharif ’s 
lines are interrupted or involuted, and 
fragments and fissures fill the pages.  
In a poem called “The End of Exile,” 
Sharif wanders her ancestral city and 
hears a man selling something she 
doesn’t have a word for: “this thing: a 
without which//I cannot name.//With-
out which is my life.” A preposition be-
comes a noun, because the gap between 
languages has become an object itself. 
An absence, when left unfilled, turns 
into yet another barrier. 

In “Without Which,” one of two 



long poems in the collection, Sharif 
takes this phrase and applies even 
more pressure: 

Of is the thing without which
I would not be.

]]

Of which I am without
or away from. 
I am without the kingdom

]]

and thus of it. 

I am—
even when inside the kingdom—

without.

These lines are littered with prepositions, 
as if the poet were searching for the right 
syntactic relationship to the “kingdom.” 
But being “inside” it is a fantasy, seques-
tered by em dashes within a harsh real-
ity: “I am without.” The repeated brack-
ets suggest erased text, adding space but 
subtracting possibility. They are never 
open—only closed.

For Sharif, exile is a matter of time 
as well as place. Born “away from” her 
homeland, she never had anything to 
forget, and yet she feels the missing 
memory as a compounding absence: 
she must “lose even the loss.” She finds 
one way of capturing this disordered 
temporality through the present-perfect 
tense in Farsi, which “is used at times 
to describe a historic event whose ef-
fect is still relevant today.” She translates 
the tense into English as “is-was,” as in 
“The Shah is-was a dictator.” This lay-
ered vision of time deepens and extends 
the past, but can cloud what lies ahead. 
At one point, Sharif imagines a future 
self “who was dead before she died.” 

For the anti-imperial poet, writ-
ing within the circus of empire is 

a high-wire act without a net. Facing 
a customs officer, the writer finds re-
dress in knowing that her enemy “will 
be in a poem/where the argument will 
be // anti-American”—an insurrection 
that occurs only in the mind. Does it 
count? In “The Master’s House,” which 
takes its title from Audre Lorde’s warn-
ing that “the master’s tools will never 
dismantle the master’s house,” Sharif 
lists the methods by which poets ac-
commodate the evils of empire: 

To be lavender sachets and cedar lining and 
all the ways the rich might hide their rot

To eye the master’s bone china
To pour diuretic in his coffee and think this 

erosive to the state
To disrobe when the agent asks you to
To find a spot on any wall to stare into
To develop the ability to leave an entire 

nation thusly, just by staring at a spot 
on the wall, as the lead-vested agent 
names article by article what to remove

To do this in order to do the other thing, 
the wild thing

While the “rich” and powerful have the 
tools to both “hide” and expose, the poet 
is stripped of instruments, one word at a 
time. The only means of resisting such 
humiliation, it seems, is to “develop the 
ability to leave”—the ability to disappear. 
Absence once again becomes the best 
way to hold on to what is most essential.

If preserving the self means withhold-
ing the self, can poetry create possibilities, 
or only retreat? Can it do “the wild 
thing”? Sharif ’s collection imagines how 
a poet’s well-chosen lines might reject 
the arbitrary lines set by someone else’s 
customs—that is, both its borders and 
its norms. But it’s a hard vision to re-
tain, and by the poem’s end it has been 
“forgotten,” if it was ever known. 

The metaphor of a customs check-
point may be a deliberate misdirection in 
a collection of poems that is also guided 
by doors and passages: between memory 
and forgetting; between the living and 
the dead; between the language in which 
one writes and the language in which one 
laments; between the poet’s real life and 
the poet’s “imagined life crying hot in my 
ear.” The porousness of these portals seems 
never-ending. When Sharif does find a 
gate that opens, she discovers that “more 
gates were built inside.” But in the collec-
tion’s final lines she travels down a path 
that does, at last, seem to reach a threshold:

I wipe clean my blade
I tap at the door

I pass through there so that

Here the book ends, the sentence left 
incomplete. Does this door open onto 
a place not yet charted in these poems? 
Or is the book a closed loop, its end a 
return to its beginning? That the an-
swers to these questions are withheld 
may be reason to believe that the poet 
has reached a new realm. She denies us 
entrance in order to inhabit it herself. 
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BEHIND THE THRONE
Verdi’s “Don Carlos,” at the Met.

BY ALEX ROSS

ILLUSTRATION BY LIVIA GIORGINA CARPINETO

An argument can be made that the 
greatest of Italian opera compos-

ers wrote his masterpiece in French. Ver-
di’s “Don Carlos,” the anomaly in ques-
tion, is now playing in a new production 
at the Metropolitan Opera, with the 
original French text supplanting the Ital-
ian translation that had been used in 
previous stagings at the house. Although 
there is little point in debating whether 
“Don Carlos” outclasses “La Traviata” or 
“Otello,” the work is certainly Verdi’s 
most formidable political creation, stand-
ing alongside Wagner’s “Die Walküre” 
and Mussorgsky’s “Boris Godunov” as 
an eternally topical study in the delu-
sion and desolation of worldly power.

The wonder of “Don Carlos,” which 
is based on the play by Friedrich von 
Schiller, is how it keeps expanding its 
field of vision. Set in Spain and France 
at the time of the Inquisition, it dwells 
at first on a standard romantic dilemma: 
Don Carlos, the son of King Philip II, 
falls in love with Élisabeth de Valois, 
only to find that she has been married 
off to his father as part of a peace pact. 
At the end of Act I, the populace ex-
presses gratitude for peace, raising the 
question of whether the agonies of noble 
love matter in the face of mass suffer-
ing. Act II takes us into a completely 
different realm: the monastery of San 
Yuste, where Charles V, Carlos’s grand-

father, took refuge after abdicating the 
Holy Roman throne. The music is tow-
ering and cold, with four French horns 
sounding in unison. In harmonies that 
waver between major and minor, the 
monks invoke the deceased Charles, 
who once ruled half of Europe and now 
“trembles at the feet of the Lord.” When 
Philip enters, he scowls impressively, 
but he is already shadowed by the higher 
majesty of the Church. In Act III, we 
are given a repulsively splendid pag-
eant of secular and sacred power inter-
twined: buoyant choruses in praise of 
the king are crosscut with the black-
toned dogma of monks preparing her-
etics for an auto-da-fé.

Ultimately, the story pivots less 
around the doomed romance of Carlos 
and Élisabeth than around the curious 
attachment between the king and Ro-
drigue, the Marquis de Posa—a re-
form-minded noble who advocates for 
the liberation of the Flemish people. 
Philip begins to favor Rodrigue, who 
later intercedes to protect the king from 
an increasingly raving Carlos. Perhaps 
Philip is exploiting Rodrigue for his 
own ends; perhaps he is genuinely en-
chanted by the idea of becoming a more 
enlightened ruler. Either way, he finds 
that his authority is curtailed. In Act 
IV, Philip is confronted by the ancient, 
blind, deep-bass Grand Inquisitor, pos-
sibly the most terrifying character in all 
opera. The Inquisitor determines that 
not only Carlos but also Rodrigue should 
be handed over. Disturbingly, the king 
accepts the f irst verdict but bridles 
against the second. When the Inquisi-
tor turns to leave, the king quakes. Ro-
drigue must die.

Even after Philip backs down, he 
remains anxious: “Mon père, may peace 
be restored between us . . . Let the past 
be forgotten!” The Inquisitor sustains 
a high C as he answers, “Peut-être.” 
That “perhaps” is a devastating coun-
terweight to the king’s haughty com-
ment to Rodrigue early in the opera: 
“I pardon boldness—sometimes.” 
What’s especially chilling about Ver-
di’s critique of power—credit should 
be shared with his librettists, Joseph 
Méry and Camille du Locle—is that 
it delivers no comeuppance, such as 
Wagner meted out to Wotan. Both 
Philip and the Inquisitor live on, how-
ever hollow their souls. Wagner was a Verdi’s opera is an eternally topical study in the delusion and desolation of power.



Romantic, dreaming of world transfor-
mation; Verdi was a realist, unmasking 
the world as it is.

“Don Carlos” has received any num-
ber of stagings commensurate 

with its dark magnificence. Especially 
striking was Peter Konwitschny’s pro-
duction at the Vienna State Opera, in 
2004, which included a mock red-carpet 
gala in the theatre lobby, with heretics 
being flogged in front of television cam-
eras. The new Met version, directed by 
David McVicar, is tame by comparison. 
This is McVicar’s eleventh outing at the 
Met, and his formulas have become tire-
some: Old Master-ish tableaux, sump-
tuous costumes, a vaguely modernist pa-
tina of ruination. The auto-da-fé was a 
strangely cluttered, constricted affair. 

At least we got to hear the opera in 
French, in an abridged yet still satisfy-
ingly sprawling version of the five-act 
colossus first seen at the Paris Opéra in 
1867. Most of the cuts could be justified 
in the interest of keeping the evening 
shorter than “Die Meistersinger,” but I 
wish space had been found for Verdi’s 
original opening scene, in which French 
woodcutters lament the deprivations of 
war. The chorus establishes the work’s 
scope and heightens its contrasts.

The cast kept to a high vocal standard, 
with dramatic values lagging. The most 
consistently absorbing performance was 
that of the Canadian baritone Etienne 
Dupuis, as Rodrigue. Lithe in movement, 
incisive in diction, finished in tone, Du-
puis captured a young idealist with tun-
nel vision who fails to see the trap into 
which he has walked. As Princess Eboli, 
Jamie Barton was vivid in a more ele-
mental way; despite moments of discom-
fort, she exuded the kind of smoldering 
vocal personality on which the Verdi style 
hinges. Her “O don fatal” elicited the lon-
gest ovation of the night, and rightly so.

Carlos has only one big aria at the 
beginning, and after that must convey 
his character largely in exchanges with 
others. That he seems to be going mad 
by degrees adds to the complexity of the 
part. The musically impeccable tenor 
Matthew Polenzani had more than 
enough stamina, but his acting was too 
wooden to bring the character to life. 
Sonya Yoncheva showed a similar deficit 
as Élisabeth: her lustrous tone stayed on 
the cooler end of the spectrum, leaving 

the queen’s emotional world at a distance. 
Eric Owens, as Philip, sounded gravelly 
and underpowered, though he created a 
haunting portrait of a saturnine, wounded 
monarch. John Relyea, as the Grand In-
quisitor, had the requisite range and vol-
ume, yet his diction lacked bite, and his 
stage business was hackneyed. 

Yannick Nézet-Séguin, conducting 
his third run of Verdi’s opera at the Met, 
fashioned a stylish, fleet, purposeful inter-
pretation, displaying more consideration 
for his singers than he had in some over-
loud performances earlier in the season. 
His achievement was particularly strik-
ing given his hectic schedule: in the days 
preceding the opening, he had stepped 
in to lead a three-concert Vienna Phil-
harmonic series at Carnegie Hall, replac-
ing Valery Gergiev, whose international 
career has ended in disgrace on account 
of his propaganda for Vladimir Putin. 
The Met orchestra, returning after a 
month’s rest, made a glorious noise: the 
stark incantation of the horns in Act II 
evoked a monumental architecture that 
was sadly absent onstage.

Earplugs might have come in handy 
at the Met the following night, as 

the young Norwegian soprano Lise Da-
vidsen sang the title role of Strauss’s “Ari-
adne auf Naxos.” Marek Janowski, who 
conducted, is far too experienced to lose 
control of the orchestra, but Davidsen 
would have cut through any imaginable 
racket emanating from the pit. In three 
decades of operagoing at the Met, I’ve 
encountered nothing like this glamor-
ous klieg light of a voice, except on the 
night Birgit Nilsson came out of retire-
ment to sing “Hojotoho!” at a gala.

An unaccustomed thought crossed 
my mind: Is it possible to be too loud at 
the Met? At times, Davidsen could have 
reined in her tone to match that of Bran-
don Jovanovich, who mastered the pun-
ishing tenor role of Bacchus. Ordinarily, 
he would not have sounded faint. I also 
noted that the top of Davidsen’s voice is 
considerably stronger than the rest. She 
will need a fuller, more clearly articu-
lated lower register before she can do 
justice to Isolde or Brünnhilde. Still, at 
thirty-five, she is already a phenomenon. 
The lineage of almighty Scandinavian 
sopranos—Fremstad, Larsén-Todsen, 
Flagstad, Nilsson—may have a twenty-
first-century heir. 
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HISTORY LESSON
“The Chinese Lady” tells the story of Afong Moy.

BY VINSON CUNNINGHAM

ILLUSTRATION BY LISK FENG

In the fall of 1834, a trading ship named 
the Washington sailed into New York 

Harbor bearing strange cargo—the 
human kind. Two merchant brothers, 
Francis and Nathaniel Carnes, had 
brought from China a teen-age girl who 
would become known as Afong Moy. 
She was believed to be the first Chi-
nese woman in the United States. (Men 
had come as workers before.) The canny 
Carnes brothers used her as an exotic 
object. First, she helped them sell goods 
that they’d brought from China. Later, 
she became the star of a travelling show.

Now, almost two centuries after her 
arrival, Afong Moy is the subject of a 
historically minded play, “The Chinese 

Lady,” at the Public. The show, written 
by Lloyd Suh, directed by Ralph B. 
Peña, and co-produced by the Ma-Yi 
Theatre Company, is set in a shallow 
“room” that the Carneses designed as a 
kind of stage for Afong (Shannon Tyo). 
She sits in a small chair, exhibiting the 
differences—cultural and brutally phys-
ical—that audiences have come to see. 
She performs a tea ritual, shows off her 
use of chopsticks, and demonstrates, by 
walking in a small circle, what it is like 
to have bound feet. The room, with its 
stark simplicity and display-case orien-
tation, looks like a diorama at a natu-
ral-history museum.

Afong’s address to the audience is at 

once ironic and informative. She deni-
grates forks as “violent and easy” com-
pared with chopsticks, which are “elegant 
and poetic.” She holds forth, at length, 
about the legend of tea in China, or, as 
she calls it, the “accident of tea”: a leaf 
swept gently by the wind into an emperor’s 
cup of boiled water produced the first 
serendipitous batch. Her words can be 
cutting—it’s clear that this is double-bar-
relled speech, aimed unsubtly at both the 
past and the present. Afong, noting that 
tea, a Chinese invention, has become cen-
tral to British culture and self-under-
standing, says, “Is this not comforting? It 
is, right? That one culture can be so moved 
by another that it simply cannot resist 
the urge to appropriate it for themselves?” 
Part of Suh’s craft is to make the audience 
constantly aware of its difference from—
and, implicitly, its superiority over—those 
crowds in the nineteenth century. Afong 
goes through the physical motions for 
them, but she’s talking to us.

That remark about the British, pointed 
in its anachronism, prompts disagree-
ment from the only other character in 
the play, Atung (Daniel K. Isaac). He’s 
an interpreter who knows both Chinese 
and English—we’re made to understand 
that Afong’s English-language skills are 
zilch—and, like Afong, was brought to 
the United States in his youth. With ob-
vious effort, he puts on a toothy smile 
and conspires in his own self-effacement. 
When Afong calls him “irrelevant” to her 
show, he gamely agrees. Between her pre-
sentations, which repeat in a circular way, 
adding context as they go, he sells, with 
seeming cheer, the Carnes brothers’ wares: 
maps and paintings and statuettes. He’s 
not a star, but he helps the real show—
commerce, however achieved—go on.

By degrees, though, we see that the 
knowledge afforded to Atung through 
his facility with English has made him 
more jaded than Afong. In response to 
her aside about appropriation, he snorts. 
“It’s just . . . well, I think it may be a lit-
tle more complicated than you’re mak-
ing it sound,” he says.

AFONG: Atung, you cannot possibly object 
to such a beautiful example of cultural shar-
ing, for is this not our very purpose in America?

ATUNG: There is a difference, Afong Moy. 
Between sharing, and taking.

Afong asks whether Atung cares 
about “the hopeful exchange of ideas In Lloyd Suh’s play, the first known Chinese woman in the U.S. reframes the past.



and practices around the globe,” and he 
responds, “Just doing my job.” Their re-
lationship is, by far, the most promising 
aspect of “The Chinese Lady,” but its 
potential intensities reveal themselves 
only in spurts, through quick, slightly 
muffled arguments. When Afong goes 
to Washington and gains an audience 
with President Andrew Jackson—in her 
naïveté, she refers to him as an “em-
peror”—we see a tender side of her 
forced friendship with Atung. It’s clear 
that Jackson views Afong as a freak; the 
President (played in retrospect by Atung) 
requests to look at her feet and calls 
them “disgusting and mesmerizing.” But 
Atung uses the art of translation—which 
he insists is “more like . . . interpretation 
than direct recreation”—to blunt the 
force of his dismissiveness, reassuring 
Afong that her hope to be a cultural 
ambassador isn’t in vain.

There’s a tension here: Afong’s desire 
to bridge cultural divides is a delusion. 
Suh, through Atung, makes clear that 
the eighteen-thirties crowd is there only 
to soak in her “exoticism,” and maybe to 
buy some home décor. Still, Afong’s main 
utility in the present, for the putatively 
more enlightened crowd at the Public, 
is just as one-dimensional, and perhaps 
just as futile. Every time she re-starts her 
act—the repetition dramatizes the pas-
sage of time and the inertia of her con-
dition—she explains a bit more about 
the history of tea, which becomes a 
sweeping, rapidly summarized history of 
the travails of the Chinese in America. 

We get potted versions of the Opium 
Wars and the Treaty of Nanking, the 
building of the transcontinental railroad, 
and, eventually, the Chinese Exclusion 
Act. Afong Moy, the play’s centerpiece, 
falls into the background as capital-“H” 
history, with all its cruel adjustments, be-
comes the true star. At one point, Atung 
abruptly drops out of the show, eliminating 
its only source of interpersonal intrigue 
and allowing Afong to complete her trans-
formation into an animate textbook. 

“The Chinese Lady” made me think 
about a well-intentioned but often 

misguided tendency that is prevalent 
today, not only in art. History has been 
whitewashed and skewed for so long 
that we’ve settled into a pattern that is 
congealing into a formula—lay out the 
history, in all its disturbing detail, and 

surely the correct political or cultural 
attitude toward those who lived through 
it will make itself obvious. The prob-
lem with this certainty, in the theatre as 
in journalism and politics, is that the 
great historical flood threatens to drown 
out the unique voices of individual peo-
ple. Trying to “humanize” Afong Moy 
by surrounding her with facts just adds 
to the heap of detritus that has already 
occluded her voice.

Lives portrayed this way become cau-
tionary or exemplary, instead of astound-
ingly short, strange, and inexplicable. His-
tory is real, and its undertow is always 
felt, but none of us simply melt into it. 
Sometimes it’s somewhere offstage, ex-
erting its influence in ways we can’t feel. 

Several recent plays, with varied suc-
cess, have tried to wrangle history into 
artistic form, juicing it for its energy with-
out letting it settle into eclipse. In Aleshea 
Harris’s exuberant new play, “On Sug-
arland” (at New York Theatre Work-
shop), the inhabitants of a remote cul-
de-sac witness—and partake in—the 
ravages of a war. The parallels to Amer-
ica are clear, but Harris gives Sugarland 
its own ceremonies of remembrance and 
loss, including a semi-Pentecostal, fune-
real holler that made a holy terror an-
nounce itself in my body. The play’s more 
straightforward historical references—
especially to American-style racial hor-
ror—are often confined to monologues, 
making memory a formal matter that 
enriches human understanding instead 
of blocking it out. Plus, “On Sugarland” 
is plain funny, which art about trouble 
too seldom tries to be.

Another show, “sandblasted,” by 
Charly Evon Simpson (which recently 
closed, at the Vineyard), engaged in an 
absurd allegory—Black women’s body 
parts inexplicably fall off. The play was 
uneven and essayistic, and shied away 
from the grim horror of its early sight 
gags, but it tried admirably to get past 
specifics and, by way of metaphor, into 
the dark corners of the heart.

“The Chinese Lady” ’s setting—the 
very stage on which its real-life subject 
was perpetually trapped—is an inter-
esting theatrical gesture. Here’s a show 
for the ages, but also for you. Yet it points 
to a contemporary problem: without an 
act of transformation, history can leave 
its subjects stuck up there, frozen under 
the lights. 

PROMOTION
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FRESH TAKE
“Bel-Air” on Peacock, and “Abbott Elementary,” on ABC.

BY DOREEN ST. FÉLIX

ILLUSTRATION BY RICHARD CHANCE

A Black television show cannot spring 
from a blank slate. It is always a 

referendum on the history of the me-
dium, the history of race and represen-
tation. Two new shows, “Bel-Air” and 
“Abbott Elementary,” offer a window 
into the fascinating pressures, exerted 
by the audience and by the creators 
themselves, on Black television débuts 
of late. With “Bel-Air,” which is cur-
rently airing on Peacock, the qualifier 
“new” comes with an asterisk. The show 
is one of those reimaginations—a.k.a. 
reboots—of an existing property, in this 
case the nineties NBC sitcom “The 
Fresh Prince of Bel-Air.” 

The contemporary reboot trend 

might seem uniquely unchecked,  
but the practice is nothing new. Holly-
wood has been obsessed with refining 
and reflecting its own image since the 
nineteen-thirties, an era of remakes. 
Still, it’s reasonable to feel extra cyni-
cal about “Bel-Air,” a revival that was 
inspired by a piece of viral fan fiction. 
Three years ago, Morgan Cooper, a 
young cinematographer, created a trailer 
that took the breezy vibe of “The  
Fresh Prince” and made it dark, indie, 
moody. Subtracting the laugh track and 
treating the dashing Philly kid with a 
washed-out palette, Cooper discovered, 
suddenly turned the fish-out-of-water 
comedy into a drama.

The problem is that “The Fresh 
Prince,” a work of slangy and satirical 
genius, already knew that it had this ca-
pability, dating back to its première, in 
1990. The American sitcom in the twen-
tieth century often centered on the di-
lemmas that ensue from some sort of 
fracture in the nuclear family. For Black 
sitcoms, the stakes for sociological in-
sight were higher, as the notion of the 
Black family unit was—and is—some-
what contested. In “The Fresh Prince,” 
the audience’s object of affinity was Will 
Smith, playing Will, a pretty-boy bal-
ler from Philadelphia, who was wres-
tling with whether assimilation into the 
Black upper class of Los Angeles was 
worthwhile. Abandoned by his father, 
Will is being raised by a single mother, 
who sends him to live with rich rela-
tives literally named Banks. The cul-
ture clash gestured at three decades’ 
worth of change in Black sitcoms; it 
was like J.J. from “Good Times” stroll-
ing into the Huxtables’ brownstone. 
Carrying his luminosity into the beige 
Bel-Air mansion, Smith the actor fore-
told the reconciliation of hip-hop with 
pop culture and the rise of the big-bud-
get Black movie star. 

Smith is an executive producer of 
“Bel-Air.” (Cooper, who made the trailer 
that inspired the show, is a writer, ex-
ecutive producer, and occasional direc-
tor.) Smith’s participation can explain 
the myopia of the new series. “Bel-Air” 
is absurdly reverential toward its source 
text. The choice to make each episode 
an hour long—twice the length of the 
ones in the original series—feels like a 
kind of genuflection. The pilot opens 
with a corny fever-dream riff on Smith’s 
legendary theme song. Our new Will 
( Jabari Banks) is sitting atop a throne, 
underwater, a crown gracing his head. 
It’s a reference to a scene that comes 
later, in which Will almost drowns at 
a pool party.

“Bel-Air” veers from the original by 
showing us a glimpse of Will’s life in 
Philly. Following a standoff with an 
enemy that ends with a traumatic night 
in jail, he goes to live with his aunt 
and uncle as a kind of witness-protec-
tion program. All the characters have 
been upgraded, which is to say, made 
uninterestingly sexy. Uncle Phil, for-
merly a judge, is now an unfathom-
ably rich mover and shaker who is run-The “Fresh Prince” revival is absurdly reverential toward its source text.
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ning for district attorney. Aunt Vivian, 
a professor in the original, is a lapsed 
painter in the reboot. Hilary, their el-
dest daughter, is a food influencer, and 
Geoffrey, previously the family’s but-
ler, is now a mysterious consigliere to 
Uncle Phil.

The most meaningful shift is the re-
tooling of Carlton, Will’s cousin. In the 
nineties, Alfonso Ribeiro played the 
character as a charismatic whiner, the 
surprisingly wise beta to Will’s peacock-
ing alpha. In “Bel-Air,” Carlton (Olly 
Sholotan), is not only the show’s antag-
onist but an avatar for the dark heart 
of Black conservatism. He maintains 
his popularity at Bel-Air Academy in 
part by goading his white male friends 
into racist behavior, and he looks down 
on his cousin with a snobbery that would 
have made Herman Cain blush. He is 
a nearly tragic figure, poisoned by the 
Black-royalty rhetoric that he’s been 
subjected to all his life. 

A recent episode hints at Carlton’s 
future conversion to righteous race 
awareness, a plot point that the writers 
should have resisted. “Bel-Air” is cor-
rectly circling around the ugliness in 
Black politics, but it’s too fearful of being 
misunderstood, or misrepresented, by 
its viewers. There is also—with story 
lines involving Will’s home-town ad-
versary and Phil’s political enemies, 
which are resolved too quickly—a flashy 
crime drama just begging to surface. 
The show understands drama as omi-
nous scores, leaden dialogue, and un-
necessary cliffhangers. But what if “Bel-
Air” looked to its peers such as “Empire,” 
“Power,” or maybe even “Scandal”? The 
missing element here is the camp of a 
juicy soap. If we can’t laugh, then we 

should gasp. Remaking an iconic series 
is a silly endeavor—why not lean all the 
way into that?

Where “Bel-Air” is uncertain of its 
identity in relation to genre, “Ab-

bott Elementary” is assured. A mocku-
mentary sitcom about the staff of an un-
derfunded public school in Philadelphia, 
“Abbott” feels au courant, given its inter-
est in social class and the teaching crisis, 
but it also feels classical, given its mas-
tery of the tight, half-hour A-plot/B-plot 
format. The show, which is nearing the 
end of its first season, premièred late last 
year on ABC. A decade of critical dis-
course about television auteurs has made 
network TV virtually synonymous with 
the retro and the censored: lodestars of 
ABC, like Kenya Barris and Shonda 
Rhimes, left those precincts for the wilds 
of Netflix, and before Issa Rae went to 
HBO, ABC declined to pick up her pilot. 
Quinta Brunson, the creator of “Abbott,” 
has found freedom in formula, making a 
mass-appeal treat that feels fresher than 
a lot of buzzy streaming comedies.  

The pilot is great. We meet Janine 
Teagues (played by Brunson), a newbie 
second-grade teacher. She radiates the 
can-do neuroses of “Parks and Rec” ’s 
Leslie Knope, but her edge is immedi-
ately revealed. “For primary classes, rugs 
are like a calming space for the kids,” 
she tells the unseen documentarians. 
“It’s like a Xanax. Like a huge Xanax 
for kids to sit on.” 

The camera crew is there at the re-
quest of Principal Ava (the standup comic 
and writer Janelle James, side-splittingly 
funny), a clueless, egotistical bureaucrat—a 
glamorous variation on “The Office” ’s 
Michael Scott. Janine’s other colleagues 

are drawn conf idently, too. There’s 
Sheryl Lee Ralph, channelling her Broad-
way hauteur to play Barbara Howard, 
woman of God, the veteran kindergar-
ten teacher Janine idolizes; Lisa Ann 
Walter as Melissa Schemmenti, the Ital-
ian wiseacre; Tyler James Williams as 
Gregory Eddie, the high-strung substi-
tute teacher; and Chris Perfetti as Jacob 
Hill, the overwrought white ally. The 
high jinks are generated from real injus-
tices in the public-education system, ex-
emplified by Principal Ava, who got her 
job by blackmailing the superintendent, 
whom she caught cheating with a church 
deaconess. Janine’s naïve savior complex 
is tested in every episode. In the pilot, 
she tries to acquire a new rug for her 
classroom. Thwarted by Ava, she turns 
to Melissa, who gets her the rug by using 
Mob connections. 

“Abbott” doesn’t lionize teaching, but 
it is interested in the emotional intensity 
the career demands in a nation that doesn’t 
respect education. The direction, done in 
the early episodes by Randall Einhorn, 
who styled “The Office,” is understatedly 
chaotic, reflecting the disorder of Amer-
ica’s failing bureaucracies and the bustle 
of young kids. The show teems with warm, 
niche references to the environs of Phil-
adelphia. It’s also judiciously hip; the In-
ternet impresario Zack Fox, Brunson’s 
peer, plays her ain’t-shit boyfriend. 

What’s most exciting about “Abbott” 
is its evident long game. The show is set-
ting up a tangle of relationships that hint 
at a big emotional range. Will Janine and 
Gregory evolve the way Pam and Jim 
did? How will Ava, a bad boss and a 
Black woman, torque the antihero trope? 
“Abbott” has a sense of its future, and I’ll 
be there to see it through. 
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“No bag. Just toss it in the air.”
Chuck Weed, Cambridge, Mass.

“It’s an appetizer. I’m having people for dinner tonight.”
Erica Avery, Greenfield, Mass.

“I thought you should know, someone left  
a big mess in the honey aisle.”

Michael Gobin, East Providence, R.I.

“It’s got an indoor tree.”
Paul Nesja, Mount Horeb, Wis.
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Solution to the previous puzzle:

ACROSS

1 “C’mon, help me out!”

7 Show contempt for

14 Priceline competitor

16 Nation that became Africa’s largest after 
South Sudan gained independence

17 It’s long and fishy

18 Steering levers

19 Wearisome walk

20 Choose not to see, in a way?

22 Discompose

24 Galley equipment

25 Ingredient in many cosmetics

26 Dragon puppet of early children’s TV

28 Focus of the 1965 exhibition “The 
Responsive Eye”

29 Expand like a balloon

33 Country sometimes called the Hexagon

34 “Mission accomplished!”

35 Runs through

36 Metal bars

37 Most civil

38 Office job of yore

39 Like the sand in Zen gardens

40 Military band?

41 Improve one’s balance

42 He wrote the 1980 memoir “Go  
Quietly . . . or Else”

47 Irving Berlin song with the lyrics 
“Noticing the days hurrying by / When 
you’re in love, my, how they fly”

49 ___ Bunny (character created for the 
film “Space Jam”)

50 Peruvian herd

51 Beyond

54 Potassium ___, a.k.a. saltpeter

55 Tugboat’s tugger

56 In a tangle

57 Rock band that has released six self-
titled albums

DOWN

1 Aquarium fish that doesn’t require an  
air pump

2 Outlying community

3 Breathing problem

4 Gets extremely high?

5 App annoyances

6 Watson’s portrayer in “Elementary”

7 Swift specialty

8 Trailer parts

9 Study unwelcomely

10 Collapsed, as a coalition

11 Like many workers who receive  
1099-NECs

12 Jet packs?

13 Certain discrimination trial?

15 Brand that sells products in Mandrin, 
Kurant, and Peppar flavors

21 Spend time unproductively

23 Maintain, as principles

27 Smith who, in 2021, at the age of 
ninety, became the oldest winner of  
an acting Tony

28 Maker of Golden Crinkles

29 Stereotypical destination for a ransom 
payment, in thrillers

30 “Shoved,” at a poker table

31 Approaches, as a crowded bar

32 Nickname for Richard I, with “the”

33 Rough tool

35 Nudges

37 Make a lot?

39 Like bas-reliefs

41 Move like a Senator

43 Harsh reflection

44 Product marketed as an “alertness aid”

45 Secretly espouse?

46 Communion offering

48 Improvise at the mike, perhaps

52 “___ Soon Is Now?” (Smiths song)

53 Manchego-cheese source
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