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How can we squeeze
more food from a

 

Farming feeds the world, but it

depends on vital natural resources. Just

consider this: irrigation for agriculture

consumes 2/3 of the world’s fresh water.

Experts have concluded that

agricultural output will need to double

by 2050 to feed a growing world. We'll

need to get more from each drop of

irrigated water.

We'll also need to do more with the

solution nature already provides:rain.

The challenge for farmers is squeezing

the most out of unpredictable rainfall.

That requires putting the latest

science-based tools in farmers’ hands,

including advanced hybrid and biotech

seeds. Our goal is to develap seeds that

significantly increase crop yields and

can help farmers use 1/3 less water per

unit produced.

Producing more. Conserving

more. Improving farmers’ lives. That's

sustainable agriculture. And that's what

Monsanto seeds are all about.

Learn more of the story at ProduceMoreConserveMore.com

CONSERVING MORE

HAINUROP?

 
Non-irrigated
agriculture
produces 60%
of the world’s
food. It will need
to do more.

MONSANTO

imagine’

  

The New Yorker, Jan 12, 2009 http://archives.newyorker.com/global/print.asp?path=/djvu/Conde%20Na...

2 of 77 8/14/2009 6:47 PM



so*# @eee ee eee ee ee eee

“A BOOK ABOUT :
WISDOM THAT'S :
ACTUALLY WISE.”:
—Sarah Vowell, author of °

The Wordy Shipmates :

®

e

«

e

e

e

e

*

«

.

*.

e

°

 

THE NEW YORKER

JANUARY 2, 2009

 

4 GOINGS ON ABOUT TOWN
WW THE TALK OF THE TOWN

DavidRemnick on ObamaandIsrael:

James Surowiecki on thefraudboom.

Elizabeth Kolbert 22 THE POLITICAL SCENE
Greening the Ghetto
Can environmentalism easepoverty?

Bruce McCall 29 SHOUTS & MURMURS
Looking Forward to Your Check

Peter Hessler 30 LETTER FROM CHINA
Strange Stones
A roadtrip to thepast.

Jeffrey Toobin 36 PROFILES
Barney's Great Adventure
Ai congressman's momentarrives.

Jill Lepore 48 ANNALS OF THE PRESIDENCY
The Speech
InauguralAddresses, greatandotherwise.

Joyce Carol Oates 54 FICTION

 
Thurber Prize-winning author
Henry Alford wanted to know

whatlessonsthe elderly could

teach him. What he learned just
“Pumpkin Head” might changeyourlife.

THE CRITICS “Will appeal to
Adam Kirsch 62 ACRITIC AT LARGE almost every reader.”

HannahArendt’s enduring influence. —Kirkus Reviews
69 BOOKS

Briefly Noted “HOW TO LIVE
Sasha Frere-Jones 70 POP MUSIC actually | ives up

Bon Fver.
to its audaciousDavidDenby 72 THE CURRENT CINEMA

“Defiance,” “The Secret ofthe Grain.” titl @....A must-read
for anyone whois old or plans

on getting old.”
POEMS —Eric Weiner, authorof

Louise Ghiick 44 “At the River” The Geography ofBliss

Michael Robbins 57 “Alien vs. Predator” .

“Rich and
9

COVER “TheHigh Lift,” byMark Ulriksen DRAWINGS Charles Barsotti, Bruce Eric ans
Kaplan, Michael Shaw, Robert Leighton, Matthew Diffee, Michael Crawford, Roz ~a‘aeaoe
Chast, Ariel Molvig, P.C. Vey, Jack Ziegler, Frank Cotham, Barbara Smaller, Erik
Hilgerdt, Zachary Kanin, DavidBorchart SPOTSJacques de Loustal tet eeeneeteseeeeseeeeee

IZ Available in hardcover and as an eBook

Hachette Book Group www.twelvebooks.com
Twelve is an imprint of Grand Central Publishing www.newyorker.com

THE NEW YORKER, JANUARY I2, 2009 I

The New Yorker, Jan 12, 2009 http://archives.newyorker.com/global/print.asp?path=/djvu/Conde%20Na...

3 of 77 8/14/2009 6:47 PM



 
2

ONawe

Ohi egerkor

tO SAVOT:

 
FROM

THE NEW YORKER

Secret Ingredients
Celebrate the holidays

with a feast of writing from

 

The New Yorker, including:

¢ classic profiles of great

chefs and great eaters

* memoirs

* humorpieces

« shortstories

* poems

* cartoons

And more!  
ON SALE NOW IN HARDCOVER

ReUTLONPete) Oks
www.secretingredientsbook.com

 

THE NEW YORKER, JANUARY I2, 2009

 

 

CONTRIBUTORS

Jeffrey ‘Toobin (“Barney's Great Adven-
ture,” p. 36) won the 2008 J. Anthony
Lukas Book Prize for “The Nine: Inside
the Secret World ofthe Supreme Court,
whichis now available in paperback.

Ben McGrath (The Talk ofthe Town,
p- 18) is a staffwriter.

James Surowiecki(The Financial Page,
p- 21) writes about economics,business,
and finance in his biweekly column. His
book“The Wisdom ofCrowds”is avail-
able in paperback.

Bruce McCall (Shouts & Murmurs,
p- 29) publishedhisfirst children’s book,
“Marveltown,” in September.

Martin Schoeller (Photograph, p. 36)is

included in a showofportrait photogra-
phy currently at the National Portrait
Gallery in Washington, D.C.

Jill Lepore (“The Speech,” p. 48), a pro-
fessor of history at Harvard and the
chair ofthe History and Literature Pro-
gram,recentlypublished a novel, “Blind-
spot,’ written with Jane Kamensky.

Michael Robbins (Poem,p. 57) teaches
poetry at Columbia College, in Chi-
cago. His reviews and poems have ap-
peared in Poetry, Chicago Review, and
Columbia Poetry Review.

Peter Hessler (“Strange Stones,” p. 30),

the author of “Oracle Bones,” is work-
ing on “Country Driving,” a book about
the impactofthe automobile in China.

Elizabeth Kolbert (“Greening the
Ghetto,” p. 22) writes regularly about the
environment. She is the co-editor, with
Francis Spuftord, of “The Ends of the
Earth: AnAnthologyofthe Finest Writ-
ing on the Arctic and the Antarctic.”

Louise Gliick (Poem, p. 44) was the
U.S. Poet Laureate for 2003-04. Her
newcollection, “A Village Life,” comes
out in September.

Joyce Carol Oates (Fiction, p. 54) is the
author of, mostrecently, the novel “My
Sister, My Love: The Intimate Story of
Skyler Rampike” and“Wild Nights! Sto-
ries About the Last Days of Poe, Dick-
inson, Twain, James, and Hemingway.”

Adam Kirsch (A Critic at Large, p. 62)
is a senior editor at The New Republic.

His most recent books are “Invasions:
New Poems” and “Benjamin Disraeli.”

Sasha Frere-Jones (Pop Music, p. 70)is
the magazine’s pop-musiccritic.

David Denby (The Current Cinema,
p- 72) has a new book, “Snark,” which
will be published this month.

 

THIS WEEK ON NEWYORKER.COM

The New Yorker Out Loud: The staff

photographers Martin Schoeller and Steve

Pyke on the art and businessofportraiture. /

Video: Sasha Frere-Jones interviews Justin

Vernon, ofBon Iver. / Ask the Author:

Jeffrey Toobin takes readers’ questions. /
Blogs: Hendrik Hertzberg nominates Chris

Matthews for the Senate, the Book Bench

plows through “2666,” and posts by Steve
Coll, George Packer, andJames Surowiecki. /

Fromthe archive: Hendrik Hertzberg and

Susan Lardner on inaugurals, plus every issue

since 1925. / Animated cartoons, the caption

contest, and list ofNew Yorker events.
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THE MAIL

ANCIENT RECIPES

I wasinterested in the archeological work
that, Burkhard Bilger reports, underlies
Dogfish Head brewery’s Midas Touch
beer (“A Better Brew,” November 24th).
I encourage Sam Calagione, Dogfish
Head’s owner, to explore another ancient
recipe, recorded in the Odyssey: “[Circe]
mixed for them cheese and barley and

yellow-green honey in Pramnian wine.”
(The archeological chemist Patrick Mc-
Govern and others have suggested that
the barley mealmayhave beenfermented.)
Calagione must not, however, leave out
the crucial ingredient: moly, which the
god Hermes supplied to Odysseus. Oth-
erwise, this brew apparently has the power
to turn menintopigs.

DavidElmer
Asst. Professor, Dept. ofthe Classics

Harvard University

Cambridge, Mass.

 

KLEIN AND THE POLITICAL

I believe that electoral politics is the main
way political progress is made, and that
movement politics, as embodied by
Naomi Klein, usually achieves the op-

posite ofits goals (“Outside Agitator,” by
Larissa MacFarquhar, December 8th).
Max Weber,in his famouslecture “Poli-
tics as a Vocation,” distinguishes two eth-

ics that are prevalentinpolitics: the ethics
ofultimate ends, focussed on purityofin-
tention, and theethics of responsibility,
focussed on consequences. Weber con-
cludes that onlythe latter has any place
in politics, and anyone who does not
understand this is “a political infant.”
This would seem to apply to Klein, who
“doesn't have much usefor political par-
ties,” who “disdainsthe political,” and
whobelieves that real change comes only
from social movements. It is not surpris-
ing that Klein holds that Obama's policies

reflect “the triumph ofthe right-wing
political paradigm since Reagan.”
Owen C. Thomas
Berkeley, Calif

MacFarquhar,in referring to the article
“Reenacting ’68,” creates a bit of confu-

sion: although The Platypus Review did
publish the piece, Liam Warfield,its au-
thor, is not a memberofourorganization,

and Platypus did not participate in the

reénactment. MacFarquhar’s excellent
Profile of Klein illustrates many aspects

of the complex and problematic legacy
of the left, regarding which Platypus
seeksto cultivate a critical understanding.
As MacFarquhar suggests, Klein’s work
points up the kinds of obstacles faced in

reconstitutinga left for the future, follow-
ing a history offailures.

Laurie Rojas
Editor, The Platypus Review

Chicago, Ill

MacFarquhar writes that Klein “disdains

the political” for two interrelated reasons:
Klein's mistrust ofpolitical parties and gov-

ernments and her economic materialism.

However, these add upto political disdain
only ifyou embrace a narrow understand-
ing ofthe political, centered on the offices
and mechanismsofthe state. The two ex-

amples MacFarquhar provides of political

action thatKlein finds inspiring—theself-

organized neighborhood committees of
Buenos Aires and the 2001 Quebec City
protests against the Summit ofthe Amer-

icas—suggest that Klein embraces a
broader understandingofthe political. In
both examples, she celebrates the capacity
of ordinary people to respondcollectively

to challenges they commonlyface. ‘The far
left hardly has a monopolyon thisclassical
understandingofthe political; it was, for
example, central to Tocqueville's admira-
tion of democracy in America. That such

collective action registers as a radical “alter-
native reality” to Klein merelyattests to the

power ofthe individualizing market forces

that she has so eloquently opposed.
Jason Frank
Asst. Professor, Dept. ofGovernment

Cornell University
Ithaca, N-Y.

Letters should be sent with the weriter’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 puth-
lished in any medium. All letters become the
property of The NewYorker and will not be
returned; we regret that owing to the volume of
correspondence we cannot reply to everyletter.  

The magazine in your

e-mail in-boxfirst

thing Monday morning.

tees
Human Energy’

will you join us.com 
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THIS WEEK NIGHTLIFE the process bywhich it was MOVIES
—, TAKE THE LOCAL made. The group show STEP IN TIME
THE THEATRE features paintings by Blake
UNDER THE BOARDS The young Brazilian singer Rayne, sculptures by This year’s “Dance on

Marcio Local layers his Walead Beshty and Simon Camera’ series, at Walter

The Public Theatre presents soulful croon over samba Starling, and a site-specific Reade, includes Maurice

the fifth annual “Under the beats and brings a burst installation by Karin ‘Tourneur’s 1918 feature
Radar’ festival, a showcase ofsunshine wherever he Schneider, among other “The Blue Bird,” with its

ofthe latest offerings from performs. He’s making pieces. (See page 9.) original color tints, and a
up-and-coming troupes his United States début day ofprograms devoted to
from around the world. with shows at Zebulon, CLASSICAL MUSIC Busby Berkeley, including
This year's roster includes in Brooklyn, and Nublu STRANGE INTERLUDE the vertiginous 1943
works from Korea’s Sadari and Webster Hall, in classic “The Gang’s All
Movement Laboratory Manhattan. (See page 7.) TwobrilliantItalians— Here,” a talk by thecritic
(“Woyzeck”), the National Galileo Galilei and Primo J. Hoberman,and lecture

Theatre of Scotland and the Ary Levi—meetin “Falling by the choreographer and
TEAM (“Architecting”), ON THE MAKE Bodies,” a chamber-music filmmaker Kriota Willberg
Gare St. Lazare Players piece with actors by the on Berkeley's enduring
Ireland (“First Love”), and “The Space ofthe Work composer Bruce Saylor influence. (See page 15.)
the Netherlands’ Kassys and the Place ofthe Object,” and the writerJonathan
(“LIGA, 50% Reward & at SculptureCenter, Levi, offered at the Rubin “Wickets,”at3LD.
50% Punishment”). (See considers therelationship Museum ofArt. (See Photograph by Yola
page 6.) between a work of art and page 12.) Monakhov.
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CRITIC’S NOTEBOOK
WORD POWER

The poet Paul Antschel—

more commonly known
as Paul Celan—was born
in 1920, into a German-
speakingJewish family with
roots in Romania. Along

with a numberofother
Jews, he and his parents
were roundedupin the

 

earlyforties. His parents
died in the camps, but
their language-loving son
survived, The composer
Dan Kaufman has set some
ofCelan’s most haunting
lyrics to fine, elegiac
music on “Force ofLight,”
an album distributed
bythe prolificjazz artist
John Zorn. OnJan. 7, at
the Museum ofJewish
Heritage, Kaufman and his
band, Barbez, will play the
album, while the Scottish
performanceartist Fiona
‘Templeton reads selections
from Celan’s work, against
a backdrop ofvideo imagery
byJohn Jesurun. When he
wonthe BremenPrize,in
1958,twelve years before
his death, Celan reflected
on his experiences as a
Holocaustvictim, saying,
“Onlyone thing remained
reachable, close and secure
amid all losses: language.
Yes, language. In spite of
everything, it remained
secure againstloss.”

—BHilton Als
 

 

THE THEATRE
OPENINGS AND PREVIEWS

Please call the phone number listed with the
theatre for timetables and ticket information.

THE AMERICAN PLAN

Manhattan Theatre Club presents Richard Green-
bere’s play, set in the nineteen-sixties, about a young
woman wholives across the lake from a Catskills
resort and falls in love. Mercedes Ruehl and Lily
Rabe star; David Grindley (“Journey’s End”) di-
rects. In previews. (Samuel J. Friedman, 261
W. 47th St. 212-239-6200.)
BECKY SHAW

Peter DuBois directs Gina Gionfriddo’s comedy,
about a newlywed couple whofix up twofriends.
In previews. Opens Jan. 8. (Second Stage, 307
W. 43rd St. 212-246-4422.)
THE BLUE BIRD

Witness Relocation performs a play by Mikuni Ya-
nathara, translated by Aya Ogawa and Kameron
Steele, about a group of scientists in search of an
endangered species. Opens Jan. 7. (CSV, 107 Suf-
folk St. 212-868-4444.)
THE CHERRY ORCHARD

The Bridge Project presents a newtranslation by
Tom Stoppard of Chekhov’s play. Sam Mendes
directs; Simon Russell Beale, Sinéad Cusack, Re-
becea Hall, Richard Easton, Josh Hamilton, and
Ethan Hawke star. In previews. (BAM’s Harvey
Theatre, 651 Fulton St. 718-636-4100.)
THE CONNECTION

Judith Malina directs Jack Gelber’s play from
1959, in which junkies and jazz musicians are
filmed as they wait to buy drugs. In previews.
Opens Jan, 8. (Living Theatre, 19 Clinton St.
212-352-3101.)
COIL

PS. 122 hosts its annual festival devoted to down-
towntheatre. Participants include Reid Farrington,
Palissimo, and LeeSaar the Company. Jan. 6-13.
(150 First Ave., at 9th St. 212-352-3101.)
CRANKED

The New Victory presents a play by Michael P.
Northey, abour a rapper’s addiction to crystal meth.
Opens Jan. 9. (The Duke on 42nd Street, 229
W. 42nd St. 646-223-3010.)
EIGHT

Ella Hickson wrote and directs this play, which
premiered at Edinburgh Fringe, examining the
psyche of England’s nwenty-something genera-
tion. Part of the “Coil” festival, at P.S. 122. In pre-
views. Opens Jan. 11. (150 First Ave., at 9th St.
212-352-3101.)
HEDDA GABLER

Mary-Louise Parker, Michael Cerveris, Paul Sparks,
Peter Stormare, Lois Markle, and Ana Reeder star
in a new adaptation by Christopher Shinn of the
Ibsen drama, about a woman trapped in an un-
happy marriage. Ian Rickson directs the Round-
about Theatre Companyproduction. In previews.
(American Airlines Theatre, 227 W. 42nd St.
212-719-1300.)
THE SHIPMENT

Young Jean Lee wrote and directs this play, about
whatit means to be black in America. Preview on
Jan. 8. Opens Jan. 9. (Kitchen, 512 W. 19th St.
212-255-5793, ext. 11.)
SOUL OF SHAOLIN

AnewChinese martial-arts show, about an orphan
who grows up with the monks of the Shaolin tem-
ple and becomes a masterin their style of kung fu.
Previews begin Jan. 13. (Marquis, Broadwayat
45th St. 212-239-6200.)
UNDER THE RADAR

The Public presents its annual festival of the
latest cutting-edge theatre from around the world.
Opens Jan. 7. (425 Lafayette St. 212-967-7555.)
WICKETS

Clove Galilee and Jenny Rogers direct this adap-
tation of Maria Irene Fornes’s “Fefu and Her
Friends,” set on an airplane, about the inner lives
of eight flight attendants. In previews. Opens Jan.
8. (3LD Art & Technology Center, 80 Greenwich
St. 212-352-3101.)

 

NOW PLAYING

BILLY ELLIOT THE MUSICAL

Fans of Lee Hall and Stephen Daldry’s 2000 movie,
set in northern England in the mid-nincteen-eighties,
about a boy who quits boxing to take up ballet, may
notice that Daldry’s musical adaptation, with songs
by Elton John, lacks a fewof the film’s charms—nu-
anced characters, the memorable final scene, T. Rex.
But it does have a satisfying combination of hard-
scrabble wit and populist brio that’s especially excit-
ing to see on Broadway. Three boys alternate in the
title role; ina recent performance, Kiril Kulish danced
thrillingly as Billy, and David Bologna wasterrific as
his cross-dressing friend, Michael. The show ably
demonstrates dance’s powerto free the soul and in-
spire the crowd;in one of the best numbers, bobbies,
striking miners,little girls in tutus, Billy, and his teacher
dance together, belting out the words “solidarity for-
ever.” (Imperial, 240 W. 45th St. 212-239-6200.)
THE CRIPPLE OF INISHMAAN

The Atlantic Theatre Companypartners with Gal-
way’s Druid Theatre to import this invigorating re-
vival, directed by Garry Hynes, of Martin McDon-
agh’s bleak comedy about a disfigured young man
with Hollywood dreams. In 1934, the filmmaker
Robert J. Flaherty set up shop on an island off the
coast ofIreland to make what would eventually be-
come “Man from Aran,” a pseudo-documentary
about the local peasants. McDonagh sets his own
pseudo-anthropological eye on the next island over,
among a gossip-addled community of drunks, bul-
lies, and tattletales, who are thrown into a mild
frenzy over the disappearance of Cripple Billy, the
town orphan and emotional punching, bag (beauti-
fully acted by Aaron Monaghan), who sees Flaherty’s
film as his one chance at escape and clecides to take
it. The ensemble deftly navigates McDonagh’s rough
terrain of alternating darkness and humor with
aplomb, painting a sharp portrait of a world where
cruelty is inseparable from love. (336 W. 20th St.
212-279-4200.)
GARDEN OF EARTHLY DELIGHTS

Revived and revamped, Martha Clarke’s 1984
dance-theatre fantasia on the theme of Hieronymus
Bosch’s sixteenth-century triptych more thanretains
its power to beguile and startle. Taking us through
Eden, the seven deadly sins, and the tortures of Hell
in a littke more than an hour, Clarke keeps herstrik-
ing images flowing—and, with the help of harnesses
and pulleys, flying. Like Bosch’s, Clarke’s vision of
dooris full oflite. (Minetta Lane Theatre, 18 Mi-
netta Lane, 212-307-4100.)
HOME

The Signature’s season devoted to the Negro Ensem-
ble Company continues with Samm-Art Williams's
swift-footed tale of dreams deferred, which gave the
troupe a hit whenit played on Broadway, in 1980,
Kevin T. Carroll plays Cephus Miles, who comes of
age in the nineteen-fifties in the tobacco fields of
North Carolina and prays to a God who he’s con-
vinced has fled to Miami. After Cephus serves a term
in prison for dodging the draft, he moves to the dis-
illusioning big city, until, finally, fate brings him back
to the “soft beautiful black sod” of home. Twosu-
perb actresses (Tracey Bonner and January LaVoy)
play a multitude of other characters, and Ron OJ
Parson’s production sails on the life-worn humor of
Williams's seript. (Signature Theatre Company, 535
W. 42nd St, 212-244-7529, Through Jan. 11.)
A LIGHT LUNCH

In A. R. Gurney’s new comedy, an attractive lawyer
from L.A. (Beth Hoyt) flies to New York on behalf
of an anonymous client to buy A. R. Gurney’s new,
unfinished play about George W. Bush. At lunch with
Gurney’s agent (Tom Lipinski), though, the lawyer
queers the deal by revealing that her client is a fa-
mous Republican looking to bury the play rather
than produce it. With the help of an opinionated
waitress (Havilah Brewster) and her scholarly boy-
friend (John Russo), the agent attempts to rewrite
the damning ending in order to redeem Bush,It’s
clear, in this trifle of a play, that Gurney has a few
suggestions for Bush about how he might handle his
exit fromoffice. While the actors seem to be enjoy-
ing themselves pummelling Bush, the audienceis left G
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Los Soneros de Oriente enliven a Three Kings Day celebration at S.O.B.’s.

ros de Oriente. In the seventies, long before the Buena
Vista Social Club made Cuban son popular, the band-
leader and percussionist Armando Sanchez formed
Son de la Loma, a band devoted to preserving the
dulcet sounds of Cuban folk music. Sanchez died ten
years ago, and the baton was passed to Miguel Quin-
tana, who along with his old friend and bass player
Leo Flemming formed Los Soneros de Oriente, which
had a steady night at Nell’s until just a few years a
Quintana has since died, but the spirit in the eedie
alive and well. It includes the singers Pedrito Domeche,
Lourdes Lopez (a vocal star from the stro era),
and Trinni Marquez (of the famed Hermanas Mar-
quez trio). The trumpeter Ramon (Chiripa) Arcena,
an arranger for Son de la Loma, is the leader.
WEBSTER HALL

125 E. 11th St. (212-353-1600}—Jan. 8: The Afro-
beat inheritor Ferm Kuti, the son of the genre in-
novator Fela Anikulapo-Kuti, recently released “Day
by Day,” his first studio album in seven years, He’s
headlining here with his powerhouse ensemble, Pos-
itive Force. Jan. 11: The annual GlobalFest gath-
ering brings the world’s top acts to the same stage.
This year’s edition includes Kuti, Marcio Local(see
Nublu), and many other musicians.
ZEBULON
258 Wythe Ave., Brooklyn (718-218-6934)—Jan.
9: Marcio Local (see Nublu).

 

JAZZ AND STANDARDS

ALGONQUIN HOTEL
59 W. 44th St. (212-840-6800)—Jan. 6-31: The
vocalist Steve Ross performs “Too Late Now,”

8 THE NEW YORKER, JANUARY 12, 2009

“Gigi,” “Pm Glad ’'m Not Young Anymore,” “Al-
most Like Being in Love,” and other songs by
the lyricist Alan Jay Lerner.
BLUE NOTE

131 W. 3rd St., near Sixth Ave. (212-475-8592)—
Jan. 6-11: The guitarist Bill Frisell, the bassist
Ron Carter, and the drummer Paul Motian re-
unite three years after the release of their satis-
fying, eponymous recording,
DIZZY'S CLUB COCA-COLA

Broadwayat 60thSt. (212-258-9595 }—]Jan.6-10:
The Brazilian-born pianist and occasional vocal-
ist Ehane Elias revisits her roots, drawing from
her new album, “Bossa Nova Stories.”
IRIDIUM

1650 Broadway, at 51st St. (212-582-2121}—Jan.
8-11: John Coltrane’s classic 1957 album “Blue
Train” gets a contemporary sheen from Javon Jack-
son, Terrel Stafford, George Cables, Lonnic Plax-
ico, Andrew Cyrille, and the only living participant
in the original session, Curtis Fuller. Mondays be-
long to the electric-guitar innovator Les Paul.
JAZZ AT LINCOLN CENTER

Broadwayat 60th St. (212-721-6500}—Jan. 9-10:
The pianist Cedar Walton and the trumpeter Roy
Hargrove may be making their Allen Room début,
but previous encounters have proven that the vet-
eran keyboardist and the younger horn player
share a similar vocabulary based on the lyrical
shadings of hard bop.
JAZZ STANDARD

116 E. 27th St. (212-576-2232)—Jan. 8: The
atypical but highly effective jazz trio of Edmar
Castaneda, on Colombian harp, Marshall Gilkes,
on trombone, and David Silliman, on percussion,
Jan. 9: The saxophonist Tim Ries takes on the

music of his most recent employer, the Rolling
Stones, as he reworks their classic rock for jazz
ensemble, Vocals will be handled by the fado
singer Ana Moura and the Stones backup vocal-
ist Bernard Fowler, Jan. 10-11: The Beninese gui-
tar sensation Lionel Loucke employs an unorth-
odox, homegrown technique that draws on both
jazz and African styles. The bassist Massimo Bi-
olcati and the drummer Ferenc Nemeth round
out his tight-knit trio. The Mingus tribute bands
are in rotation here on Mondays.
(LE) POISSON ROUGE
158 Bleecker St. (212-796-0741)—Jan. 10: The
drummer Jeff (Tain) Watts fronts a quartet featur-
ing the trumpeter Terence Blanchard, the bassist
Christian McBride, and the saxophonistPrometheus
Jenkins for a night of music from the leader’s up-
coming, politically charged album, “Watts.” (This
showis part of the Winter JazzFest, an annual gath-
ering with shows here and elsewhere; for a full
schedule visit www.winterjazzfest.com.)
“LYRICS & LYRICISTS"

The 92nd Street Y’s look at the Great American
Songbook gets under way for the season with a
program devoted to Richard Rodgers and his var-
ious collaborators, including the songwriter and
director Martin Charnin, the last lyricist to have
worked with the composer on Broadway before
his death, in 1979. Charnin is hosting this pro-
gram with the vocalists Shelly Burch, Michelle
Liu Coughlin, Rich Gray, Hugh Panaro, and Alton
White. (Lexington Ave. at 92nd St. 212-415-5500.
Jan, 10-12.)
VILLAGE VANGUARD

178 Seventh Ave. S., at 11th St. (212-255-4037)—
Jan. 6-11: The inventive jazz guitarist Kurt Rosen-
winkel can often be heard in tandem with the
saxophonist Mark Turner, but here he leads a
lean quartet highlighted by the piano playing of
Aaron Parks.

 

ART
MUSEUMS AND LIBRARIES

METROPOLITAN MUSEUM

Fifth Ave. ar 82nd St. (212-535-7710)}—“Beyond
Babylon: Art, Trade, and Diplomacy in the Second
Millennium B.C.” Through March 15. ¢ “The
Philippe de Montebello Years: Curators Celcbrate
Three Decades of Acquisitions.” Through Feb. 1. ¢
“Art and Love in Renaissance Italy.” Through Feb.
16. ¢ “Ragib Shaw.” Through March 1. # “Calder
Jewelry.” Through March 1. # “Reality Check.”
Through March 22. # “Choirs of Angels: Painting
in Italian Choir Books, 1300-1500.” The practice
of choral-manuscript illumination flourished in Eu-
rope from the fourteenth to the sixteenth century,
then floundered when Italian monasteries were sec-
ularized under Napoleon and choir books were dis-
bound. What may sound like a mild-mannered art
form was anything but. Some of these exquisitely
limned pages could double as storyboards for a
horror film about the gruesome mechanics of mar-
tyrdom. St. Agatha’s bloody breast is gripped in a
vise; St. Bartholomew is flayed; St. Paul is beheaded
in the lower curve of a flame-orange letter “S.”
St. Stephen, stoned to death, is mercifully depicted
a bit more symbolically—with rocks perched on his
head. Through April 12. (Open Tuesdays through
Sundays, 9:30 to 5:30, and Friday and Saturday
evenings until 9.)
MUSEUM OF MODERN ART

11 W. 53rd St. (212-708-9400}—*Marlene Dumas:
Measuring Your Own Grave.” Through Feb. 16. #
“loan Miré: Painting and Anti-Painting, 1927-
1937.” ThroughJan. 12. # “Pipilotti Rist: Pour Your
Body Out (7354 Cubic Meters).” Through Feb. 2. 4
“Vik Muniz: Rebus.” Through Feb. 23. # “Focus:
Sol LeWitt.” Thelate artist’s wall drawings—he con-
ceived more than twelve hundred—aregetting a lot
of play these days. A luminous installation is now
on view at Dia:Beacon, and MASS MOCA recently
unveiled an extraordinary retrospective that will be
up for twenty-five years. The 1975 piece here, from
MOMAScollection, is a pretty basic affair It fills a G
single gallery and consists of white crayon on black &
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walls drawn, according to the artist’s instructions, m
“arcs from corners and sides” and “straight, not-
straight, and brokenlines.” It’s not as intricate or
transporting as some of LeWitt’s other pieces, but
isa Fine imtroduction to the unexpected beautythat
a systems-based approach can reveal. Through June
29, (Open Wednesdays through Mondays, 10:30 to
5:30, and Friday evenings until 8. Open Jan. 12 until
8:45.)
GUGGENHEIM MUSEUM

Fifth Ave. at 89th St. (212-423-3500)—*Th
anyspacewhatever.” ThroughJan. 7. # “Catherine
Opie: American Photographer.” Through Jan. 7.
(Open Saturdays through Wednesdays,10 to 5:45,
and Fridays, 10 to 7:45.)
WHITNEY MUSEUM OF AMERICAN ART

Madison Ave. at 7Sth St. (212-570-3600)—*Wil-
liam Eggleston: Democratic Camera, Photographs
and Video, 1961-2008.” Through Jan. 25. # “Al-
exander Calder: The Paris Years, 1926-1933.”
Through Feb. 15. ¢ “Alex Bag.” Opens Jan. 9.
(Open Wednesdays, Thursdays, and weekends,
11 to 6, and Fridays, 1 to 9.)
BROOKLYN MUSEUM
200 Eastern Parkway (718-638-5000}—*The Black
List Project: Timothy Greenfield-Sanders and Elvis
Mitchell.” Through March 29. # “Gilbert &
George.” Through Jan. 11. (Open Wednesdays
through Fridays, 10 to 5, and weekends, 11 to 6.)

1919-1949,” Through March 22. ¢ “The Dead Sea
Scrolls: Mysteries of the Ancient World.” Through
Jan. 4. # “The Hanukkah Project: The Sound of
Light by Julianne Swartz.” Through March1. (Open
Saturdays through Wednesdays, 11 to 5:45, and
Thursdays, 11 to 8.)
MORGAN LIBRARY & MUSEUM

225 Madison Ave., at 36th Sr. (212-685-0008)}—
“Protecting the Word: Bookbindings of the Mor-
gan.” Through March 29. (Open Tuesdays through
Thursdays, 10:30 to 5, Fridays, 10:30 to 9, Sat-
urdays, 10 to 6, and Sundays, 11 to 6.)
NEW MUSEUM
235 Bowery, at Prince St. (212-219-1222}—“Mary
Heilmann: To Be Someone.” Through Jan. 26. ¢
“Live Forever: Elizabeth Peyton.” Through Jan. 11. ¢
“Museum as Hub: Six Degrees.” Through Jan. 11.
(Open Wednesdays and weekends, noon to 6, and
Thursdays and Fridays, noon to 10.)
ONASSIS CULTURAL CENTER

645 Fifth Ave., at 51st St. (212-486-4448}“Wor-
shipping Women: Ritual and Reality in Classical
Athens.” Through May9. (Open Mondays through
Saturdays, 10 to 6.)
SCULPTURECENTER
44-19 Purves St., Long Island City (718-361-1750}—
“The Space of the Work and the Place of the Ob-
ject.” Opens Jan. 11. ¢ “In Practice.” Opens Jan.
11. (Open Thursdays through Mondays, 11 to 6.)

 

TABLES FOR TWO
CAFE SELECT

212 Lafayette St. (212-925-9322)—Oyster Bar
aside, the anticipation of delicious food and pleas-
ing ambience is not usually accompanied bythink-
ing, “Ah, the train station.” Yet in Switzerland,
from Bern to Basel to Zurich, some popular res-
taurants have been housed in der Babnlof. At the
Swiss bistro Café Select, in Nolita, the latest ven-
ture of the restaurateur Serge Becker—a partner
at La Esquina, the taco stand/café/secret subterra-
nean tequila den across the street—there is an un-
mistakable air of Furopean metropolitanism. The
space is decked out with wooden and black leather
banquettes, red and black Formica café tables, and
a marble bar with a kiosk selling Swiss snacks,
like Shorley apple soda and Basler Lackerli bis-
cuits, Broad windows and the substantial Rolex
clock hanging in the middle of the room lend to
the appealing @ fa gare teel during the day; the
lights dim to an amber glow at night, abetted by
a carefully curated, eclectic playlist (creditable to
the co-owners, the Swiss d.j.s Oliver Stumm and
Dominique Clausen).

The menuis rife with unrecognizable Swiss
German appellations for homey Swiss soul foods,
like Chaschiiechile (a delectable Emmentaler-
Gruyére-Swiss-cheese tart with a caramelized crust)
and Fiédli soup, a fortifying, beef consommé gar-
nished with savory strips of buckwheatcrépe, which

 

satisfies a salt craving while restoring one’s health.
An appetizer of poached marrow, served in the
bone, to be scooped and slathered on garlic toast
and sprinkled with roasted-scallion-infused salt,
melts like butter, The entrées include faithful ren-
ditions: Zurich veal, pounded and smothered in
creamy mushroom sauce, served with crunchy-soft
spatale; a fine veal brat, with Résti, a crispy po-
taro cake as big as a salad plate. Entrecéte “Café
Select,” a center-cut strip steak, rivals any bar steak
in the city; beef “Silvia” does the same for arugula-
and-steak salad.

With bonuseslike the Ski Wasser, a fizzy elder-
flower-and-vodka-infused lemonade, and a festive
Sunday-night fondue special, Café Select offers a
respite in a neighborhood xpey limited in
bistro standbys ‘ihe inevitable hour-plus-long wait
at Balthazar excludes it from consideration). It may
not be the Jungfraujoch, but it does make for a
lovely morning: a Langecroissant and a latte at
the bar, sunlight streaming through the front win-
dows, watching time tick away—because, really,
where do you have to be? (Open Mondays through
Fridays for breakfast, lunch, and dinner, and Sat-
urdays and Sundays for brunch and dinner. Entrées
$14-$25.)

—ShaunaLyon

 

AMERICAN MUSEUM OF NATURAL HISTORY

Central Park W. ar 79th Sr. (212-769-5100}—*Cli-
mate Change: The Threat to Life and a New En-
ergy Future.” Through Aug. 16. ¢ “The Butterfly
Conservatory: Tropical Butterflies Alive in Winter.”
Through May 25. (Open daily, 10 to 5:45.)
DIA AT THE HISPANIC SOCIETY OF AMERICA
Audubon Terrace, Broadway at 155th St. (212-
926-2234)—*Zoe Leonard: Derrotero.” Through
Sept. 7. (Open Tuesdays through Saturdays, 10
to 4:30, and Sundays, 1 to 4.)
JEWISH MUSEUM

~ Fifth Ave. at 92nd St. (212-423-3200}—*Chagall
and the Artists of the Russian Jewish Theatre,
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STUDIO MUSEUM IN HARLEM

144 W. 125th St. (212-864-4500)—*Barkley L.
Hendricks: Birth of the Cool.” Through March
15, (Open Wednesdays through Fridays, and Sun-
days, noon to 6, and Saturdays, 10 to 6.

 

GALLERIES—UPTOWN

DANIEL MASCLET

The work of this little-known modernist photog-
rapher (1892-1969) appears to come from a
uniquely (if not stereotypically) French sensibil-

ity—he’s part flaneur, part sensualist. This choice
group of images made between 1922 and 1964
brings Doisneau, Kertész, and Man Ray to mind,
and several androgynous portraits of Masclet’s
wife, Francesca, recall Claude Cahun at her most
mesmerizing. Whether the subject is a scattering
of dead leaves, a peeling plaster wall, or a female
nude feigning sleep, the photographs are quiet,
assured, and unfailingly elegant. Through Feb.
14. (Gitterman, 170 E. 75th St. 212-734-0868.)

Short List

ROBERT KUSHNER: D.C. Moore, 724 Fifth Ave.,
at 57th St, 212-247-2111. Opens Jan. 8. EVA
LUNDSAGER: Greenberg Van Doren, 730 Fifth
Ave., at 57th St. 212-445-0444, Opens Jan. 8. AD
REINHARDT / TONY SMITH: Pace Wildenstein, 32

E. 57th St. 212-421-3292. Through Jan. 24.

 

GALLERIES—CHELSEA

NATHALIE DJURBERG
Bruno Bettleheim wrote that, in fairy tales, “we
soon discover the inner turmoils of our soul.” The
same could be said of the perverse enchantments
in Djurberg’s stop-motion animations. The Swed-
ish artist’s absurdist videos hinge on tales of inno-
cence beset by the macabre. A ballerina dances
around a table laden with sweets—and is drowned
by a torrent of candle wax. The film’s set, exhib-
ited here as a sculptural installation, is surrounded
bywalls painted with excremental smears of brown.
In another video, based on charcoal drawings, a
young woman wanders into a forest, is strangled
by predatory trees, and is left to rot. Life accord-
ing to Djurberg is darkly enchanted—full of fan-
tastical snares. Through Jan. 24. (Feuer, 530 W. 24th
St. 212-989-7700.)
JACOB FEIGE
Hudson River-school landscapes meet seventies
album covers—andit’s a surprisingly good match.
Psychedelic spheres and pyramids hover above a ma-
jestic hillside and an ocean sunset—sites, we're told,
that have autobiographical significance for the art-
ist. They’re painted, however, with a deliberately
generic-looking, pseudo-airbrushed flatness, and al
though the floating shapes are distinct in each im-
age—geodesic domes, “Dark Side of the Moon”
prisms, stylized evocations of sunspots—they even-
tually blur into a single trippy vibe. Through Jan. 10.
(Lombard Fried, 531 W. 26th St. 212-967-8040.)
CHRISTOPH GIELEN
This German-born, New York-based photographer
showslarge color images of the contemporary over-
built environment, from California’s suburban sprawl
to Shanghai, Hong Kong, and Berlin. His aerial
shots, although not particularly original, are fasci-
nating, for their clarity and detail. On the outskirts
of Los Angeles, dense warrens of tract homes are
distinguished primarily by their back-yard pools,
while overlapping highways look like a box of tan-
gled silver ribbons, Other photographs bring us
back downto earth, but the sights are no less alien-
ating. Looking up at a fewa windows in an
otherwise dark Kowloon high-rise, you can imag-
ine yourself to be the last person on earth. Through
Jan. 31. (Cooney, 511 W. 25th St. 212-255-8158.)
WINGATE PAINE
Paine’s 1966 book of photographs, “Mirror of
Venus,” is a classic of soft-core erotica and a sex-
ual-revolution period piece. More than seventy-five
color and black-and-white prints from that book
and its several follow-ups are gathered here for
Paine’s first solo exhibition, and they look charm-
ingly innocent by today’s standards. Working with
a trio of regular models, the photographer was able
to achieve a sense of sweet, playful intimacy and
suggest moments of sexual abandon. The work is
self-consciously arty and not a little kitsch, but it
never asks to be taken seriously, only enjoyed, and
that’s easy. Through Jan. 17. (Kasher, 521 W. 23rd
St. 212-966-3978.)
LEO RUBINFIEN

Rubinfien began this series of “Wounded Cities”
photographsafter fleeing from his home near the
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CRITIC’S NOTEBOOK
NO-GOODNIKS

C. P. Taylor’s celebrated
1981 play, “Good,” about
a literature professorin
thirties Germanywho
drifts into complicity with
the Nazis, is meant to be

an indictmentofmoral
cowardice and compromise,
but the movie adaptation,

 

written byJohn Wrathall
and directed by Vicente
Amorim (nowplaying at

Village East Cinemas),

has undergone an ironic
catastrophe. Asthe well-
meaning but weak-willed
professor, Viggo Mortensen
doesn’t seem to understand
anything that’s said to him;
he pauses and fumbles and
falls into vacancies. In fact,

all the characters, including
the Nazi officials and
officers, seem merely stupid,
as iftheywere inadequate
protagonists in theroles that
history hadset out for them.
Thelarge-scale production
is handsomebutsluggish,
and the staging veers from
inappropriate scrambling
comedyto an almostsadistic
abuse ofthe audience's
tolerance for pain. It's good
to see a really disastrous
film every now and then:it
makes one appreciate the
modestvictories ofpeople
with the skill to make a
decent movie.

—DavidDenby
 

World Trade Center on September 11, 2001. He
wasn’t the only one searching the faces of strang-
ers on the street for signs of shared humanity,
but he didn’t stop with Manhattan; he also walked
the pavements of Tokyo, Jerusalem, Benares, and
elsewhere. Because Rubinfien zeroes in on figures
seen in passing, his work echoes that of William
Klein, Beat Streuli, and Philip-Lorca diCorcia and
invites us to read something—anything—intoex-
pressions that are often unreadable. Huge prints
undermine images that work best on a more in-
timate scale, so the accompanying book is a wel-
come alternative. Through Jan. 31. (Mann, 210
Fleventh Ave., at 25th St. 212-898-7600.)
JOSEF STRAU

Is art a site of spiritual illumination or a den of
iniquity? Strau has it both ways in these assem-
blages of lamps and rickety tables, automatic
drawings, text-heavy posters, and strings of fake
pel Several piant constructions made of card-
yard shipping boxes and slabs of blue Styro-

foam suggest children’s forts, while also repre-
senting letters (there’s a “J,” an “L,” and an “E”).
Irs unclear what the alphabetical sequence por-
tends, but the multiple texts reference Catholic
confession, Joseph and his coat of many colors,
and a spirit called the Angel of Subculture.
Through Jan.10. (Greene Naftali, 526 W. 26th
St. 212-463-7770.)

Short List

NOBUYOSHI ARAKE 532 Wi 20th St. 212-367-9663.
Opens Jan. 8. DANA HOEY: Petzel, 535 W. 22nd
St. 212-680-9467. Through Jan. 24. FAIRFIELD POR-
TER / ANDREW FORGE: Cuningham, 541 W. 25th
St. 212-242-2772. Through Jan. 31. SARA GREEN-
BERGER RAFFERTY: The Kitchen, 512 W. 19th St.
212-255-5793, Opens Jan, 9. "EVERY REVOLU-
TION IS A ROLL OF THE DICE": Cooper, 534
W. 21st St. 212-255-1105. Opens Jan. 8.
"ORGANIC GEOMETRY™: Klagsbrun, 526 W. 26th
St. 212-243-3335. Through Jan. 10.

 

GALLERIES—DOWNTOWN

NAYLAND BLAKE
Nestled amid the dried vegetal arrangements, glass
boxes, and dangling panty hose (which conjure rel-
ics, votives, and shrines) in this terrific twenty-five-
year survey is an abundance of rabbits. There are
stuffed bunnies, plastic bottles in cartoon rabbit
shapes, a cotton-tailed gold lamé suit, and black In-
quisition hoods with floppy ears. Blake is no heavy-
handed moralist—his art’s too entertaining—but
clues abound as to what the bunnies mightsignify:
a celebration of unbridled homosexuality in a re-
pressive political climate; the cycles of birth and
death, hope and loss made even more poignant by
the advent of AIDS. Through Feb. 14. (Location
One, 26 Greene St. 212-334-3347.)
DANIEL GUZMAN

Scrappy sculptures and a video titled “El Secreto
del Mal,” after a Roberto Bolano book, allude to
the lingering influence of Aztec culture in Guzman’s
native Mexico City, the plight of indigenous peo-
ple, drug wars, political corruption, and U.S, im-
perialism. Objects in the shape of Aztec ceremo-
nial pyres are festooned with shards of pottery,
lucha libre masks, and Spanish-language Kiss album
covers. The video features stock Bolafio charac-
ters—a poet and a political activist—as well as
comically absurd zombies dressed as revolutionar-
ies and a rocker in a Ramones T-shirt. Unfortu-
nately, unlike the late Chilean writer to whom he
pays homage, Guzmansettles for style over sub-
stance. Through Jan. 10. (Harris Lieberman, 89
VandamSt. 212-206-1290.)

Short List

JOSE LEON CERRILLO: Dispatch, 127 Henry St.
212-227-2783. Through Jan. 31. PAM LINS: Lff-
ner, 47 Orchard St. 212-274-0064. Through Feb.
8. R. H. QUAYTMAN: Abreu, 36 Orchard St.
212-995-2302. Through Feb. 1.

 

DANCE

NEW YORK CITY BALLET
Ballets in which a female dancer impersonates a
doll are no rarity—think “Petrouchka,” “The Stead-
fast Tin Soldier,” “The Nutcracker”—but perhaps
the greatest doll ballet of all is “Coppélia,” derived
from E. T. A. Hoffmann’s sinister “Der Sandmann.”
Balanchine created his “Coppélia” for N-Y-C.B. in
1974, with Alexandra Danilova, one of the great
Swanildas (the heroine) of her time. Starting Jan. 7,
it alternates with an all-Balanchine program that
includes the marvellously inventive leotard ballet
“The Four Temperaments,” from 1946. Casts
appear on the company’s Website a week in ad-
vance, + Jan. 7 and Jan. 13 at 7:30, Jan. 10 at 2,
and Jan. 11 at 3: “Coppélia.” ¢ Jan. 8-10 at 8: “Cha-
conne,” “The Four Temperaments,” and “Vienna
Waltzes.” (David H. Koch, Lincoln Center. 212-
721-6500. Through March 1.)
"DANCE ON CAMERA”
At the Walter Reade, amidst the myriad oprions
for cinephiles and dance enthusiasts alike are new
documentary portraits ofJerome Robbins and the
legendary flamenco choreographerAntonio Gades;
four filmed-for-TV dance works bythe Czech con-
temporary choreographer Jiri Kylian; a medita-
tion on the Indian dance form mobiniattam (“Dance
of the Enchantress”); a Busby Berkeley picture
featuring the Brazilian samba goddess Carmen
Miranda (“The Gang’s All Here”); and a French
documentary exploring the mystique and travails
of several Kirov ballerinas of our time, including
Svetlana Zakharova, Diana Vishneya, and Ulyana
Lopatkina. For a complete schedule, visit www.
filmline.com. (Lincoln Center. 212-727-0764.Jan.
6-17.)
PARSONS DANCE COMPANY

If David Parsons and his dancers don’t please you,
it won't be for lack of trying. Twoalternating pro-
grams include repertory pieces such as the signa-
ture strobe-light workout “Caught” and the asyet
untitled season premiére, which features the East
Village Opera Company, playing and singing fa-
mous arias in pop-rock arrangements—doing to
the classical repertory something similar to what
Parsons does to dance. (Joyce Theatre, 175 Eighth
Ave., at 19th St. 212-242-0800. Jan. 6-7 at 7:30,
Jan. 8-9 at 8, Jan. 10 at 2 and 8, and Jan. 11 at 2
and 7:30. Through Jan. 18.)
"SUGAR SALON"
In the interest of nurturing female choreographers,
this annual program chooses an established merm-
ber of that group as a mentor for three less estab-
lished ones. Serving in the elder role this year, Jane
Comfort presents an excerpt from her recent piece
“An American Rendition,” which instructively jux-
taposes the cruelty of secret detention with that of
reality shows. As for the young hopefuls, Deganit
Shemysets up a game with strict rules confined to
a small square oflight, Anna Sperber hones in on
sensory details, and Heather Olson tries to find
hints of emotion underneath abstraction. (Barysh-
nikoy Arts Center, 450 W. 37th St. 212-352-3101.
Jan. 7-9 at 8:30.)
CEDAR LAKE CONTEMPORARY BALLET
During its two-week winter season, this well-funded
companyoffers a triple bill, including twostylish
world premiéres. In “Frame of View,” the Dutch
choreographer Didy Veldman uses an angular and
expressionistic movementstyle to explore the ways
we manipulate our emotions for others; Luca Veg-
getti’s characteristically spare, sleek, and abstract
piece “Memory/Measure” 1s set to a dense, almost
sculptural soundscape. The troupe also performs
last season’s “Ten Duets on a Theme of Rescue,”
by the Forsythe-influenced Canadian choreogra-
pher Crystal Pite. (547 W. 26th St. 212-868-4444.
Jan. 8-12 at 8. Through Jan. 18.)
JAPAN SOCIETY CONTEMPORARY

DANCE SHOWCASE

In recent years, the annual series has expanded its
purview to countries neighboringJapan—with some
diminishment in the strangeness, chastening, or
mere entertainment for which the event became
known. From Taiwan comes Wu |-Fang, the long- R
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time star of Cloud Gate Dance Theatre, offering
the handsome, video-magnified work of his Wind
Dance Theatre. From Korea, Jang Eun Jung joins
her company in what looks like an elegant game
of red light/greenlight. The Japanese contingent
ranges from the familiar Butoh of Ko Murobushi
to the vamping of Yoko Higashino, in a baby-doll
dress with red hair covering her face, to the Gen-
eration Y navel-gazing of the Chelfitsch Theatre
Company, with its bored-in-the-office piece, “Air
Conditioner.” (333 E. 47th St. 212-715-1258. Jan.
9 at 7:30 and Jan. 10 at 5 and 8.)
DD DORVILLIER /
HUMAN FUTURE DANCE CORPS

In “Choreography, a Prologue for the Apocalypse
of Understanding, Get Ready!,” the phenomeno-
logically minded choreographeraddresses language
and understanding—asin: what does it mean when
an audience member says, “I don’t understand.”
The three-part work begins with a film, just words
on a screen, followed by a duet in which a trans-
lator, ever more freely, translates first Dorvillier’s
words and then her movements from English to
Spanish.In thefinal section,languageis represented
by shapes made by a far from silent dancing quar-
tet, who, in contrast to the black-and-white of the
film, emerge in four colors. Zeena Parkins provides
the score. (Dance Theatre Workshop, 219 W. 19th
St. 212-924-0077. Jan. 10-11 at 7:30. Through
Jan. 17.)
"WORKS & PROCESS"

It’s no surprise that the choreographer Christopher
Wheeldon is drawn to the music of Arvo Part, with
its balance of emotional density and compositional
minimalism. In the dance portion of this program
devoted to Part’s music at the Guggenheim, three
New York City Ballet dancers closely associated
with Wheeldon—Wendy Whelan, Albert Evans,
and Sébastien Marcovici—will perform two highly
evocative Part-inspired works by Wheeldon, “Lit-
urgy” and “After the Rain Pas de Deux.” (Fifth
ave at 89th St. 212-423-3587, Jan. 11-12 ar
F¥0,)

"WORKS & PROCESS" SERIES

Music-theatre works by Arvo Part (*L’Abbé Aga-
thon,” featuring the soprano Lauren Flanigan) and
‘Tank O'Regan (“The Wanton Sublime,” in prog-
ress) are on the bill of the next iteration of the
Guggenheim Museum's stylish performance series,
which also includes choreographed versions (by
Christopher Wheeldon) of two Part classics, “Fra-
tres” and “Spiegel im Spiegel.” (Fifth Ave. at 89th
St. 212-423-3587, Jan. 11-12 at 7:30.)
AMATO OPERA: "THE MERRY WIDOW"

Since Lehar’s operetta is always diverting around
holiday time, it might be fun to catch one of the
final performances at Anthony Amato's tiny East
Village theatre, which boasts a cast of robust pro-
fessionals and amateurs. (Amato Opera Theatre,
319 Bowery, at 2nd St. 212-228-8200, Jan. 10 at
7:30 and Jan. 11 at 2:30.)

 

ORCHESTRAS AND CHORUSES

NEW YORK PHILHARMONIC

Olli Mustonen, the riveting (if idiosyncratic) Finn-
ish pianist, offers two very different concerted
works—Mozart’s Piano Concerto No. 11 in F Major
and Messiaen’s “Oiseaux Exotiques”—in a pro-
gram conducted by Ludovic Morlot that also in-
cludes Tristan Murail’s “Gondwana”(in its U.S.
premiére) and Debussy’s “La Mer.” (Avery Fisher
Hall. 212-875-5656.Jan. 8 at 7:30, Jan. 9 at 2, and
Jan. 10 at 8.)
AMERICAN CLASSICAL ORCHESTRA

Robert Levin, known for his richly ornamented
renditions of Mozart’s piano concertos, is the so-
loist in the early-music band’s performance of the
Concerto No. 24 in C Minor, part of a concert
conducted by Thomas Crawford that concludes
with Beethoven’s Symphony No. 6, “Pastorale.”
(New York Society for Ethical Culture, 2 W. 64th
St. www.aconyc.org. Jan. 8 ar 8.)

 

RECITALS

COREY DARGEL'S "REMOVABLE PARTS"

A note of decadence (and a dollop of pop music)
infuses Dargel’s theatrical song cycle about a bro-
kenhearted man who embraces voluntary amputa-
tion. Dargel performsit, in cabaret style, with the
pianist Kathleen Supoveé (and direction by Emma
Griffin) at the HERE Arts Center. (Sixth Ave. at
Spring St. www.here.org. Jan, 7-9 at 7, Jan. 10 at
7 and 10, and Jan. 11 at 1 and 5.)
BROOKLYN CHAMBER MUSIC SOCIETY

The violinist Yonah Zur, the cellist Raman Ra-
makrishnan, and the pianist Molly Morkoski per-
form piano trios by Debussy, Schoenberg (“Ver-
klarte Nacht,” in the arrangement by Steuermann),
and Schumann (No. 1 in D Minor) at the First
Unitarian Church in Brooklyn Heights. (Pierrepont
St. at Monroe Pl. Jan. 9 at 8. Tickets at the
door.)
BARGEMUSIC

Jan. 9 at 8: The barge, having established its “Here
and Now” concerts of contemporary music, moves
on to early music with a new series, “There and
Then.” It’s inaugurated by the Repast Baroque En-
semble, offering intimate works by Leclair (theTrio
Sonata in D Major, Op. 2, No. 8), Rameau, and
Couperin, among others. ¢ Jan. 10 at 8 and Jan.
11 at 3: Two seasoned colleagues—the violinist
Mark Peskanov andthe cellist Clive Greensmith
(of the Tokyo String Quartet) join the exciting
Shanghai Quartet for what will be vigorous per-
formances of the string sextets of Johannes Brahms.
(Fulton Ferry Landing, Brooklyn. 718-624-2083.)
MUSIC AT THE METROPOLITAN MUSEUM
Jan. 9 at 8: The sharp young virtuosos of MMLArtists
in Concert (featuring the pianist Reiko Aizawa, the
violist Nicholas Cords, and the cellist Edward Arron)
celebrate this year’s Haydn and Mendelssohn anni-
versaries, performing music by both of them (includ-
 
 

CLASSICAL MUSIC
OPERA

METROPOLITAN OPERA

When Puccini’s “lyrical comedy,” “La Rondine”
(which, m its light touch, sometimes approaches
the world of operetta), was givenits U.S. premicre
at the Met, in 1928, the cast was headed by the
incomparable Lucrezia Bori and Beniamino Gigli.
Reviving it in the composer’s hundred-and-fiftieth-
anniversary year, the company turns to two con-
temporary stars, Angela Gheorghiu and Roberto
Alagna, who have made it a specialty; Marco Ar-
miliato, a reliable hand in Italian repertory, con-
ducts, leading the Met orchestra in the score’s dance
numbers (tango, foxtrot, Parisian waltz) and me-
lodic flights. (Jan. 7 and Jan, 13 at § and Jan. 10
at 1.) # John Cox’s new production of Massenet’s
“Thais”—anefficiently structured study of sex and
religion that exudes elegance from every pore—
gives the Met stage all the grandeur of a nineteen-
twenties movie palace. Renée Fleming, newlyslim
and dressed by Christian Lacroix, leaves her trade-
mark vocal mannerisms behind, offering, a perfor-
mance of focussed sound and captivating charac-
ter. With the excellent Thomas Hampson and
Michael Schade; Jestis Lopez-Cobos conducts with
passion and care. (Jan. 8 at 8. This is the final per-
formance.) # Spare, compact, and firmly lyrical,
Gluck’s “Orfeo ed Euridice” ts a bracing early-
Classical-era tonic amidst a sea offlorid Hande-
lian entertainments—especially in Mark Morris's
enchanting 2007 production. His choreography,
executed by members of the Mark Morris Dance
Group, is interspersed with performances by a trio
of formidable singers: Danielle de Niese, Heidi
Grant Murphy, and Stephanie Blythe;James Levine.
(Jan. 9 at 8.) # The final performance this season
of “La Boheme,” with Maija Kovalevska, Susanna
Phillips, Massimo Giordano, and Mariusz Kwiecien;
Frédéric Chaslin. (Jan. 10 at 8.) (Metropolitan
Opera House. 212-362-6000.)  
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ing Haydn's Piano Trio No. 14 in A-Flat Major) in
addition to Brahms’s Piano Quartet in A Major
and a work by the Uzbek composer Dmitri Yanov-
Yanovsky. # Jan. 11 at 8: Olli Mustonen, appear-
ing this week with the New York Philharmonic,
performs Tchaikovksy’s “The Seasons,” for piano
solo (as well as a work of his own), before join-
ing several of the orchestra’s musicians in Shosta-
kovich’s Piano Quintet. (Fifth Ave. at 83rd St.
212-570-3949.)
CARPE DIEM STRING QUARTET

The enterprising young quartet, appearing at the
Nabi Gallery, performs a suite of new music by
the admired classical and jazz composer Bruce
Wolosoft (“Songs Without Words”). (137 W. 25th
St. Jan. 10 at 8. Tickets at the door.)
“MUSIC BEFORE 1800" SERIES:

BRADLEY BROOKSHIRE
In “Bach the Progressive,” the superb New York
harpsichordist shakes up Johann Sebastian’s image
as a conservative, mixing some of his more radi-
cal works (including the Chromatic Fantasy and
Fugue) with pieces by two of his sons, W. E and
C.P.E. Bach. (Corpus Christi Church, 529 W. 121st
St. 212-666-9266. Jan. 11 at 4.)
MET CHAMBER ENSEMBLE

Only the formidable musicianship ofJames Levine’s
orchestral all-stars could make a program like this
work: modernist song cycles by Dallapiccola and
Elliort Carter (“In the Distances of Sleep,” after
Wallace Stevens), two Strauss waltzes (“Emperor”
and “Roses from the South”), and Wagner’s “Sieg-
fried Idyll.” The singers Grazia Doronzio and Kate
Lindsey join them. (Zankel Hall. 212-247-7800,
Jan. 11 at 5.)
NINE CIRCLES CHAMBER THEATRE:
“FALLING BODIES"
An imaginary meeting between two Italian titans,
Galileo Galilei and Primo Levi (portrayed by the
actors Bill Camp and Kathleen McElfresh), is the
basis for this fanciful yet serious play with music
(featuring the violinist Gil Morgenstern) by the
writer Jonathan Levi and the composer Bruce Say-
lor. (Rubin Museum of Art, 150 W. 17th St. 212-
620-5000, ext. 344. Jan. 11 at 6.)
"GIL SHAHAM AND FRIENDS"

The commanding, violinist joins friends and fam-
ily (including his sister, the pianist Orli Shaham) in
an all-Brahms concert that features one oddity, the
“EAE” Sonata, a collaboration between Brahms
and his composer friends Schumann and Dietrich,
(Zankel Hall. 212-247-7800. Jan. 13 at 7:30)
 

MOVIES
OPENING

BRIDE WARS

A comedy, directed by Gary Winick, about two
friends who become enemies when their weddings
are scheduled for the same day. StarringAnne Hath-
away and Kate Hudson, Opening Jan. 9. (In wide
release.)
HELLRAISER

A remake of the 1987 horror film, based on Clive
Barker’s novella “The Hellbound Heart,” in which
a woman helps her dead lover escape from Hell.
Directed by Pascal Laugier. Opening Jan. 9. (In
wide release.)
JUST ANOTHER LOVE STORY

A thriller, directed by Ole Bornedal, about a man
whoimpersonates a brain-damaged woman’s lover.
In Danish. Opening Jan. 9. (Cinema Village.)
NOT EASILY BROKEN

Bill Duke directed this drama, about a couple who
endure the aftereffects of a car accident. Starring
Morris Chestnut, Taraji P. Henson, Maeve Quin-
lan, and Cannon Jay. Opening Jan. 9. (In wide
release.)
SILENT LIGHT
A drama, directed by Carlos Reygadas and set in
Mexico’s Mennonite community, about a married
farmer whotakes a lover. In Plautdietsch. Open-
ing Jan. 7. (Film Forum.)
THE UNBORN

David $. Goyer wrote and directed this thriller,
about a spirit that takes possession of a young
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woman.Starring Odette Yustman, Gary Oldman,
and Carla Gugino. Opening Jan. 9. (In wide
release.)

 

NOW PLAYING

THE CURIOUS CASE OF BENJAMIN BUTTON
A child is born in New Orleans in 1918 with the
features and internal organs of an old man; then, as
time passes, his age declines until he goes through
late middle age, middle age, youth, and so on,
back toward infancy and death. This sctence-fiction
reverse-aging conceit, from an early F. Scott Fitzger-
ald story, has been rendered by the writer Eric Roth
andthe director David Fincher with a fanaticallit-
eralness that occasionally touches on the uncanny
but often feels laborious and even pedantic. As Ben-
jamin becomes younger, he turns into the handsome,
fortyish Brad Pitt, and he has an affair with a vi-
brant, normally aging dancer (Cate Blanchett). They
meet in the middle, so to speak, bur the relationship
is odd, since, instead of the fervent memories of
youth, Benjamin has only therelief that he is no lon-
ger a crotchety old man. He’s bland; he’s Brad Pitt.
There is much else, about NewOrleans, the sea, and
many other things, but the movie is an attenuated
folly. With Tilda Swinton. The amber-hued cinema-
tographyis by Claudio Miranda—David Denby(In
wide release.)

up to reveal a suggestive array ofirises ancl ovals. The
title number, a balletic day in thelife of a showgirl,
gives rise to one of Berkeley's greatest visual inven-
tons,a white background festooned with dancinggirls’
black-clad legs—which rhythmically open and close
to yield up a flying wedge of pubic rapture, ending
with a black hole—at the end of which is a dancer
dressecl in baby clothes. [t suggests nothing less than
“The Origin of the World”—Richard Brody (Wal-
ter Reade; Jan. 10.)
DEFIANCE

Reviewed this week in The Current Cinema. (In
wide release.)
DOUBT

John Patrick Shanley adapts his own Broadway
play for the screen, although moviegoers mayfeel
that he hasn’t adapted it enough. The year is 1964,
the place is a Catholic school in the Bronx, and the
problem is that Sister Aloysius (Meryl Streep), the
resident dragon, is breathing fire. The particular
target of her wrath is Father Flynn (Philip Seymour
Hoffman), whom she suspects of having molested
an altar boy, We are meantto see this as a solemn
parable of belief—of its capacity both to grow
without rational evidence and to fester without
cause. Instead, we merely pet to watch a pair of
seasoned performers stage a demonstration match;
this is won by Streep, of course, who comes across
as a red-eyed compound of the Abbess from “The
Sound of Music” and the Bride of Frankenstein.
Stuck in between them, in the thankless role of

 
“Tokyo, 2002, at Shibuya Station,” by Leo Rubinfien, atMann.

DAMES

In 1934, with Roosevelt safely in office, Warmer Bros.
set this Busby Berkeley backstage musical in the world
of the rich—in order to mock them. The silly yet sour
plot, about a family awaiting a ten-million-dollar gift
from a wealthy cousin whois launching a moral cru-
sade to close down NewYork’s thearres—just as their
daughter, unbeknownst to him, is planning her stage
début—turns on blackmail. But the movie belongs to
Berkeley and his wondrous production numbers, which
are all erotic fantasies. “The Girl at the Ironing, Board,”
a washerwoman’s dream of love at the clothesline,
ends with a massravishing that will make you think
twice about sending your underwear out to be laun-
dered. “I Only Have Eyes for You”starts as a roman-
tic subway symphony and turns into a spectacle of
sexual monomania, with Ruby Keeler’s face multiply-
ing, and filling the screen before giving way to the
womanherself—whose skirt Berkeley’s camera peers

umpire, is the kindly Sister James (Amy Adams),
who doesn’t stand a chance. The result is at once
humorless and risible; one small nudge, andit
could have toppled over into camp.—Anthonry
Lane (Reviewed in ourissue of 12/15/08.) (In wide
release.)
FROST/NIXON
In its transfer from stage to film, Peter Morgan’s
account of David Frost’s lengthy set of interviews
with Richard Nixon, in 1977, three years after
he resigned the Presidency, has taken on an aura
of momentousness unwarranted by the event it-
self. Frank Langella’s performance provides con-
siderable insights into Nixon’s intelligence, cagi-
ness, and fraudulent sentimentality, and Michael
Sheen makes Frost into a toothy, bright, shallow
but smart showman-journalist. The interviews
themselves, always absorbing, build to Nixon's
climactic admission that he let the country down
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during the Watergate crisis. The media whirl of
negotiation, advisers, preparation, and so on is
engaging enough, but the episode itself changed
nothing. It was a journalistic coup, not a histor-
ical milestone, and the filmmakers don’t seem to
realize that. Directed by Ron Howard.—D.D.
(12/8/08) (In wide release.)
GRAN TORINO

Clint Eastwood appears as, in effect, the last white
man in America, guarding, what might be called the
last American car—a green 1972 Ford Gran Torino,
lovingly preserved in his garage in run-down High-
land Park, just outside Detroit. Eastwood, who also
directed, stars as Walt Kowalski, a racist old man
wholives next doorto a family of Asian immigrants.
At first, Walt (a vision of what Dirty Harry might
have become) is their antagonist, but he then be-
comes their protector, as he helps themfightoff the
neighborhood gangs. The movie ends with a sur-
prising act of renunciation. Although it’s a minor
work, the film is fascinating if you're interested in
Eastwood's reflections on the characters he’s played
and his role in American iconography. With Bee
Vang, as the kid who becomes Walt’s surrogate son.
Written by Nick Schenk.—D.D, (12/22 & 29/08)
(In wide release.)
THE IRON MASK

Douglas Fairbanks stars as D’Artagnan in an un-
abashedly emotional adaptation, from 1929, of Al-
exandre Dumas’s final saga of the Three Muske-
teers—the one about Louis XIV’s secretly jailed
twin brother. Unlike later adapters of the tale, Fair-
banks and the director, Allan Dwan, emphasize the
panache of the Musketeers rather than the claus-
trophobic horror of the prisoner in the iron mask.
Their salute to camaradene treats the motto “All
for one and one for all” with fervor and humor:
at night, the heroes collapse into the same quadru-
ple bed. Ultimately the movie’s sentiment-filled
swashbuckling achieves a cornball grandeur. As the
spirits of Athos, Porthos, and Aramis welcome
D’Artagnan into heaven, the finaltitle reads “The
Beginning”—but it was Fairbanks’s last silent film
and the glorious end of his reign as Hollywood’s
most gallant action hero. The picture was released
with a spoken prologue and recorded music and
sound effeets—Michael Sragow (MOMMA, Jan. 9
and Jan. 12.)
MADEIN U.S.A.
In 1966, Jean-Luc Godard threw together, in mere
weeks, this hectic, self-flagellating political fantasy,
based loosely on a novel by Donald Westlake as well
as on the widely reported kidnapping of the Mo-
roccan left-wingactivist Mehdi Ben Barka. The slap-
dash spontaneity of the production helped Godard
unleash a host of frenzies—political, cinematic, and
personal. Hecast his ex-wife, Anna Karina,as a jour-
nalist in search of her former lover, a political activ-
ist who, like Ben Barka, disappeared (and whose
tape-recorded voice is Godard’s own). The patchy
plot of cartoonish Cold War skulduggery involves a
couple of secret agents with the Hollywood mon-
ickers of Siegel and Widmark (played by the French
New Waveicons Jean-Pierre Léand and Laszl6 Szabo),
a novelist named after the noir writerDavid Goodis
(Yves Afonso, a Jean-Paul Belmondo look-alike),
and two young Cahiers du Cinéma critics play-
ing Richard Nixon and Robert McNamara. With a
color scheme of agitprop Mondrian, a background
of blankly suffocating spaces, a barroom lesson
in semiology featuring the young Marianne Faith-
full’s a-cappella rendition of “As Tears Go By,” and
a deluge of political rhetoric, Godard evokes a
chaotic new world of deadly abstractions, artistic
impasses, and insoluble conflicts. His luminous, long-
ing closeups of Karna show whoreally was desper-
ately sceking whom. In French.—R.B. (Film Forum;
Jan. 9-22.)
MILK

Gus Van Sant’s vibrantly entertaining bio-pic re-
creates, without starchiness, the San Francisco life
of the gayactivist and politician Harvey Milk (Sean
Penn), who was assassinated in 1978, along with
Mayor George Moscone,bya fellow-politician, the
family-values conservative Dan White (Josh Bro-
lin). The nghteous march of events is warmed by
the banter, the casual sex, and the candor of the
gay milieu in the giddy seventies, the period just be-

fore AIDS, when life was free and easy. Much of
the time, Penn keeps his voice down, but the fer-
vor and humor are there in the most offhanded
moments. Without ostentation, he creates a new
body, a new temperament: he loosens his neck and
shoulders and swivels his head; his smile is enor-
mous and all-ermbracing; he holds an elbow out
and pumps a forearm up and down like a sema-
phore as Harvey speaksin public. Brolin, a slab of
hair lying low across his forehead, gives White a
brick-headed, baffled manner, a tormented needi-
ness, In the filmmakers’ interpretation, there’s a sug-
gestion that White suffered from murderously re-
pressed homosexuality. With James Franco, Emile
Hirsch, Diego Luna, and Alison Pill—D.D,(12/1/08)
(In limited release.)
THE READER

The British director Stephen Daldry made a splash
with “The Hours,” and this new film is no less
worthy, ambitious, and exasperating. The screen-
writer, once again, is David Hare, who fillets the
best-selling novel by Bernhard Schlink.Forall Hare's
expertise, however, we are stuck with the unsavory
pretensions of the original tale. Kate Winslet plays
Hanna, who, thirteen years after the Second World
War, works on the trams in Neustadt, West Ger-
many, and has occasional sex with a local teen-age
boy named Michael (David Kross). Their first time,
though lingeringly shot, has all the finesse of cheap
porno; where else does a womantell a lusty youth
to shed his clothes and take a bath because he has
dirt onhis face? In the movie’s second half, we see
Hannabeing tried and imprisoned for her wartime
deeds; there is a shocking revelation, which comes
as no surprise; and the middle-aged Michael (Ralph
Fiennes) turns up to help his onetime love. Daldry
takes things painfully slowly, not helped by a sappy
score, and we are encouraged to muse upon the
cultural shortcomings, or even improvements, in the
life of an aging member of the S.S. This is not an
issue that most of us feel the need to worry about.
With a strong performance, late in the day, from
Lena Olin.—A.L. (12/15/08) (In wide release.)
REVOLUTIONARY ROAD

Commuters in identical gray suits and hats pour
like lava through Grand Central Terminal and set-
tle in to work in vast open floors with shaded glass
partitions. Cigarettes are lit and furiously smoked;
Martinis, consumed by the bucketful, launch anx-
ious bouts of adultery and heartrending quarrels.
We're in thefifties, the alleged graveyard of Amer-
ican hope, and Frank (Leonardo DiCaprio) and
April Wheeler (Kate Winslet) are a suburban cou-
ple who have the freedom to do nothing bur tear
each other apart. It turns out that there’s a gap be-
tween the Wheelers’ soaring spiritual ambitions and
their actual talents and interests. Their dilemmais
grounds for pathos, or possibly for satire, butis it
grounds for tragedy? The story, sour and relentless,
works toward a gruecsomely unhappy ending. Wins-
let plays April as a will-driven hysteric; DiCaprio
gets the externals right, but he’s a little afraid of re-
vealing the depths of Frank’s shallowness. Watch-
ing the nwo go at each other may be cathartic for
some, but it shouldn’t be confused with movieart.
Sam Mendes directed; Justin Haythe adapted Rich-
ard Yates’s celebrated 1961 novel—D.D, (12/22 &
29/08) (In wide release.)
THE SECRET OF THE GRAIN

Reviewed this week in The Current Cinema. (IFC
Center.)
SLUMDOG MILLIONAIRE

An eighteen-year-old Muslim tea-boy named Jarnal
(DevPatel), born and raised in the poverty of Mum-
bai, teeters on the verge of fame and fortune. A na-
tion awaits. Such is the old-fashioned, sentimental
cliffhanger to which the screenwriter Simon Beaufoy
and the director Danny Boyle have, with unembar-
rassed drive, committed themselves. Jamal is a con-
testant on the Indian edition of “Who Wants to Be
a Millionaire?,” and the suspicion of the police—
who, in an ill-judged prelude to the story, hold and
torture him-—is that he must have cheated. His re-
sponse is that experience alone, whether wretched
or comic, has by chance furnished him with the cor-
rect answers, and the bulk of the film, constructed
from flashbacks, proves his point, The style, seen pre-
viously in “City of Ged” and other movies, is what

CRITIC’S NOTEBOOK
INSTANT KARMA

 

The electronic musicians
Christiaan Virant and
ZhangJian live in Beijing
andwork under the name
FMS.In 2005,they released
their Buddha Machine,

a collection of nine audio
loops ranging in length
from five to forty seconds
and housedin a small
brightly coloredplastic box
fitted with a speaker,like a
transistor radio from the last
century. Until a new sound
is selected, a loop repeats
infinitely (or until the
battery runs out). You can
(and should)listen while
you read,relax, exercise, or
cook: my original blue
Buddha Machinehas kept
mesane through many an
evening ofchopping and
dicing. Virant and Zhang
perform live with multiple
Buddha Machines,
sometimesbattling. They
have also designed custom
housings, one madepartly
from tea leaves. The
Buddha Machine 2.0 is out
now for around twenty
bucks, featuring nine new
loops and a pitch control.
You can also download both
sets ofloops from the FM3
Website, buy a Buddha
Machineapp for your
iPhone($3.99), or go toa

Website called Zendesk
that has arrayed twenty-one
virtual Buddha Machines
into a wall ofsound.

—Sasha Frere-Jones
 

The New Yorker, Jan 12, 2009 http://archives.newyorker.com/global/print.asp?path=/djvu/Conde%20Na...

14 of 77 8/14/2009 6:47 PM



CNS
NICSECSE
and screwdrivers
Seuuta

aeTLCUPaI

A
Face

Wie
ETI
Home eeIs Homicide

MAoa

by SARAH GRAVES

Complete with homerepairtips!

www.sarahgraves.net

¥ Bantam

mnteae(ae Om)eMEL 
 

C:|oe

davidmorgan.com
inalDavid Morgan —800-324-4934
 

Hope through engagement

 

AUSTEN RIGGS CENTER
Psychiatric hospital & residential treatment center

austenriggs.org | 800.517.4447
 
 

Welcomeeeeeag

 

www.imwong.com
1-866-254-0687

Preeminent Immigration Lawyers
Green Cards, H-1B, Deportation, Motions,

Criminal Aliens, Work Permits, US Citizen
 

 

ANSE CHASTANET - ST. LUCIA

1-800-223-1108 * Www.ansechastanet.com

 

l4 THE NEW YORKER, JANUARY 12, 2009

 

you mightcall urban-manic: heated performances,
even horter colors, and camerawork that vies with
the editing for nerve and speed. The lad at the cen-
ter of it all is actually on the dull side, but the en-
ergy around him—notleast in the dance sequence
over the final credits—is difficult to resist.—A.L.
(11/24/08) (In wide release.)
TWILIGHT

Isabella Swan (Kristen Stewart), a lovely, slender, self-
possessed high-school junior, moves to a newschool
in rainy Washington State and sees a tall, inordi-
nately pale boy, Edward Cullen (the square-jawed
Robert Pattinson), glowering at her in despair. He
wants her, but he cannot give way to desire. Ed-
ward, it turns out, is a vampire, but a very moral
one, thirsty yet ascetic; he will drink only animal
blood, he tells her, and she falls completely in love
with him. In some ways, the scrupulous young man
is an ideal lover: after all, many teen-age girls don’t
want intercourse; they want romance, and here is a
boy with superhuman powers whois nevertheless
sweet to his girl and protects her from harm with-
out demanding anything in return but the chance
to adore her. The director, Catherine Hardwicke
(“Thirteen”), oversees some special effects that look
a little cheesy, though the sunless Northwest, thick
with mountainforests, is gloomily magnificent. Much
of the ime, Hardwicke keeps the camera close to
the chaste lovers. For teens, it’s blissful madness—
an abstinence fable that’s sexier than sex.—D.D.
(12/1/08) (In widerelease.)
WALKYRIE

The new Bryan Singer film marks his reunion with
the screenwriter Christopher McQuarrie, with whom
he worked on “The Usual Suspects.” No suspect is
more usual than Adolf Hitler, but this is the first
time that Hollywood has taken on the assassination
plot that was mounted against him in 1944. Colo-
nel Claus von Stautfenberg (Tom Cruise), newly mu-
tilated in the North African campaign, returns to
Berlin and finds common cause with other disen-
chanted Nazis, Granted personal access to the Fith-
rer (David Bamber), he succeedsin planting a bomb,
but it fails to eliminate the target; instead, it is the
plotters who die. The mechanics of the attempt it-
self are staged with brio and cunning, each minor
hindrance acquiring atint of black comedy; but the
first hour of the film, in which the plan is hatched
and bickered over, feels sown with confusion. What
finally sinks the film, however, is the treatment of
the supporting characters, who seem not only thin
in conception (Singer, McQuarrie, and the co-writer
Nathan Alexander elided the list of real conspira-
tors, yet there are still too many taken on board
here) but also dangerously overplayed. Normally re-
liable performers like Bill Nighy and Tom Wilkin-
son look ill at ease in their uniforms, which maybe
a point in their moral favor but augurs badly for
the confidence of the movie. Also with Kenneth
Branagh and, as the least plausible German general
in the history ofwarfare, Eddie Izzard—A.L. (1/5/08)
(In wide release.)
WALTZ WITH BASHIR
A documentary cartoon may sound like an oxymo-
ron (is it not the duty of animationto elasticate re-
ality?), and Ari Folman’s filmis indeed impossible to
classify. uried within it is the massacre at the Sabra
and Shatila refugee camps of West Beirut, in 1982,
but much of the movie is composed of dreams and
distant recollections, as Folman—who was serving in
the Israel Defense Forces at the time—questions his
former colleagues and slowlyfeels his way toward
the horror. There are passages of unexpected lyricism,
including the Fellini-like vision of a giant waterborne
nude, as well as a very funnypastiche of no-budget
German pornography, but the harsh editing and the
gloomy hues leave you in no doubt as to the som-
bre purpose of Folman’s quest. Whether thatjustifies
the last-minute switch of direction, in which he re-
verts to actual news footage ofthe slaughter, is open
to debate; the head-on vigor of his animation is al-
ready graphic enough. In Hebrew, German, and
English.—A.L. (1/5/08) (Lincoln Plaza Cinemas and
Sunshine Cinema.)
THE WRESTLER
A straightforward tale, given tremendous extra punch
by its leading man. Mickey Rourke, whose career
was long agolaid to rest, rises again to play Randy

(the Ram) Robinson, a wrestler whose own career
has tumbled from a high of rwenty years before.
Nooneelse, it seems fair to say, could have played
the part; for one thing, no one but Rourke com-
bines a gently spoken sweetness with so glazed and
inflated a physique, together with a willingness to
be treated by his peers like a veal chop. The scenes
in the ring, in which Randy, despite a heart attack,
struggles to prolong the dregs of his appeal, are
often hard to take; but even more agonizing are his
attempts to forge enduring bonds with his estranged
daughter (Evan Rachel Wood) and a tired stripper
(Marisa Tomei). The film has a grainy, bloodied sad-
ness thatslips at times into the sentimental; but the
director, Darren Aronofsky, knows precisely where
the heart of the story beats, and that confidence is
a refreshing change after the drippy meanderings of
his previous film, “The Fountain.” There is nothing
less mystical, or more moving, than to watch the
Ramreduced to serving at a deli counter: a good
man at the end of the line—A.L. (12/15/08) (In
wide release.)

Also Playing

BEDTIME STORIES: In wide release. GOOD: Village
East Cinemas. LAST CHANCE HARVEY:Inlimited
release. MARLEY AND ME: In widerelease. SEVEN
POUNDS: In wide rclease. THE SPIRIT: In wide release.
THE TALE OF DESPEREAUX: In wide release.

 

REVIVALS, CLASSICS, ETC.

Titles with a dagger are reviewed above,

ANTHOLOGY FILM ARCHIVES

32 Second Ave., at 2nd St. (212-505-5181)\—“New-
Filmmakers Presents.” Jan. 7 at 7: Short-film pro-
gram. # Jan. 7 at 8:30: “Too Much Sleep” (2001,
David Maquiling). ¢ “Essential Cinema.”Jan. 8 at
7 and $:30: “Blood of a Poet” (1930, Jean Coc-
teau; in French). # Jan. 9 at 7 and 9: “Beauty and
the Beast” (1946, Cocteau; in French). # Jan. 9 ar
8: Short films by Bruce Conner and ‘Tony Conrad. +
Jan. 10 at 5: “Zvenigora” (1928, Alexandr Dov-
zhenko;silent). ¢ Jan. 10 at 6: Short films by Vi-
king Eggeling and Alberto Cavalcanti. # Jan. 10-11
at 7: Short films by Robert Breer, Program1. ¢ Jan.
10 at 7:30: “The Pardon’s Widow” (1920, Carl
Theodor Dreyer; silent). ¢ Jan. 10-11 at 8:30: Short
films by Robert Breer, Program 2. # Jan. 11 at 5:
“Earth” (1930, Dovzhenko;silent}. # Jan. 11 at 6:
“Vampyr” (1931, Dreyer; in Danish). ¢ Jan. 11 at
7:30: “Day of Wrath” (1943, Dreyer; in Danish).
FILM FORUM

WW. Houston St. west of Sixth Ave. (212-727-8110)}—
In revival. Jan. 7-8 at 1:30, 3:30, 5:40, 7:50, and
9:50: “Bigger Than Life” (1956, Nicholas Ray). +
Jan. 9-22 at 1, 2:50, 4:40, 6:30, 8:20, and 10:10:
“Made in U.S.A” (1). The actor Laszlé Szabé will
introduce the 8:20 screening on Jan. 9.
IFC CENTER

323 Sixth Ave., at W. 3rd St. (212-924-7771}—Through
April 5: “After the Revolution: Cuba on Screen.” Jan.
9-11 at 11 AM: “The Death of a Bureaucrat” (1966,
‘Tomas Gutiérrez Alea; in Spanish). ¢ “Waverly Mid-
nights.” Jan. 9-10: “The Holy Mountain” (1973, Ale-
jandro Jodorowsky; in Spanish). # “Stranger Than
Fiction,” a documentary series. Jan. 13 ar 8: “Up-
stream Battle” (2009, Ren Kempas), introduced by
the director.
MUSEUM OF MODERN ART

Roy and Niuta Titus Theatres, 11 W. 53rd St.
(212-708-9480)—*Still Moving.” Jan. 7-9 at 1:30:
“The Hustler” (1961, Robert Rossen), # The films
of Douglas Fairbanks. Jan. 7 at 5: “Flirting with
Fate” (1916, W. Christy Cabanne; silent). # Jan. 7
at § and Jan. 10 at 12:30: “Robin Hood” (1923,
Allan Dwan; silent). ¢ Jan. 8 at 7: “In Again, Out
Again” (1917, John Emerson; silent). ¢ Jan. 9 at
4:30 and Jan. 10 at 6:30: “The Taming of the
Shrew” (1929, Sam Taylor). # Jan. 9 at 8:30 and
Jan. 12 at 6: “The Iron Mask” (+). # Jan. 10 at
3:15: “The Thief of Bagdad” (1924, Raoul Walsh;
silent). ¢ Jan, 10 at 8: “The Mystery of the Leap-
ing Fish” (1916, Emerson; silent) and “American
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Aristocracy” (1916, Lloyd Ingraham). # Jan. 11 at
1: “The Nur” (1921, Theodore Reed; silent). # Jan.
11 at 5: “The Private Life of Don Juan” (1934, Al-
exander Korda). # Jan. 12 at 8: “Down to Earth”
(1917, Emerson;silent). # “The Contenders.” Jan.
7 at 8:30 and Jan. 8 at 8: “Frozen River” (2008,
Courtney Hunt). # Jan. 9 at 7:30 and Jan. 10 at
7: “My Winnipeg” (2008, Guy Maddin)}. ¢ Jan. 11

at 3 and Jan. 12 at 6: “Trouble the Water” (2008,
Tia Lessin and Carl Deal).
RUBIN MUSEUM OF ART

150 W. 17th St. (212-620-5000}—“Cabaret Cin-
ema.” Jan. 9 at 9:30: “Duck Soup” (1933, Leo Me-
Carey), introduced by Andrew Sean Greer.
WALTER READE THEATRE
Lincoln Center (212-875-5610)—*Dance on Cam-
era.” (Also see Dance listings.) Jan. 7 at 6:15 and
Jan. 8 at 1:30: “Ballerina” (2007, Bertrand Nor-
mand) and “Play: On the Beach with the Ballets
Russes” (2008, Gillian Lacey). ¢ Jan. 7 at 9: “EMPAC
Dance Movies,” a program including“Nora” (2008,
Alla Kovgan and David Hinton). ¢ Jan. 8 at 4: “Jiri
Kylian on Screen,” a short-film program. # Jan. 8
at 6:15 and Jan. 9 at 2: “Flamenco + Shorts,” a
program including “Antonio Gades: The Ethics of
Dancing” (2007, Juan Cano Arecha). ¢ Jan. 8 at
8:45: “Magnetic Cinema” (2008, Pierre Coulibeuf)
and two short films. ¢ Jan. 9 at 4: “Dance of the
Enchantress” (2007, Adoor Gopalakrishnan). #
Jan. 9 at 6:15: “On the Short Side,” a short-film
program including “Manuelle Labor” (2007, Marie
Losier). # Jan. 9 at 6:30: “VSPRS Show and Tell”
(2006, Sophie Fiennes), followed by a Q. & A. with
the director. #¢ Jan. 10 at 3: “Under the Influence
of Busby Berkeley,” a lecture by the choreographer
and filmmaker Kriota Willberg. @ Jan. 10 at 4;
“Dames” (¢) and short films by Ondrej Rudavsky,
introduced by the critic J. Hoberman. # Jan. 10 at

6:30: “The Gang’s All Here” (1943, Berkeley). ¢
Jan. 10 at 8:45 and Jan. 11 at 4:15: “Historia”
(2007, Karsten Liske) and “Nora” (2008, Kovgan
and Hinton), ¢ Jan. 11 at 2: “The Blue Bird” (1918,
Maurice Tourneur; silent).

 

READINGS AND TALKS

THE HAPPY ENDING SERIES @ JOE'S PUB

For years, the Happy Ending Music and Reading
Series, which mandates that writers and musicians
“take one public risk” (such as revealing their PIN
numbers or playing a tricky cover song), took place
at a bar in Chinatown. It is moving to Joe’s Pub
(hence the slightly new name) but keeping the same
approach. The novelist Richard Price and the gui-
tarist Matthew Caws, of Nada Surf, are the per-
formers. (425 Lafayette St. 212-967-7555. Jan. 7
at 7.)
MCNALLY JACKSON BOOKS

The poets Jeffrey Yang and Fanny Howe read
from their work. (52 Prince St. No tickets neces-
sary. Jan. 7 at 7.)
BARNES & NOBLE

Azar Nafisi, the author of “Reading Lolita in Teh-
ran,” offers selections from her memoir, “Things Pve
Been Silent About.” (Broadway at 66th St. No tick-
ets necessary. Jan. 7 at 7:30.)

den. Seven hundred tons of dirt will cover the
floor for the occasion. (800-745-3000. Jan. 9-11.)
AUCTIONS AND ANTIQUES
“Outsider artists,” who tend to be self-taught, keep
their distance from the mainstream for myriad
reasons: they might be rural folk artists, social
malcontents, autistic savants, seers, or “normal”
office workers who have a secret hobby of creat-
ing giant structures out of string. At the annual
Outsider Art Fair (Jan. 9-11), visitors have the
opportunity not only to delve into surprising aes-
thetic visions but also to enter the very personal,
often bewildering worlds of artists such as Martin
Ramirez, a Mexican who spent most of his adult
years in mental hospitals and created intricate
multilayered designs filled with Mexican imagery,
or Janet Sobel, a Brighton Beach housewife who
began creating vast drip paintings years ahead
of Jackson Pollock. (7W New York, 7 W. 34th
St. 212-777-5218.) # Christie’s rings in the new
auction season with an “open house” sale (Jan. 12),
a mix of moderately priced paintings (mostly
modern and contemporary works), prints, works
on paper, photographs, and sculptures, led by a red
composition in oil from 1954 by Roy Lichtenstein
(“Device with Crank”).It is fallewed by two days
of even more reasonably priced furnishings and
decorations at the first “Interiors” sale of the year
(Jan. 13-14). (20 Rockefeller Plaza, at 49th St.
212-636-2000.)

 

ABOVE AND BEYOND

“THE TOUGHEST SPORT ON DIRT™
Forty-five professional bull riders compete in an
invitational tournament at Madison Square Gar-

NEWYORKER.COM

Visit the Goings On blog, at www.newyorker.com/
go/goigson, for additional cultural coverage and
commentary.

 

 

ON THE HORIZON Arts, at Lincoln Center, a performance by another ART
—— marks the bicentennial icon, the composer and CENTRAL CASTING
THE THEATRE ofAbraham Lincoln’s pianist Gyorgy Kurtag. Feb, 24-May24
DUBYA DOUBLE birth with a program of (212-247-7800.)
Jan. 20 readings and otherevents. Until the fifteenth century,

Thetribute gets underway )YOVIES bronze was more often cast
Will Ferrell openshis with a night devoted to the HANKIE-PANKY for utility than for art, but

new one-man comedy Lincoln-Douglas debates, Jan. 28-Feb. 1 refinements in Florentine

show,“You're Welcome, featuring the actors Dana foundries changed that.
America. A Final Night Ivey andJames Rebhorn. The king ofromantic Sculptors in Francebuilt
with George W. Bush,” at (212-642-0142.) melodrama, Douglas on these achievements and

the Cort. Adam McKay, Sirk, adapted three ofhis created the monuments
Ferrell's collaborator on such C)ASsICAL MUSIC fifties classics from movies associated with the glory
movies as “Anchorman” and WAGYAR MADNESS directed two decades earlier days ofVersailles. Some
“Talladega Nights,” directs. Jan. 27-Feb. 1 byJohn Stahl. Anthology hundred and twenty-five
(212-239-6200.) Film Archives presents the exampleswill be installed at

Carnegie Hall's next originals and the remakes the Metin “Cast in Bronze:
ABOVE AND BEYOND £estival, which is devoted of“Magnificent Obsession” French Sculpture from

» UNITED WE STAND to Hungarian music, and “Imitation ofLife,” Renaissance to Revolution.”
© Jan, 22-March21 begins with a concert by as well as Stahl’s “When (212-535-7710.)

i the violinist Roby Lakatos, Tomorrow Comes” and —
z The NewYork Public the uncontested king of Sirk’s version, “Interlude.” French bronze sculpture,

< Library for the Performing Gypsy music, and ends with (212-505-5181.) at the Met.
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If we made old energy-guzzling buildings use less energy, we could save money and

help Repower America. We’re not talking about people turning down thermostats and

putting on sweaters. Improving energy efficiency is one of the fastest ways to cut

our dependenceonold,dirty fuels that are killing our planet. It’s a great idea, unless

you’ve got a problem with creating jobs.

Repof=r America
repoweramerica.org

100% clean electricity within 10 years
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THE TALK OF THE TOWN

COMMENT
HOMELANDS
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laves—menofWest Africanorigin
branded with Christian monikers

like Tom, Peter, Ben, Harry, and Dan-

iel—helped build the White House.
‘Three were on loanfromits chiefarchi-
tect, James Hoban. Construction began
in 1792, and slaves worked as sawyers,
quarrymen, carpenters, stonemasons,

brickmakers. Such wasthe fabric of the
new republic: twelve American Presi-
dents ownedslaves, eight ofthem while
in office.

After emancipation and the Civil
War, a handful of black menwonseats
in Congress, but, as the spirit ofJim
Crow overwhelmed the promise of
Reconstruction, white supremacy re-

gained its hold. On January 29, 1901,
the last of those black congressmen,
George H. White, ofNorth Carolina,
stood in the well of the House and
prophesied the miracle of reconcilia-
tion andjustice:

This, Mr. Chairman, is perhaps the Ne-
groes’ temporary farewell to the American
Congress but let me say Phoenix-like he will
rise up some day and come again. These part-
ing words are on behalf of an outraged,
heart-broken, bruised and bleeding, but

 God-fearing people. . ..The only apology|
have for the earnestness with which I have

= spokenis that I am pleading forthelife, the
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liberty, the future happiness, and manhood
suffrage for one-eighth of the entire popula-
tion of the United States.

OnJanuary 20th, an African-Amer-
ican family will take occupancy of

the White House. The incoming Pres-

ident’s father was Kenyan, his mother
a Kansan. The future First Lady’s

great-great-grandfather Jim Robinson
worked as a slave on the Friendfield
Plantation,in Georgetown, South Car-

olina, and is thoughtto be buried there
in an unmarked grave. The election of
Barack Hussein Obamarepresents the

culmination ofthe processes predicted
by Representative White, forces that
accelerated with the rise, in 1955, of
the Second Reconstruction—thecivil-
rights movement—andtheelection

and the appointmentthereafter ofhun-

 

dreds of African-Americans to public
office. It is cause not for self-congratu-
lation but for celebration nonetheless.

There are many things that the Inau-

guration of Barack Obamawill not

mean—the complete eradication ofra-
cial prejudice; the disappearanceofin-
justices ofhistory still made manifestin

the everyday statistics of employment,
education, and incarceration—butit
can only instill in the American people

a sense ofpossibility and progress.
Barack Obama wasnot elected the

forty-fourth President based on the
depth ofhis legislative achievements or
on thelength ofhis public service. John
McCain and Hillary Clinton were the
“experience” candidates. Rather, Obama
projected an inspiring message, a “nar-

rative,’ of change at a moment when
so much in American life—the econ-

omy, the environment, national secu-
rity, health care—is in such parlous con-
dition that, for many voters, political
familiarity seemedless a source ofsolace
than a form ofdespair. During the cam-

paign, Obama embodied novelty and a
broader American coalition, and every-
thing we heard about his tempera-

ment—as a community organizer in

Chicago, as a president of the Harvard
Law Review, as a legislator, as a cam-
paigner—spoke of someone who,in
contrast to the outgoing, faith-based
President, possessed a gift for rational
judgment and principled compromise.

Nowthere remainsonly the occasion

ofObama's Inaugural Address before he
will put to the test his capacity to recon-
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cile forces and historical actors far be-
yond his experiences in Cambridge,
Hyde Park, Capitol Hill, and Oahu. As

if the hydra-headed economic disaster
andthe heightened tension between nu-
clear Pakistan and nuclear India were not
enough to quicken the pulse, the Bush
era is ending, and the Obamaerais
opening, with yet another conflagration
in the mostintractable, faith-dazed, and
history-inflamed spot on earth. With the
end of an uneasy six-month truce, the
agents of Hamas immediately began
firing rockets, dozens ofthem a day, into
the population centers ofsouthern Israel.
As the Palestinianjournalist Daoud Kut-
tab writes in the Washington Post, the
Hamas leadership had lost muchofits
support in Gaza and knew that the only
way to regain it was to reéstablish itself
as “the heroicresister.” In return, the Is-
raeli government—nowin the run-up to
a national election—unleashedits F-16s
and helicopter gunships. As in so many
instances in the past half century—the
Lebanon War of 1982, the “Iron Fist”
response to the 1988 intifada, the Leba-

non War of2006—theIsraelis have re-
acted to intolerable acts of terror with a
determination to inflict terrible pain, to
teach the enemya lesson. ‘Thecivilian

suffering and deathsare inevitable; the
lessons less so.
On June 4th, the day after Obama

clinched enough delegates to win the
Democratic Party’s nomination for
President, he spoke at a session of the
American Israel Public Affairs Com-
mittee, with the intention of assuring

American Jews ofhis allegiances. Once
more, he invoked his own story andtold
of how, whenhe waseleven,he first
learned aboutJewishtraditions,history,
and the “dreams of a homeland,in the
face of impossible odds”:

The story made a powerful impression on
me.I had grown up withouta sense of roots.
Myfather was black; he was from Kenya, he

had left when I was two, My mother was
white and she was from Kansas, and I’d
moved with her to Indonesia and then back
to Hawaii. In many ways, | didn’t know
where I came from. So I was drawn to the
belief that you could sustain a spiritual, emo-
tional, and cultural identity. And I under-
stood the Zionist idea—that there is always
a homeland at the center of ourstory.

As President, Obamawill have to

address another dream of homeland—
the unrealized dream of the Palestin-
ians. In the West Bank, he will be deal-
ing with a leadership that, while im-
perfect, supports the overdue justice of
a two-state resolution. The sameis true

in Israel, at least with those politicians
to the left of Benjamin Netanyahu. But
in Gaza Obamawill be dealing,directly
or not, with political actors who, with
Iranian support, seek ceaseless battle

with Israel, and may even hope to desta-
bilize Egypt.

Soon after George W. Bush came
to office, eight years ago, he told a
confidantthat “there's no Nobel Peace
Prize to be had” in Israeli-Palestinian
diplomacy. He turnedhis attention in-
stead to places farther east in the Mid-
dle East, with mostly horrific results.
But, as Obamatold his listeners at
AIPAClastJune, there remains the Tal-
mudic imperative of tikkun olam, “the
obligation to repair the world.” In four
years, or eight, he may well have won
no Nobel medal, made no final repair.
Butthe obligation ofconstant engage-
mentis deep; the cost of negligence
is paid in blood. And, what is more,
history has proved that the seemingly
impossible can be achieved: the Irish
and the English have all but resolved
a conflict that began in the days of
Oliver Cromwell, and onJanuary 20th
an African-American President will
cross the color line and moveinto the
White House—a house that slaves
helped build.

—DavidRemnick

 

“The system’s notperfect, but, by God, it’s transparent.”

 

ELIZA. DOOLITTLE DEPT.
CORRECTING CAROLINE

Stee
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n 2001, shortly after being sworn into
the Senate, Hillary Clinton gave a press

conference to address questions related to
her husband's Presidential pardons. ‘The
Times observed that she used the word
“disappointed” ten times, in reference to

her brother, Hugh Rodham, who had ac-
cepted four hundred thousanddollars to
lobby on behalf of a couple of criminals.
(One was pardoned, and the other got
outofjail early.) Robin Lakoff, a profes-
sor oflinguistics at Berkeley, read a par-
tial transcript of Clinton’s remarks and
was struck by the recurrence ofsomething
else: the phrase “you know,” which in her
line ofworkis recognized as a “discourse
marker” or a “pragmatic particle.” She re-
called her old graduate student Jan-Ola
Ostman’s 1980 master’s thesis, “You
Know: A Discourse-Functional Study,”
and was moved to write an essay, “Now
You KnowAboutHillary Rodham Clin-
ton,” in which she speculated that even
“very sophisticated and articulate public
persons” might repeat the phrase exces-
sively when feeling vulnerable. Lakoff
wrote, “Senator Clinton keeps using yor

know, whether hopefully or desperately,
as a plea: ‘Please see it my way—because
we share the same world-view.”

Clinton's “you know” count came to
nineteen. Her possible senatorial replace-
ment, Caroline Kennedy, would seem,
by this standard, to be overqualified. She
metwith a couple of Times reporters re-
cently and said “you know” a hundred
and thirty-eight times. Speaking to the
News, and on NY1, she broke two hun-

dred. The effect, however, was not to
suggest a shared world view buttorecall
what some commentators refer to as the
“Roger Mudd moment’”—a reference to
the CBS correspondentwho flummoxed
Caroline’s uncle, Ted Kennedy, in 1979,
with questions abouthis desire to run for
President:

Ted: “Well, it's—on what—on, you
know, you have to cometo grips with the
different issues that we're facing. I mean,
we can—we'd have to deal with each of
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the various questions that we're talking
about.” Caroline, on Ted: “I mean, he
loves the Senate. It’s been, you know,the
most, you know, rewarding life for him,
you know.I'm sure he wouldlove it to feel
like somebody that he cared about had
that same kind ofopportunity.”

Mudd,last week, reflected, “All Ken-

 
Caroline Kennedy

nedys have always been hardinterviews,”
and added, “Atleast she didn’t use the
word ‘like,’ did she?” (She did, but not
nearly so noticeably.)

The Mudd parallel highlighted the
strange tension in Kennedy's nascent can-
didacy. On the onehand, her lack ofpol-
ish, or mediatraining, suggests an Every-
woman appeal—the motherofthree with
no Washington experience,like a Sarah
Palin for Democrats—while at the same
time undermining the Kennedymystique
andserving as a reminderofthe Bushles-
son that dynasties can devolve (and not
just into mangled English).

Perhaps Mary Mayotte could help?
Mayotte runs the Speech Fitness Institute

and has experience in curbing thetics
offashion-industry types.(“Tve seen peo-
ple say ‘fabulous’ twenty-five times in a
three-minute interview,” she said.) She
watched Caroline host the KennedyCen-
ter Honors, andidentified whatshe called
“eye contact issues: when she looked up
from her script, she didn’tfocus onthe au-
dience.” One helpful technique, May-
otte suggests, “involves making a con-
sciouseffortto CONNECTonopeninge—in
any form of Comm-YOU-nication.”

Or maybe Kennedy could call Mi-
chael Levine,a publicist who specializes
in celebrity overexposure. Levine met
Kennedyat a book-signing, and remem-
bers that she had “a warmth that would
make a Frigidaire proud.” Hesaid his ad-
vice to Kennedy is muchlike his advice
to Paris Hilton and Lindsay Lohan:
“Here's what you do—exactly the oppo-
site ofwhatyou normally do.” Forcelebs,
that meansnotplaying to the paparazzi,
and going “bling-less”; for Kennedy, he
recommends not public speaking but a
“listening tour,” to capitalize on the
strengths ofher underexposure,

‘Thereis also the cosmetic approach
to achieving public polish. Amy Strozzi,
whowas hired to serve as one of Sarah
Palin’sstylists, just began writing a blog,
the Beauty Manifesto. Herfirst postin-
cluded this “Tip from the Trail”: “For a
full day of wear, cover your (entire) lip
with L’Oreal Automatic Lip Pencil in
Nudes, soften with a brush or smudge it
with yourfinger, and add a thin coat of
Carmex. Top with a swipe of Chanel
Glossimer in Giggle, and you are good
to go.”

—Ben McGrath
 

SELL-OFF
FAMILY JEWELS

 

ast week, with family vacations to
St. Bart’s and Aspen cancelled, the

Upper East Side was swarming with kids.
The McDonald’s at Eighty-fifth and
Third was packed—and, to mostof the
younger patrons,ifnot the sunken-cyed
parents, an afternoon there was probably
just as goodas skiing. (The Website de-
stroydebt.com had posteda list of“20 In-

expensive Ways to Entertain Your Kids
in the Winter.” No. 15: “Count androll
the change.”)

At The Breakers, in Palm Beach, the
ten-thousand-dollar-a-week cabanas
were all booked, but a guest there said the
atmosphere wasgrim. “It’s like every-
body’s in mourning,” he said, referring
both to Bernie Madoff’s victims and to
the people whose stock portfolios had
merely taken a dive.“It’s like a member of
the family has died, and its nameis

Money.” A new poolside pastime had
emerged, in place of canasta: calling a
friend over and showinghim stackofac-
count statements from Bernard L. Madoft
Investment Securities—the now worth-
less things touting those steady ten- to
fifteen-per-cent returns—andasking,

“What did I miss?” The guest, having
seen a few, thought he'd detected a clue
(besides the impossible math): “When
you get a statement from J. P. Morgan
and Merrill Lynch,it’s done on laser
printer. Madoff’s statements were all done
on nineteen-nineties printers—impact

printers, typewriter-ribbon printers. If I
was running a con, I would have kept my
technology up to date is whatI'm saying.”

Back in midtown, business was brisk at
the Madison Avenue headquarters of
CIRCA, a jewelry-buying firm, where
Madoff-relatedjewels had been incoming
all month, like expensive shrapnel. “When
Madoff hit, then westarted to get the
calls,” the firm’s C.E.O., Chris Del Gatto,
said the other day in his office, which is
decorated with polo paraphernalia. An
older womanin Beverly Hills had mailed
in a nine-carat diamondto sell, so that she
could pay her expenses; the company had
sent armoredcars to retrieve two batches
of family jewels from Chicago and Ari-

zona. “Ifit’s high enoughvalue, one ofthe
services we provide is we'll send Brinks,”
Del Gattosaid.

Hegoton his speakerphone andcalled
Tracy Sherman, the company’s Palm
Beach director, whotalked aboutthe daily
rounds she’d been making to the homes
ofMadoffvictims. “Just visualize a din-
ing-room table with everything laid out in
rows,” Sherman said. “They've taken the
jewelry outofthe safety-deposit box and
laid it out—all the earrings, and then
comethebracelets and the suites ofthings
that go together.” Often, the house is for
sale, too. “Everybody down here has
David Webbjewelry,” Shermansaid, re-

ferring to a companyknown forits gem-
encrusted animals. “And there’sall the in-
herited jewelry: things from the twenties
that are from the great-grandmother.
And then the grandmother's things are
from theforties and fifties, andnowMom
is selling her things that are from the sev-
enties.” Sherman helps them prioritize:“1
always say, ‘Well, now, have youworn any
ofit? Or is there anything yourestill emo-
tionally tied to?” She does a bit of ther-
apy: “Most ofthem never thought about
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having to comeupwith money to payreg-
ular expenses. J look uponit positively and
say, Be glad you hadthese things, and be
glad you had great taste, so now you can
sell it in order to continue.’”

“We becomethepriest and the rabbi,
the psychiatrist,” Del Gatto added.

Del Gatto wentinto a back room and
retrieved a manila envelope, which he
emptied outonto a table: the day's harvest
from Palm Beach, more than a quarter of
a million dollars’ worth ofjewels. There
was aworn leather case containinga tear-
drop-shaped platinum-and-diamondpin
madebyCartierin the twenties ($50,000);
a diamondtennis bracelet from the sev-
enties ($5,000); a yellow-gold Franck
Mueller watch, worth thirty thousand
dollars; andasixties- or seventies-era gold
bangle with two green enamel bullfrogs
on the ends and matching frog earrings.
The frogs had rubyeyes and diamond
warts. “This is kind ofinteresting,” Del
Gatto said. “This is a David Webbani-
mal suite.” The set was worth fifteen
thousand dollars.

Del Gatto gestured toward the haul
and said, “This will be sold to collectors all
around the world,” and it was possible to
imagine the frog family, together with the
rest of the jewels dislodged by Madoff,
going on a great migration—from Palm

Beach to Russia, or Dubai, or wherever
the outlookis still rosy, ifsuch a place ex-
ists. He scooped the jewels back into the
envelope and walked downthe hall to
the safe room—a very un-Ali-Baba-like
closet full of wiring and plastic boxes.
“We're notpirates,” he said.

—Lizzte Widdicombe
 

BUREAUCRACY DEPT.
TWEED WARS

Ss
Aanyone whohaslived through the

past eight years can attest, disputes
about the foreign relations of the United
States frequently deteriorate into shouting
matches. Not so with disputes about the
“Foreign Relations ofthe United States”—
the official documentaryhistory ofAmer-
ica’s dealings with the rest of the world.
The series, not so widely known as FRUS,
makes public the viscera ofofficialdom—
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diplomatic cables, intelligence reports. If
you wantto read a transcript ofPresident
Nixon and Chairman Maojoking about
Henry Kissinger, FRUSis the place to
look. (Nixon: “Anyone whouses pretty
girls as a cover must be the greatest dip-
lomatof all time.” Mao: “So your girls
are very often madeuse of?” Nixon: “His
girls, not mine.”)

But recently FRUS became notjust a
chronicle of conflict but a source ofit.
Last month, the State Department’s
Foggy Bottom headquarters was the site
of a contentious meeting, during which
two members resigned from an advisory
committee of nine historians that over-
sees the series. The resignations were the
culmination of nearly two years ofacri-
mony between the committee and the
State Department's Office of the Histo-
rian, which is currently headed by Marc
Susser. Last fall, the committee learned
that one of its members,om Schwartz,
a historian at Vanderbilt, would not be
reappointed by the State Department to
another three-year term. Schwartz had
been the lead drafter of the committee's
2007 annual report to the Secretary of
State and Congress, which noted that the
office was having troubleretaining staff
historians. A number ofstaffers had
begun to complain about Susser’s man-
agementstyle. Someofthe gripes sound
like generic faculty-room politics: the
Historian, the historians groused, played
favorites, doling out perks to those who
were deferential. As one staffmember put
it, “It’s likejunior high. I was goingto say
high school, butit’s more juvenile than
that.” In a memo to committee members,
Craig Daigle, a historian who worked in
the office, claimed Susser warned him
that if he “committed any mistake, had
any problems with security issues, or cre-
ated any dissension within the office, he
would ‘cut my fucking heart out.”

Theallegations shocked the chairman
of the advisory committee, Wm. Roger
Louis, ofthe University of Texas at Aus-
tin. “Even by Texas standards, it was a
level of vulgarity and crudeness that we
found hard to believe,” Louis said. Most
troubling to Louis was Susser’s apparent
intolerance of any dissent. “We began to
discoverthatit is the equivalent ofa petty
dictatorship in the Historian’s Office,” he
said. The committee, Louis added,felt
that “Tom Schwartz was being purged
because ofthe criticism in the report.” (A

State Departmentofficial said that the
move wasintended to increase the com-
mittee’s diversity.) So Louis decided to re-
sign at the next scheduled meeting, on
December 10th, as did another member,
Edward Rhodes.

Thefifty or so people in attendance at
the meeting weren't sure whatto expect.
“Usually these meetings are fairly mun-
dane,” Tom Zeiler, a committee member,
said. “People fall asleep sometimes.” This
time, the moodwas tense. Onefactorwas
the unusual presence of Assistant Secre-
tary of State Sean McCormack, the State
Department spokesman who heads the
Bureau of Public Affairs and to whom
Susserultimately reports,

All eyes were on Louis as he called the
meeting to order. Before announcing his
resignation, Louis read into the record a
letter that he had sent to Secretary ofState
Condoleezza Rice. (The day before, Lou-
is's assistant says, someonein Susser’s office
had called and said that if Louis made the
letter public “his career would be over.”)

“The prospective fate of the series has
nowbecome so grave that it would be a
failure ofresponsibility on my part wereI
notto call it to your attention,” Louis read.
Hesaid that he had included with his let-
ter to Rice a compilation of anonymous
testimony regarding Susser’s manage-
ment. At this point, McCormack inter-

rupted, “I will not sit here and listen to
you traffic in rumors and innuendo!” he

shouted. “I hardly think that the kind of
ad-hominem attacks you have engagedin
are the kind of behavior we expect from
respected academics.”

Ignoring the outburst, Louis finished
reading his letter. Then two committee
members read statements from the exiled
Tom Schwartz, who suggested that the
department look for new members in
North Korea, where they might find “the
type of subservience and devotion to the
Dear Leader that the managementofthe
Historian's Office seems to prefer.” (Susser
and McCormack declined to comment.)
Two weeks later, Secretary Rice met

with the committee and seemedintensely
concerned; she has appointed a review
panelto look into the matter. But some
members view the fracas as a sign of the
times. “You're seeing a reflection of the
Bush-Cheney Administration,” Tom
Zeiler said. “You know: you're with us or
youre not with us.”

—Justin Vogt
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long withslashed payrolls, rising
foreclosures, and plummeting

stock prices, 2008 brought another un-
welcome development: a surge in bank
robberies, which were up more than
fifty per cent in New York. This wasn’t
shocking: we typically expect property
crimesto rise in hard economic times.
There is, though, one crime against
property which bucks this trend: de-
frauding investors. On Wall Street,
fraudulent schemes tend to thrive dur-
ing economic booms, and to blow up
when times turn tough. While bank
robbersare getting busier, the Bernard
Madoftsare starting to get caught.

Madoffisjust the latest in a long line
offraudsters who took advantageofin-
vestor euphoria. Timeand again,as asset
markets have becomefrothier, fraud has
flourished. During England's South Sea
Bubble,in 1720, a host of bogus joint-
stock companies arose, including one
that described its enterprise as “nit-
vender,” or the selling of nothing. The
boom ofthe nineteen-twenties featured
menlike Arthur Montgomery, who ran
a Ponzi scheme promising investors
four-hundred-per-cent returns in sixty
days, and the Match King, Ivar Kreuger,
whosustained match monopolies all
over the world with forged bonds and
doctored books. More recently, the
stock-market bubble ofthelate nineties
gave rise to enormousfrauds at compa-
nies like Enron and WorldCom.

Fraud is a boom-time crime because
it feeds on the faith of investors, and
during bubblesthatfaith is overflowing.
So while robbing a bank seemsto be a
demand-driven crime, robbing bank
shareholders is all about supply. In the

classic work on investor hysteria, “Ma-
nias, Panics, and Crashes,” the econo-
mist Charles Kindleberger wrote that
during bubbles “the supply of corrup-
tion increases . . . much like the supply
of credit.” This is more than a simple
analogy: corruption and credit are stoked
by the same forces. Cheap money en-
gendersa surfeit of trust, andviceversa.
(The word “credit” comes from the
Latin for “believe.”) The same over-

confidence that leads investors and
lenders to underestimate the risks of

legitimate investments also leads them
to underestimate the likelihood of
fraud. In Madoff’s case, for instance, his
propensity for delivering inexplicably

consistent returns month after month
should have been a warning sign to
his investors. But in the past few years
besotted investors were willing to be-
lieve lots of foolish things—like the
idea that housingprices wouldjust keep
going up.

An oversupply of credulity doesn’t
last, of course; when the crash comes,
and people get more cynical and cau-
tious, the frauds are exposed. As Warren
Buffett put it, “You only learn who's

 

been swimming naked whenthe tide
goes out.” Did the share prices ofEnron
and WorldCom start plunging after
their fraudulent actions came tolight?
Actually, it was the other way around:
the financial mischiefwas exposed only
after their stock prices tanked. In
Madoff’s case, the steep across-the-
board decline in asset prices curbed in-
vestors’ appetite for risk, so that many
started to pull their money out. That
effect mayverywell have forced Madoff
to dispense more money than he could
keep bringingin, especially since recruit-
ing new investors, which you have to do
to keep a Ponzi scheme going, would
have become harderafter the crash.
When the Madoff scandal erupted,

some people argued that investor con-
fidence would be further shaken—that

the scandal would make America’s mar-
kets look morelike Russia’s, notoriously
rife with scams and suspicion. That
hasn’t happened. After the Madoffstory
broke, the market jumped almostfive
per cent, andit’s now well above where
it was when Madoffwas arrested. One
reason is that a stock market that lost
seven trillion dollars in value in 2008
knows howtotake fifty-billion-dollar
loss in stride. And Madoffwas running
moneylargelyfor an élite clientele, which
gained access to his services primarily
through inside connections, limiting the
market-wide impact ofhis malfeasance.

But the main reason that Madoff
didn’t destroy investor confidenceis that
it was already gone, thanks to a year
whenjust about every institution that
the market depends on—rating agen-
cies, accounting firms, regulators, Wall
Street C.E.O.s.—had messed up. The
wholeweb ofintermediaries and knowl-
edge brokers that modern asset markets
have cometo rely on has becomefrayed.
That helps explain the current credit
crunch—bank lending has dropped
fifty-five per cent this year—and the
dismal state of the stock market. Dis-
covering what the crooks have been up
to is disillusioning, but not as disillu-
sioning as coming to terms with what
the so-called honestpeople did.

In David Mamet's movie “House of
Games,” the grifter played byJoe Man-
tegna explains to a former mark, “It’s
called a confidence game. Why? Be-
cause you give me your confidence? No.
Because I give you mine.” So the bank-
ers gave us their confidence,in the form
ofmortgages and other formsofcredit,
and we gave them ours. ‘This culture of
credulity did plenty of damage to the
economy, but nowit has given way to
something even more corrosive; namely,
endemic mistrust. Because ifthere’s one
thing worse than too much confidence
it’s not enough. Fraud impoverishes a
few; fear impoverishes the many. As
long as mistrust prevails, people will
keeping pulling money outofthe sys-

tem—sometimes even at gunpoint.

—James Surowiecki
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THE POLITICAL SCENE

GREENING THE GHETTO
Can a remedy servefor both globalwarming andpoverty?

BY ELIZABETH KOLBERT

few months ago, Van Jones, the
founder and president of a group

called Green for All, went to visit New
Bedford, Massachusetts. Hisfirst stop of
the day was the public library, where
someone had assembled an audience of
aboutthirty high-school dropouts. They
leaned back in their chairs, hands in the

pockets of their oversized sweatshirts. A
few appearedto be stoned.

Jones, whois forty,is tall and impos-
ing, with a shaved head and patchygoa-
tee. He wears rimless glasses and favors

dark clothing. On this particular day, he
was wearing a black turtleneck, black
jeans, black boots, and a charcoal jacket.
He was introduced by a community or-
ganizer and aspiring rapper, who de-
scribed him as “a leader with answers,” a
“genius from the hood, similar to our
own,” and a youthful version of Barack

Obama. Whenit was his turn to speak,
Jones rejected the lectern that had been
set up for him, saying that it reminded
him too muchofcollege.

“T love Barack Obama,” hesaid. “Td
pay moneyjust to shine the brother's
shoes. But Fil tell you this. Do you hear
me? One manis not going to save us.

I don’t care who that man is. He’s not
goingto save us. And,in fact, ifyouwant
to be real about this—can y'all take it? !'m
goingto be real with yall. Not only is Ba-
rack Obama notgoingto be able to save
you—you are going to have to save Ba-

rack Obama.”
Jones wentonto discuss the crisis on

Wall Street, the federal budget deficit—
“We're going broke by the second’—and
how annoyingit can be tolisten to peo-

ple whousea lot offancy words. “People
who know lot talk weird,” he said. “So
you can spend lotof timelistening to
people who are educated, andall you get
is frustrated, because whatthey're saying

doesn’t actuallyland with you. Well, boo-
hoo. Getoverit.”
A hundred andfifty years ago, New

Bedford was the whaling capital of the

world. “Nowhere in all America will
you find more patrician-like houses;
parks and gardens more opulent, than
in New Bedford,” Melville wrote.
Today, the town is filled with empty
factories. [ts long list ofproblems—fail-
ing schools, high unemployment, gang
violence—make it just the sort ofplace
Jones likes to work in. The logo of
Green for All, which is based in Oak-
land, California, is a sun rising over a
crowdedcityscape. The group’s goal is
to broaden the appeal of the environ-
mental movementand, at the same
time, bringjobs to poor neighborhoods.
Jones often says that he is trying to
“green the ghetto.”

In the library, a few of the kids had
started to lean forward in their seats.
Others had taken their hands outoftheir
pockets. Somewerestill staring, dazedly,
into the middle distance. Jones brought
his talk aroundto the subject of energy.

“I don’t want to offend anybody.I
might be too radical foryou. Areyouwith
me?” he asked.

“Just being real,” a young woman
called out.

“They can now put up wind tur-
bines—almostlike a windmill, but this is
not your mama’s windmill,it’s like a big
jet engine sitting up there—and make
power,”Jonessaid. “Somebody's going to
make a billion dollars deploying that
technology. I think it should be you.

“They have this thing called solar
panels,” he continued. “A solar panelis a

piece ofglass almost. Right nowwealthy
people can put that on their homes. And
it costs moneyto putitup there, but once
it's up the sunlight hits it and it turnsit
into electricity and powers the house. So
you're paying electricity bills, but some-
bodyelseis kicking it. Somebody's going
to make a million dollars figuring out a
way to get those solar panels made and
deployed in our hoods.I think it should
be you.”

After he was through, Jones madehis
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wayoutinto the nearlyemptydowntown.
a n“That was mystreet rap,” he told me.
“You get to hear myélite rap later on.”

he modern environmental move-
ment is sometimessaid to have

begun in the eighteen-nineties, when

John Muir foundedthe Sierra Club, and
sometimes in the nineteen-sixties, when
Rachel Carson published “Silent Spring.”
Muir and Carson saw themselves fighting

natrow,private interests on behalfofthe

public in the broadest possible sense—all
people, including thosewho had not been
born. But stop by a meeting ofanyofthe
major environmental groups, and you will

see that the broad American public has

yet to join up. Chances are that most of
the attendees will be white, and the few

whoaren't will be affuent and middle-
aged. A 2006 study commissioned by
Earthjustice, a nonprofit environmental-

law group, found that the “ecological

base”—defined as Americanswhoreport

the environmentas being central to their

concerns—is “nearly ninety percent

white, mostly college-educated, higher-
income, and overthirty-five.”

“Yourgoal hasto be to get the green-
est solutions to the poorest people,”
Jones told me. “That's the onlygoal

that’s morally compelling enoughto
generate enough energy to pull this
transition off. The challenge is making

this an everybody movement, so your

main icons are Joe Six-Pack—Joe the
Plumber—becoming Joe the Solar
Guy, orthat kid on the street corner
putting down his handgun, picking up

a caulk gun.”
After leaving the New Bedford pub-

lic library, Jones went to talk to Scott
Lang, the city’s mayor. Lang began

the meeting bytossing a few sheets of

whatlookedlike plastic on the table.
These turned outto be thin-film photo-
voltaic cells, of the sort that could be
sewn into a backpack andused to power
a laptop. The Mayorexplained that the

companythat manufactures thecells
had recently decided to opena factory in
NewBedford, and that the factory could
eventually provide a hundredjobs. Jones
brightened.

“This could really be something that

brings people together, across the lines

of class andcolor,” Jones said. He sug-
gested that Lang sect up somesort of
program to take teen-agerslike the ones

 
VanJones: building an “everybody movement.” Photograph by Phil Toledano.

he had just met and guide them into

some of the jobs at the factory. (Many
ofthe teens were working toward high-

school-equivalency degrees as part of a

program in which they were also sup-

posed to be learning carpentryskills.)
Lang, a formerprosecutor, said, “Any-

thing wetry and do in the city right now

is geared toward everyone being in-

volved.” But he didn’t seem terribly

keen on Jones’s idea of a program exclu-
sivelyfor teens. Jones pressed him. The
teen-agers, he said, “feel not seen. I
think theyneed special encouragement.

I would love to see a mayor's initiative

to get those young people into this

green economy.” The Mayortried to

steer the discussion in a new direction.

Jones pressed himagain.

“Tm willing to meet people halfwayor
more,” Lang finallysaid. That evening,at
anotherevent, Jones ran into the young
man whohad introduced him at the

meeting in the library. Jones told him
that the Mayorwas interested in working

with him. When I mentioned to Jones
that this was not myimpression ofwhat

the Mayor had indicated, he said, “I'm

not looking for the points of difference.
I'm looking for the points ofcommonal-
ity. P've trained my mindso that people
can say twenty-seven things that might

be objectionable, but as soon as theysay

one, that twenty-cighth thing, that’s in

the rightdirection, that's where I'm going
to go in the conversation. I think that's
really important in a country as diverse as
ours,tolisten. So this guy, he says, I don’t

THE NEW YORKER, JANUARY 12, 2009 23

The New Yorker, Jan 12, 2009 http://archives.newyorker.com/global/print.asp?path=/djvu/Conde%20Na...

24 of 77 8/14/2009 6:47 PM



wantthis, I don’t wantthat. But he says,
I wanteverybodyto be included. Well,
that’s all I need. Dayenw.”

bYdeneoars born AnthonyJones, grew
up in Jackson, Tennessee, a small

town aboutninety miles east of Mem-
phis. His father wasajunior-high-school
principal and his mother was a high-
school teacher. His grandfather was the
leader of the Christian Methodist—for-
merly Colored Methodist—Episcopal
Church. As a child,Jones was,by his own
description, “bookish and bizarre.”When
his parents gave him Luke Skywalker and
HanSolo action figures, instead ofar-
ranging them to fight he would have
them run for imaginary public offices.
His twin sister, Angela, remembers him
as “the stereotypical geek—hejust kind
oflived upin his heada lot.” During the
summers, Jones accompanied his grand-
father to religious conferences, where he
recalls sitting “in these hot, sweaty black
churches,” listening to the adults talk, all
dayand into the night.

After high school, Jones enrolled at
the University ofTennessee at Martin.
Thefirst dayofhis freshman year, he de-
cided that he needed a newidentity, or, at
least, a new name. AnthonyJones was
dull, He chose Van because, he told me,
“t has little touch ofnobility, but at the
same timeit's not overboard.” Jones ma-
jored in communications and political
science and, thinking that he wanted to

become ajournalist, interned for a couple
ofnewspapers. The experience convinced
him that he was on the wrongcareer
path. In 1990, he enrolled at Yale Law
School.

While he was living in New Haven,
Jones saw a lot of things that disturbed
him. One was the video of the Rodney
King beating, which took place during
his second semester. Anotherwas crime.
“I was seeing kids at Yale do drugs and
talk about it openly, and have nothing
happen to them or, if anything, get sent
to rehab,” he said. “And then I wasseeing
kids three blocks away, in the housing
projects, doing the samedrugs,in smaller
amounts, go to prison.” Upongraduating,
Jones moved to San Francisco and set up
the BayArea PoliceWatch, a hotline for
complaints ofpolice misconduct. It was
soonreceiving fifteen calls a day.

In 1996, Willie Brown became San
Francisco’s first African-American
mayor. Mostof the city’s black leaders
had spent years working with Brown, and
wanted to support him. Jones, as he put
it, “didn’t knowWillie Brown from a can
of paint, and didn’t care.” Sensing an
opening for someone “young and entre-
preneurial,” he founded a civil-rights or-
ganization, which he namedfor Ella
Baker, who helped form the Southern
Christian Leadership Conference.

In its early years, the Ella Baker Cen-
ter for Human Rights consisted of a
closet-like office and a computer that
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“We hiredallthe designers ourselves.”

Jones had brought from his apartment.
John Anner, wholater becamethe chair-
man ofthe center’s board ofdirectors, re-
calls going to visit the operation one day
and discovering that “it was really just
Van.” Thefirst case the center took up
was that of a young black man named
Aaron Williams, who had died in police
custody. (Williams, a burglary suspect,
had been kicked and beaten by a group
of cops.) One of the officers involved
in the incident had a history of com-
plaints against him. Jones led the fight—
eventually successful—to get the officer
fired,

Looking back at that time, Jones de-
scribes his modus operandias “traditional
activism,the politics ofconfrontation and
outrage. I was proud to be hated by the
city fathers on bothsides ofthe Bay.” He
was constantly seeking an opportunity to
hold a news conference orstage a protest,
and, more often than not, managed to
find one. California has a sprawling—
and, by manyaccounts, inhumane—
juvenile-incarceration system; Jonesar-
gued that the state should be putting
more money into schools andcommunity
programs, andless into prisons. His argu-
ments were compelling enough that by
2000 the center was able to hire five more
full-time employees.

Thatyear, Jones learned abouta plan
to constructa five-hundred-and-forty-
bed juvenile-detention center some
twenty miles east of Oakland, in Dub-
lin. The new center was being billed as
a wayto improve conditions for youth-
ful offenders; Jones thought thatit
would simplyresult in that many more
(mostly black) teen-agers being locked
up. The official namefor the project was
the Alameda CountyJuvenile Justice
Center.Jones concluded that the wayto
block the project was to give it a new
name. He began tocall it a “superjail for
kids.” The campaign to “Stop the Su-
perjail” soon took off. A meeting of the
California Board of Corrections was
derailed by several dozen teen-agers
whoperformed raps opposing the proj-
ect. Another meeting, of the Alameda
County Board of Supervisors, was
disrupted when a group ofteenssat
down in front ofthe dais and refused to
leave. (“If I hear those kids one more
time chanting “Booksnotbars,’ I’m
going to scream,” one memberof the
board complained.)
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Gavin Newsom was elected mayorof
San Francisco in 2003. He remembers
meetingwithJones and other community
leaders shortly after he took office,to dis-
cuss recent incidents of police brutality.
Jones left the meeting early, but before
doing so he told Newsom off. “Iwill never
forget being infuriated by him—totally
outraged—and completely mesmerized,”
Newsom recalled. “It was quite a perfor-
mance. Arguably, that’s his genius. He’s
successful at getting into the minds or
under the skin—depending on how you
want to analyze it—ofpoliticians. And
the onlywayyou can dothat is there's got
to be sometruthin thecritique.”

round this time, as Jones was win-
ning the “superjail’ fight, he began

to suffer a crisis ofconfidence. ‘Thecrisis
was notjust professional; some days, he
felt barely able to get out ofbed. “Nobody
doesthis stuff for pure reasons,” he told
me. “You may eventually wind up with a
more pure outcome,like a Gandhior a
Mandela,but no young radical is running
around with pure motives. I certainly
wasn't motivated only by lovefor the peo-
ple. I was trying to find some kind of
community, or some kindofsense ofbe-
longing, or some sense of redemption
through heroic deeds, I wasn’t being hon-
est with myself aboutit, and it all just
proved to be incrediblyfragile.”

Oneday,in this bleak mood, Jones
learned about an appearance by Julia
Butterfly Hill. Hill had spent two years
trying to protect a giant redwoodtree by
living in its branches, and she was going
to speak at a San Francisco bookstore.
Bythis point, Jones had beenliving in
the city for almost a decade,buthe real-
ized that, except for the places where he
had held protests, he didn’t knowwhere
anything was. Heleft himself an hour
and a halffor the trip to the bookstore,
which turned outto be a few blocks
from his office.

Listening to Hill that evening, Jones
found his gloom lifting. “She was just
radiant,” he recalled. “She talked about
seeing all these trees cut down. She
talked aboutthe helicopters they put up,
trying to blowher outof the tree. She
talked about the timber workers whom
she befriended from her perch. And
how she won. And what was remark-
able was there was nota trace ofbitter-
ness in her for these people who had de-

stroyed this forest, and whom she had
to spend twoyears ofherlife—not two
weeks, not two days—putting her body
on theline to fight.

“It's great to win these things,” he
went on. “But there was no guarantee she
was going to win, day after day. I wasal-
ways looking for clever things I could
game out, and she just stepped out on
faith, and did it. And I was,like, This is
a remarkable person. I made
a commitment in my own

mind that I wanted to do
my work like she had done
her work. Before that, I was,
like, Dr. King? Wimp! But
I thought, She’s right. That's
the only thing that’s going
to work. AndI also knewI
had no clue how to get there.
I didn’t have the internal capacity. So she
becamethis possibility out there.”

Jones and Hill eventually became
friends. “Wefit togetherlike pieces of a
puzzle,” said Hill, who, after saving the
tree, founded a nonprofit group called
Circle of Life. “T brought the piece that
we are not separate from this planet. His
piece waswe needto uplift everyone. We
were committed to seeing how those
piecesfit together.” First, the two spoke
together in private; then they began to
appear together publicly. Sometimes,
when Hill wasinvited to lecture at a col-
lege campus, she would ask Jones to
comealong.

“We could see underneath all ofit was
the idea of disposability,” Jones told me.
“The idea that you've got disposable peo-
ple, a disposable planet. We would just
kind of go around and talk about this.
People would listen and theywould come
to one conclusion: they mustbe sleeping
together. We weren't, butitwas the only
thing anybody gotout ofit. It was very
frustrating.”

few months ago,Jones published a
book titled “The Green Collar

Economy: How One Solution Can Fix
Our Two Biggest Problems.” In it, he
argues that the best way to fight both
global warming and urbanpoverty is by
creating millions of “green jobs’—
weatherizing buildings, installing solar
panels, and constructing mass-transit
systems. A percentage of these jobs—
Jones is purposefully vague about how
many—should go to the disadvantaged

 

and the chronically unemployed. “The
green economy should notbejust about
reclaiming thrown-awaystuff,” he writes.
“Tt should be about reclaiming thrown-
away communities.” Jones’s book was
slated to appear in 2009, but during
the Presidential campaign, when sev-
eral of the candidates began talking
about “green jobs,” he decided to ad-
vancethe publication. Thejacket of“The

Green Collar Economy’ fea-
tures endorsements from,
among others, the talk-show
host Tavis Smiley; House
Speaker Nancy Pelosi; the
journalist Thomas L.Fried-
man; and former Vice-Pres-
ident Al Gore.

“T love Van Jones,” Gore
told me.“I love his work, I

love his heart and his commitment and
his intellect. I love his mission. He has
wisely picked a part ofthis set ofinterwo-
ven challenges that should have been ad-
dressed much moreforcefully by me and
others long ago.”

“Van is a visionary,” Smileysaid. “My
grandmotherhad an old saying,‘It’s just
too muchlike right” What Van is saying
is just too muchlike right. It just makes
too muchsenseforus not to doit.”

“I think Van Jonesis a big part ofthe
future ofenvironmentalism,” Gus Speth,

the dean ofYale’s SchoolofForestry and
Environmental Studies and a co-founder
ofthe Natural Resources Defense Coun-
cil, told me. “He, more than anyoneelse,
is bringing together a concern aboutthe
environmentand a concern aboutsocial
justice. And,ifI hadjust onething tosay,
it is that we in the environmental move-
ment cannotfail Van Jones.”

Joneslives in Oakland with his wife,
Jana Carter, an employmentlawyer, and
their two young sons. About half the
time, though, heis on theroad, trying to
build support for his organization and,
more recently, his book. A couple of
weeks after the trip to New Bedford, he
took the red-eye to Washington, D.C.,
to speak at the Center for American
Progress,a liberal think tank founded by
John Podesta, who heads Obama's tran-
sition team. More than a hundred and
fifty people—mostly white and middle-
aged—had showed up to hear him, the
room wasn't big enough, so many had to
stand in the hall.

Jones began by talking about the
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financial crisis. “The floor has been torn
out from under the American people,” he
said. “That's the bad news. People are los-
ing their jobs, their homes, their pen-
sions, their 401(k)s. But I knowfrom my

personal life sometimes somethingreally
bad has to happen before something re-
ally good can happen.It’s when you get
dumped orfired orfail that test that you
have to look at yourself and figure out,
What am I going to do now? And we're
at that moment. Sometimesabreakdown
can lead to a breakthrough.”

WhenJonesgivesa talk, something
he does at least two or three times a
week, helikes to begin by checking out
the crowd; if he can, he will sit in the
audience beforehand, absorbing the
mood, He spendsa lot of timelisten-
ing to speeches—the way most people
download Coltrane or Mozart, he's got
Churchill and Martin Luther Kingon his
iPod.

“Ronald Reagan I admire greatly,” he
once told me. “You look at whathe gets
away with in a speech—unbelievable.
He’s able to take fairly complex prose and
convey it in such a natural and conversa-
tional waythat the beauty ofthe language
and the powerofthe language are there,
but you stay comfortable. That's veryhard
to do.”

At the Center for American Progress,
Jonesoffered several proposals for creat-
ing green jobs. Most were the sort that
have beencirculated recently in position
papers byliberal groups like CAP (where
Jonesis a senior fellow) and the Apollo
Alliance, a coalition of labor and environ-
mental organizations (where
he is a founding boardmem-
ber). One proposal involved
a federal revolving-loanpro-
gram to make buildings more

energy efficient.
“You have construction

workers whoare idle, and

they're going to beidle for
twelve months, twenty-four
months, thirty-six months,” hesaid.
“They're not going to be ableto build

anything. Let them rebuild everything.
Wehave people coming home from
wars, coming home from prisons, com-
ing out of high school with no job pros-
pects whatsoever. Let us connect the peo-
ple who most need work with the work
that most needs to be done.”

Another proposal involved upgrading
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the nation’s electrical grid, to allow power
generated,for example, bywind turbines
in the Midwestto be transmitted to pop-
ulation centers in the Northeast.

“You say, We can't do it,” he observed.
“And Im going to say, Au contraire, mon
Jrére, and Tl prove my case. We used to
have a country, allegedly, but you couldn't
drive across it, because all we had was
a bunch ofold dirt roads. Somebody,
in the nameofnational security, said,
‘Hold on a sec. Whatifwe get invaded
on the West Coast, how can we get
troopsfrom the East Coast?’ So we cre-
ated an interstate-highway system that
connected the country to itself.”
He lowered his voice to a grumble:

““Oh, we can't afford to do it! This is in-
sane!’ We couldn't afford nor to doit. Be-
cause the minute you did that the econ-
omywent through the roof. It was such a
good idea that we did it again. In the
nameof national security, people in the
Pentagonsaid, ‘Ifwe have one big com-
munications tower, and somebodyknocks
it out, then we're blind, deaf, and dumb.
We've gotto figureoutaway to distribute
our information system.’ So they came up
with the idea of the information super-
highway—for you young people, that’s
whatwecall the Internet. ‘Wecan’t afford
to do this!” We couldn't afford nor todoit.
‘The minute we connected the country to
itself, the economywentthroughtheroof.
All we're sayingis, let’s do it again. But
this time, instead ofconnecting the coun-
try to itselfto move bodies and vehicles or
data around, let’s connect the country to
itself so we can move clean-energy elec-

trons around. Then you've
got the strongest economyin
the world.”

bout five years ago,

Jones, thinking about
the notion of“disposability,”
proposed that the Ella Baker
Center broadenits agenda.

= His new idea was for a pro-
gram that he named “Green Jobs, Not
Jail.” Just about everybodyelse associated
with the center opposed the scheme.

“Myconcern was that it was some-
thing thatwasjustwonderful in a speech,
but wasit anything we could deliver on?”
John Anner, who was then the chairman
of the center’s board and now heads a
foundation that provides aid in Vietnam,
told me. “I knew that there was nota soul

at the Ella Baker Center that I would
trust to build a birdhouse. ‘Theywere ad-
vocates, not implementers. Myjobwas to
guard against mission drift: ‘Oh, we're a
civil-rights organization. ‘Oh, we're an
environmental organization.’ Well, what's
next? Are we going to also explore outer
space?”

Jones refused to be dissuaded. He
began contacting environmental groups.
Mostwere so eager to shed their all-white
image that, knowing next to nothing
about him, they invited him to speak to
their members and put him on the pro-
gramsoftheir conferences. He also be-
gan applying for grant money, which he
planned to use to bring greenjobs to Oak-
land. In 2004, he persuaded aNewYork-
based philanthropycalled the Nathan
Cummings Foundation to give him two
hundred and fifteen thousand dollars.

“Wecalled all these communitymeet-
ings, did these retreats, and at the end of
the daywe had some great photographs,a
couple ofpamphlets, and not onejob,” he
recalled, “It was a complete and utterfail-
ure.” Jones went back to the foundation
and asked for another two hundred and
fifteen thousand dollars, which he got.

“Then we wasteditall again,” he said.
“Because we still didn’t know what we
were doing.” Gradually,Jones cameto see
that businesses weren't going to locate in
Oakland because some well-meaning
nonprofit asked them to. Instead ofdoing

freelance economic-development work,
he began to think that he should focus his
efforts on public policy.

In February, 2007, Nancy Pelosi, who
had recently become Speaker of the
House, scheduled a meeting in San Fran-
cisco to discuss measures to combatcli-
mate change. Jones was one offorty or
so people who wereinvited to attend. A
few days before the session, he received
an e-mail about the agenda. Everyone,it
said, would be given a chanceto briefly
introduce himself. “It was like capital-
letters ‘briefly, bold,italics, underlined—
‘briefly’ introduce yourself,” he recalled.

At the meeting, Jones was seated near
Pelosi, and he was the first person asked
to speak. “Myintroduction was ‘Myname
is Van Jones. I’m from the Ella Baker
Center for Human Rights. We work to
get kids outofjail and intojobs, ” he said.
“I figured, that’s pretty good. It would be
very hard to get more brief than that.
Then the next person says, ‘Madame
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Speaker,and I think, I kind ofleft that
part out. That's not so good, He got me.
That’s probably better. And then he just
starts talking andtalking. The guy talks
for two or three minutes. I’m looking
around like, this guycan’t read or some-
thing. And then the next persontalks for
five minutes and each personis talking
longer and longer, and by the time weget
back around the meeting’s over.” Jones
could see that Pelosi had a sheet ofpaper
in front of her with all the attendees’
nameslisted on it. Next to every name
except one, she had taken copious notes.
Next to his name, the sheet was blank.

“I knewI had to do something to get
the room back,”Jones told me. Pelosi said
that they had to leave for a press confer-
ence. Were there any last questions?
Jones raised his hand.“I said, ‘My ques-
tion is: Will you say four wordsat the
press conference?” Andshe just kind of
looked at me. So of course at this point
everybodyin the room started to lean
away from me.

“I said, ‘Ifyou say these four words,I
guarantee you that you'll keep the Dem-
ocratic majority in the Housefor the next
twentyyears. Ifyou say these four words,
youll expand the coalition around global
warming in a way that nobody even
thinks is possible. If you say these four
words, you'll give help and hope to peo-
ple who haven't had anyfor a long time.’
Finally, she said, “Well, what are the four
words?’ said, ‘Clean EnergyJobs Bill?”
A little whilelater, at the press confer-

ence, Pelosi calledJones up to the micro-
phone. “We'll say it together,” she said.
“Clean EnergyJobs Bill!”

rom that point, the Clean Energy
JobsBill progressed much along the

lines of, as Jones putit to me, “an after-
school special.” Jones had had only a
vague idea what the four words meant;
Pelosi's interestinspired a rush to get leg-
islation drafted. InJune, 2007, a measure
authorizing the U.S. Department of
Labor to spend a hundred and twenty-
five million dollars to train workers for
green jobs was introduced in the House.
The bill, now called the Green Jobs Act,
provided targeted funds for low-income
trainees. A few monthslater, the bill was
incorporated into a much larger piece of
legislation, the Energy Independence and
Security Act, and was approved by Con-
gress and signed into law by President

 
“Youfolks drunk enoughyet?”

Bush in December, 2007. Around this
time, Jones left the Ella Baker Center to
found Green for All. The organization
nowhas staffoftwenty-five and an an-
nual budgetoffour million dollars.

Since Pelosi's meeting, the notion of
green jobs has become a commonplace.
Notonly did it keep coming upin last
year’s campaign but it has been em-
braced by a growing numberofunions
(in December, the Service Employees
International Union announcedthatit
wasjoining a coalition oflaborand envi-
ronmental groupscalled the Blue Green
Alliance), by the heads of many major
corporations, and by an ever-expanding
list ofpoliticians. Obamahas said thatas
President he wants to generate five mil-
lion such jobs, andhis stimulus package
is expected to contain billions of dollars
for this purpose.

Still, the mechanicsof creating green
jobs—or even what jobs should quality
for the title—have yet to be worked
out. At the sametimethat the President-
elect has said that he wants to promote
“green” economic growth, much—per-
haps most—ofthe stimulus package is
likely to be devotedto projects,like high-
way expansion, that will have precisely
the opposite effect. In the days thatI fol-
lowed Jones around,I heard several peo-
ple who ran training programsin green
professions complain that once their stu-
dents had graduated they couldn’t find
work. (Jones’s response was that they

oughtto lobby for more federal support.)
And though Congress approved the
Green Jobs Act, no moneyforjob train-
ing has been appropriated.

Meanwhile, the basic premise of
Jones’s appeal—that combatting global
warmingis a good wayto lift people out
ofpoverty—is verymuch opento debate.
Economists generally agree that the key
to addressing climate change is to raise
the cost of burning fossil fuels, either di-
rectly, through a carbontax, or indirectly,
through a cap-and-trade program. Low-
incomefamilies are the ones that would
be hardest hit by such a cost increase.
They could be compensated through
some kind ofrebate, or a cut in other
taxes; it’s been proposed, for example,
that revenues from a carbontax could be
used to reduce the payroll tax. Butit’s not
at all clear that the number ofjobs created
by, say, an expandingsolar industrywould
be greater than the number lost through,
say, a shrinking coal-mining industry.
Noris it clear that a green economywould
be anybetter at providing workfor the
chronically unemployedthan ourpresent,
“gray” economy hasbeen.

WhenI presented Jones’s arguments
to Robert Stavins, a professor ofbusiness
and governmentat Harvard whostudies
the economics of environmental regula-
tion, he offered the following analogy:
“Let's say I wantto have a dinner party.
It's important that I cook dinner, and I'd
also like to take a shower before the guests
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arrive. You might think, Well, it would
be really efficient forme to cook dinnerin

the shower. But it turns out thatif I try

that I'm not going toget very clean and

it’s not going to be a very good dinner.
Andthatis an illustration ofthe fact that
it is not always best totry to address two

challenges with whatin the policy world

wecall a single-policy instrument.”

Matthew Kahn, an economics profes-

sor at U.C.L.A.’s Institute of the Envi-

ronment, noted that public-works pro-
grams have a history ofinefficiency.Why

would an environmentally oriented pub-

lic-works program be any different?

“Howdo we makesure this isn’t just a

giant green boondoggle?” he asked.
Jones’s response to suchcritiquesis,

in effect, to do them onebetter. Yes,it
may be difficult to address climate

change andpovertyat the same time, he
says, butit’s even harder to do so sepa-
rately. “You've got to have a holistic, in-

tegrated set of solutions or you're going

to wind up with half your energy being

used up to fight “Drill, baby, drill!’ ”he

told me. “People say, ‘Oh, we'll take a
shortcut.’ Well, those shortcuts are a lot
longer than they look.”

“I know as much as anybody what a

long walk this is,” he said at another

point. “We have a long way to go. You

can passall the bills you want to; you can
appropriateall the bills you wantto. You

can even start retrofitting buildings. But

if] gothere and the people whoare doing

the retrofits are just the people whoused
to have jobs anyway, and they're mostly
all one color and mostly all one kind of

people, then I'm notgoing tobe satisfied.
So I'm going to be the last person in
America who's happy. Everybody's going
to win before I do.”

he dayafter Jones appeared at the
Center for American Progress, he

flew to Bostonfor a conference known as
Greenbuild. On the way, he stopped at
Boston’s city hall for a meeting with
Mayor Thomas Menino, and then at a
job-training agency that was offering a

fourteen-week course in hazardous-waste
remediation. Several students in the
course had copies ofJones's book openin
front of them; one, I noticed, had high-

lighted practically every passage in bright
yellow. The student, Luis Santos, told me
that he had donetime, and was looking
for a career that would allow him to make
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a positive contribution. “Chis man is
great,” he said ofJones.

“Van is the Martin Luther King ofthe
green-jobs movement,” the agency's ex-
ecutive director, Gary Kaplan,said. “You
need a leaderwho convinces people we've
just got to dothis, because there are al-

ways going to be a lot ofobstacles.”

Bythe time Jones got to Greenbuild,
at the Boston Convention and Exhibi-
tion Center, it was lunchtime. Crowds of
people were milling around the cavernous
exhibition hall, eating sandwiches and

peering at displays ofwater-savingtoilets,
recyclable carpets, soybean-based insula-
tion, low-energy lighting, and counters

madeof reused concrete. Greenbuild,
whichis held everyyear in a differentcity,
is part trade show,part educational sem-
inar; the program includedsessions on
straw-bale design, building-integrated
wind turbines, and “high-performance
renovations.” Jones was ushered into a
meeting room where nearly a thousand

people—architects, engineers, construc-
tion managers, city planners—had gath-
ered to hear him.

Jonesstarted out by speaking about
the election—‘It’s not that we have a
President who's blacls it’s that for the first
time wehave a President who's green’—

and soon moved ontothe idea of a
revolving-loan fund toretrofit buildings.

“Tt may be very hard for many ofyou
to build all the things you wantto,” he
said. “We maynotbe able to build any-
thing, but we can rebuild everything.
Andyou have knowledge. You have the
wisdom to take the biggest bite out of

carbon and to fuel the job creation that
we need.”
He went on, “If we come together

and get this done, we will have achieved

something quite extraordinary. Wewill
have achieved something greater than
BarackObamahas. What gave himthe
audacity of hope? You did. Even when

the government wasn’t interested in
green buildings, even when yourlocal
city council didn’t know what you were
talking about, you had the audacity to
keep pushing anyway, to keep raising
standards anyway, to keep trying to
make a difference anyway. He sawthat
audacity in you.”

After the speech, the audiencerose to

its feet, clapping. As Jonesleft the hall,
dozens of peopletrailed after him,all
wanting to talk. +
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SHOUTS & MURMURS

LOOKING FORWARD TO
YOUR CHECK

BY BRUCE McCALL

The Benefit Committee wishes to re-

mindallSubscribers that the thrillfor those

pledging as much money asthey can afford

to attendthis Gala Charity Event willal-

ways be outweighed by the shamefelt by

thosepledging as little as possible. Please

consult the Subscriber categories below.

GRAND PANJANDRUM’S

DIAMOND CABAL

Non-mandatory attendance; arrival
and departure via hot-air balloon; secu-
rity-check waiver; sedan-chairintra-ball-
room transportation; between-courses ta-
bleside bar service; tableware from the

 

pantry of the court of Tsar Nicholas II;

personal introductions to the five wealth-
iest attendees; main-course right of re-
fusal; Prada 48-o0z. doggie bag (baby giant
squid/steak tartare order only); ejection of

any two undesirable table companions;
three-minute personal ribbing by Guest
Speaker; armed female Libyan élite
paramilitary bodyguards for duration of
event.

CHAIRMAN'’S GOLDEN COTERIE

Up to two poundsof beluga caviar
for Subscriber and one guest during in-
formal V.I.P. cocktail reception; ele-
vated seating; shoe portion ofsecurity
checkwaived;five hops during pre- and
post-dinner table-hopping interludes;

g listing and photo in Our Favorite Life-
& time Overachievers section of official
& event program; at least one English-

speaking table companion; express
roller-skatingwaiter service; take-home
heated Sister Parish seat cushion; con-
viviality waiver, no alcoholic-beverage
cutoff,

TREASURER’S SAPPHIRE COHORT

Complimentary kitchen tour during
informal V.L-P. cocktail reception; take-
home monogrammed linen table napkin;
coat-check fee waived; souvenir leather-
boundofficial event program, with tassel;
name in boldface type in official event
program; complete set of table cutlery;
dinner served warm.

LJP

ZIRCON CRONY

Complimentary basket of hard rolls;
chair; reduced-rate ad purchase in official
event program; one complimentary take-
home flowerfromtable arrangement, spouse
seated at separate table; waiter service;
choice ofmain course ordessert; use ofany
two eating utensils (at waiter’s discretion).

BRUSHED-ALUMINUM MOTLEY

Sandwich; unlimitedwater-glassrefills;
simulated autograph of Guest ofHonor
on cover ofofficial event program, pre-
ferred coat-check queue position; use of
rest room (depending on keyavailability);
partially unobstructed head-table view.

HUDDLED MASSES

Complimentaryofficial event program
(depending on supply at conclusion of
event). #
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LETTER FROM CHINA

STRANGE STONES
Two Midwestern refugees on the roadto the Tibetan Plateau.

BY PETER HESSLER

llalong Highway 110we saw signs

for Strange Stones. Theyfirst ap-
peared in Hebei Province, where the
landscape was desolate and the only color
came from the advertising banners posted

beside the road. They were red and had
big characters promising Qi Shi—liter-
ally, “strange stones”—andhadbeentat-
tered and torn by the wind. We were
driving northwest, right into a spring
storm. ‘There was onlyrain at the mo-
ment, butwe could see what lay ahead—
the forecast was frozen ontop ofthe on-

coming trafic. Most vehicles were big

Liberation-brand trucks carrying freight

south from Inner Mongolia, and their
stacks of boxes and crates were covered
with ice. The trucks had foughta cross-
wind on the steppes, and now their fro-
zen loads listed to their right, like ships
ona rough sea.

It was 2002, | was driving a rented

Jeep Cherokee, and Mike Goettig was
along for the ride. If things wentwell,
we might eventually makeit to the Ti-

betan Plateau. We had metin the Peace
Corps years earlier, and after finishing
our time as volunteerswe had each found
a different way of staying in China: |

worked as a freelance writer; Goettig
opened a bar in the southwest. But every
once in a while we metup onthe road,
for old times’ sake. We passed a half-

dozen signs for Strange Stonesbeforeei-
therofus spoke.

“What's up with this?” Goettig said
at last.

“T have no idea. I haven’t driven this
road before.”

The banners stood in front of small
shops made of concrete and whitetile,
and they seemed to grow more insistent
with every mile. Strange Stonesis the
Chinese term for any rock whose shape
looks like somethingelse. It's an obses-

sion at scenic destinations across the

country; in the Yellow Mountains you
can seek out natural rock formations with

nameslike Immortal Playing Chess and

Rhinoceros Watching Moon.Collectors
buy smaller rocks; sometimes they've
beencarvedinto a certain shape, or they
may contain a mineral pattern with an

uncannily familiar form.I didn’t have the
slightest interest in Strange Stones, but
their proliferation in this forgotten cor-
ner of Hebei mystified me. Who was
buying this stuff? Finally, after about
twenty banners,I pulled over.

Inside the shop, the arrangement
seemed odd. Display tables completely
encircled the room,leaving only a narrow
gap for entry. A shopkeeperstood beside
the gap, smiling. With Goettig behind
me,I squeezed past the tables, and then
T heard a tremendouscrash.

I spun around. Goettig stood frozen;
shards ofgreen lay strewnacross the con-
crete floor. “What happened?”I asked.

“He knocked it off!” the shopkeeper

said. He grabbed the hem of Goettig’s
coat. “Yourjacket brushedit.”

Goettig and I stared at the scattered
shards, Finally, I asked, “Whatisit?”

“It's jade,” the man said.“It’s a jade
ship.”

NowI recognizedpieces: a corner ofa
smashed sail, a strand ofbrokenrigging.
It was the kind ofmodel ship that Chi-
nese businessmen display in their offices
for good luck. The material lookedlike
the cheapartificial jade that comes out of
factories, and the ship had exploded—
there were more than fifty pieces.

“Don’t worry aboutit,” the shop-
keepersaid brightly. “Go ahead and look
around, Maybe there’s something else
you'll want to buy.”

Westood in the center of the room,
surrounded bythe ring oftables, like
animals in a pen. Goettig’s hands were
shaking; I could feel the blood pulsing in
my temples. “Did you really knockit
over?” I said, in English.

“T don’t know,” he said. “I didn’t feel
anything, but I’m notsure.It fell down
behind me.”

] had never seen a Chinese entrepre-

The New Yorker, Jan 12, 2009 http://archives.newyorker.com/global/print.asp?path=/djvu/Conde%20Na...

31 of 77 8/14/2009 6:47 PM



neur react so calmly when goods were
broken. A second man emerged from a
side room,carrying a broom. He swept
the shipwreck into a neatpile, but he left
it there on the floor.Silently, other men
appeared,until three more ofthem stood
near the door. | was almostcertain it was
a setup; I had heard about antique shops
where owners broke a vase and blamed
a customer. Butwewere hours from Bei-
jing, and I didn’t even know the nameof
this county. Goettig had become ex-
tremely quiet—he was always like that
when things went wrong. Neither of us
could think ofa better plan, sowe started
shopping for Strange Stones.

oettig and I had both joined the
Peace Corps in 1996, whenit

seemed slightly anachronistic to become
a volunteer. President John F. Kennedy
had founded the organization in 1961,
at the height of the Cold War, and back
then it was immensely popular, attract-
ing idealistic young people who were
concerned about America’s role in the
developing world. Later, after the Viet-
nam War, the Peace Corps suffered as
the nation experienced a wave of cyni-
cism about foreign policy. Since the at-
tacks ofSeptember 11th, the significance
of the Peace Corps has changed again—
nowadays anybody who joins is likely to
have thoughthard aboutpersonal respon-
sibility in time ofwar.

During the mid-nineties, though,
there were no major national events that
weighed on volunteers. It was hard to say
what motivated a person to spend two
years abroad, and we went for countless
reasons. Most of the volunteers I knew
possessed somestrain of idealism, but
usually itwas understated, and often peo-
ple felt slightly uncomfortable speaking
in such terms. Goettig told me that dur-
ing his interview with the Peace Corps
the recruiter had asked him to rate his
“commitment to community” on a scale
of one to five. Goettig gave himself a
three. After a long pause, the recruiter
started asking questions. You've worked
in a drug-treatmentcenter, right? You're
teaching now,aren't you? Finally, the re-
cruiter said, “O.K., Pll put you down as a
four.” Goettig told melater that one rea-

~, son he signed up was that he hada girl-
Z friend in Minnesota who wanted to get
= serious. I heard the same thing from a
® few other volunteers—the toughest job

you'll ever love was also the easiestway to
end a relationship.

Back then, I wouldn't have told a
recruiter my own true motivations. I
wantedtimetowrite, but I didn’twant to
go to school anymore and | couldn't
imagine working a regularjob. | liked the
idea of learning a foreign language; I was
interested in teaching for a couple of

for China. Nobody had lived there or
studied the language beyond a fewbasics;
we knewvirtually nothing about Chinese
history. Oneofthefirst thingswelearned
was that the Communist Party was sus-
picious of our presence. We were told
that during the Cultural Revolution, the
governmenthad accused the Peace Corps
oflinks with the C.I.A. These things

 
Thegovernmentperchedcars ontallpoles as highway-safetypropaganda.

years. I sensedthatlife in the Peace Corps
would be unstructured, which appealed
to me; but they called it volunteerism,
which would make my parents happy.
Mymotherand father, in Missouri, were
Catholics who remembered Kennedy
fondly—later I learned that the Peace
Corpshas always drawn a high number
ofCatholics. For somereason,it's partic-
ularly popular in the Midwest. Of the
thirteen volunteers in my Peace Corps
group,six came from Midwestern states.
It had to do with solid middle-country
liberalism, but there was also an element
of escape. Some of my peers had never
left the country before, andone volunteer
from Mississippi had never travelled in
an airplane.

Noneof us were remotely prepared

were no longersaid publicly, but some
factions in the Chinese governmentwere
still wary of accepting American volun-
teers. It wasn’t until 1993 that the first
Peace Corpsteachers finally showed up,
and I was part ofthe third group.
We must have been monitored

closely. I've often wondered what the
Chinese security officials thought—if
our cluelessness confusedthem or simply
made them more suspicious. They must
have struggled to figure out what these
individuals had in common,andwhythe
United States governmenthad chosen to
send them to China. There were a few
wild cards guaranteed to throw off any
assessment.Ayear ahead ofme, an older
manhadjoined upafter retiring from the
U.S. Coast Guard. Everybody called him
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the Captain, and hewas a devotedfan of
Rush Limbaugh;at training sessions he
wore a Ronald Reagan T-shirt, which
stood out on the Chinesecollege campus
where helived. At one point, | was told,
a Peace Corps official said, “Maybe you
should change your shirt.” The Captain
replied, “Maybe you should reread your
Constitution.” (This was in thecity of
Chengdu.) One day, while teaching a
class of young Chinese, the Captain
drew line on the blackboard and wrote
“Adam Smith” on one side and “Karl
Marx” on the other. “O.K., class, short
lesson today,” he announced.“This works;
this doesn’t.” In the end, the Peace Corps
expelled him for breaking a cabby’s
side-view mirror during an argument
on a Chengdustreet. (This altercation
happened to occur on Martin Luther
King, Jr., Day, a detail that probably es-
caped the Chinese security file.)

After a while, though, it was almost
possible to forget who had sent you and
why you had come. Mostofus taught at
small colleges in remotecities, and there
wasn’t much direct contact with the
Peace Corps. Only occasionally did a
curriculum request filter down from
the top, like the campaign for Green
English. This was a worldwide project:

the Peace Corps wanted educational
volunteers to incorporate environmental
themes into their teaching. One ofmy
peers in Chinastarted modestly, with a
debate about whetherlittering was bad
or good, This split the class right down
the middle. A numberof students ar-

gued passionately that lots of Chinese
people were employed in picking up
garbage, and if there wasn’t anylitter
they wouldlose their jobs. How would
people eat whenall the trash was gone?
‘The debate had noclear resolution,
other than effectively ending Green
English.

The experience changed you, but not
necessarily in the way you'd expect. It
was a bad job for hard-coreidealists,
most ofwhom endedupfrustrated and
unhappy. Pragmatists survived, and the
smart onesset small daily goals: learning
a new Chinese phrase or teaching a
poem to a class ofeager students. Long-
term plans tended to be abandoned.
Flexibility was important, and so was a
sense of humor. There had been noth-
ing funny about the Peace Corps bro-
chures, and the typical Americanviewof
the developing world was deadly seri-
ous—there were countries to be saved
and countries to be feared. That wastrue
of the Communists, too; their propa-
ganda didn’t have an ounce of humor.
But the Chinese people themselves
could be surprisingly lighthearted. They
laughed at everything about me: my
nose, the way I dressed, my use oftheir
language. It was terrible place for
somebodystiffly proud to be American.
Sometimes I thought ofthe Peace Corps
as a reverse refugee organization, dis-
placing all those lost Midwesterners, and
it was probably the only government en-
tity that taught Americans to abandon
key national characteristics. Pride, am-

 
“Wow—everything stillhas thatjust-createdsmell!”

bition, impatience, the instinct to con-
trol, the desire to accumulate, the mis-
sionary impulse—all ofit slipped away.

t the shop, a few Strange Stones
looked like food. This has always

been a popular Chinese artistic motif,
and I recognized oldfavorites: a rock-
hard head of cabbage, a stony strip of
bacon. But in my nervousness most
of the shapes looked the same to me.I
selected one at random and asked the
price.

“Two thousand yuan,” the shopkeeper
said. He saw me recoil—thatwas nearly
two hundred andfifty dollars. “But we
can go cheaper,” he added quickly.

“You know,’ Goettig said to me, “noth-
ing else in here would break if it fell.”

Hewas right—it was all Strange in a
strictly solid sense. Whyhad a jade ship
been there in the first place? As last re-
sort, I hoped that Goettig’s size might
discourage violence. He was six feet one
and well built, with close-cropped hair
and a sharp Germanic nose that the
Chinese found striking. But I had never
known anybodygentler, andwe shuffled
meekly toward the door. The men were
still standing there. “Pm sorry,” said. “I
don’t thinkwe wantto buyanything.”

The shopkeeperpointed at the pile of
green shards. “Zermeban?” hesaid softly.
“Whatare you going to do about this?”

Goettig and I conferred, and we de-
cided to start at fifty yuan. He took the
bill out of his wallet—the equivalent of
six dollars. The shopkeeper accepted it
without a word. All the way across the
parkinglot, I expected to feel a hand on
myshoulder. I started the Cherokee,

spun the tires, and veered back onto
Highway 110. I wasstill shaking when
we reached the city ofZhangjiakou. We
pulled over at a truck stop for lunch;
I guzzled tea to calm my nerves. The
waitress became excitedwhenshelearned
we were Americans.

“Our boss has been to America!” she
said. “T'll go get her!”
The boss was middle-aged, with dyed

hair the color ofshoe black. She came to
our table and presented a business card,
with a flourish. Oneside ofthe card was
in Chinese, the other in English:

United Sources of America,Inc.
Jin Fang Liu
Deputy Director of Operations
China
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Embossed in gold was a knockoff of
the Presidential Seal ofthe United States.
It lookeda lotlike the original, except for
the eagle: the Zhangjiakou breed had
pudgy wings, a thick neck, andlegs like
drumsticks. Even ifit dropped the shield
and arrows, I doubted that this bird
would be capable offlight. The cornerof
the card said, in small print:

President Gerald R. Ford
Honorary Chairman

“What kind of companyis this?” I
asked.

“We're in the restaurantbusiness here
in Zhangjiakou,” the woman said. She
told me that her daughterlived in Roa-
noke, Virginia, where she ran another
restaurant.

I pointed at the cornerof the card.
“Doyou knowwhothatis?”

“Fu Te,” Ms. Jin said proudly, using
the Chinese version of Ford’s name.
“Heused to be President of the United
States.”

“What does he have to do with this
restaurant?”

“Tt’s just an honorary position,” Ms.
Jin said. She waved her hand in a way
that suggested, No need to tellMr. Fu Te
about our little truck stop in Zhangjiakou!

Ms.Jin gave us a discountandtold us to
come back anytime.

Westopped in the cityofJining for the
night. The temperature had plummeted
into the teens; the rain had turned to
snow; I pulled into thefirst hotel I could
find. It had a Mongol name—the Ulan-
qab—and the lobbywas so big: thatit con-
tained a bowling alley. We registered at
the front desk, surroundedbythe crash of
balls and pins, and by now I had a pretty
good idea where this trip was headed.

ravelling with Goettig was always a
calculated risk. Interesting things

happened when he was around, and he
was unflappable, but his standards of
comfort and safety were so low that he
essentially had no judgment. Ofall the
Midwestern refugees I had known in the
Peace Corps, he had comethefarthest,
and he seemedtheleastlikely everto re-
turn home. Whenourgroupfirstmet for
departure from San Francisco, Goettig
had shown up with the smallest pile of
luggage. He carried less than a hundred
dollars, his entire life savings.
Hewas from southwestern Minnesota,

where he had been raised by a single

mother. She had two children by the age
ofnineteen, and after that she foundjobs
wherever she could—bartending, office
work, waitressing at the Holiday Inn.
Eventually, she took a position on the pro-
ductionline ofa factory that manufactured
bread-bag ties, in Worthington, Minne-
sota, a town often thousand people. The
family stayed in a successionoftrailer
courts and rental apartments, and much of
their homelife revolved around motorcy-
cles. Goettig’s motherwas a devoted biker,
and in the summer they attended Harley-
Davidsonrallies and rodeos around the
Midwest. He watched his mother’s friends
compete in events like Monkey in the
‘Tree, in which a woman leaps from the
back of a motorcycle to a low-hanging
rope, where she dangles while the man
continues around an obstacle course, re-
turning so that the womancandrop down
perfectly onto the seat. Another contest
involves seeingwhichwoman onthe back
ofa moving bike can take the biggest bite
out of a hot dog hanging from string.
When Goettig first told me about these
events, I realized that I hadn’t seen any-
thing stranger in China. Goettig said that
he had always disliked motorcycles.
Hewasthe only onein his familywho

enjoyed reading. After high school, he
had majoredin English at the University
of Minnesota at Morris, and then he
went to graduate school at the Mankato
campusofthe state university. While
studying for his master’s, he applied to
the Peace Corps. He'd seen commercials
as a child, and he figured it was the best
way to go overseas forfree.

In China, he was assigned to a job
teaching English in Leshan, a small city
in southern Sichuan Province. With two
other volunteers, he organized a play: a
student version of“Snow White.” Soon,

college administrators recognized an op-
portunity for publicity, and they devel-
oped travelling variety show. The other
Peace Corps volunteers quickly washed
their hands of the project, but Goettig
was game for anything. He went on the
road with “Snow White,” travelling by
bus to small towns around the province,
performing at middle schools three times
a day. Originally, the Woodsmanwas a
villain, but college officials insisted that
the play end with a morefavorable view
ofthe proletariat, so the Woodsman re-
formed andgave self-criticism. As part of

the variety show, a student sang Richard
Marx’s “Right Here Waiting,” a brass
band played the “Internationale,” and
Goettig went onstage with a blue guitar
and sang “lake Me Home, Country
Roads.” He was mobbed for autographs
everywhere. During the bumpy rides be-
tween towns, the “Snow White” players
sang songs at the top oftheir lungs, and
gorged on raw sugarcane, spitting the
pulp onto thefloor of the bus. Goettig
told me that those were the longest ten
days ofhis Peace Corpsservice.
He learned Chinese quickly. The

Peace Corps gave us two and a half
months ofintensive training uponarrival,
and after that we could hire tutors ifwe
wished. Butthe best strategy was simply
to wander around, talking to people in
the street. Goettig had the ideal person-
ality for this: he was patient and curious
andtireless. He was also, as the Chinese
like to say, a very good drinker.

One autumn, he journeyed to Xin-
jiang, a wild region in China's far west.
He campedalone in the Tian Shan
Mountains, and oneday, while hiking off
trail, he clambered over some rocks and
was bitten on the finger by a snake. First
the finger swelled, then the hand.It took
four hours to make it back to Uriimgi,
the provincial capital. By then, the swell-
ing had spread to his arm; the pain was
excruciating. He found a public phone
and called the Peace Corps medical
officer in Chengdu. She recognized
the symptoms: it soundedlike a tissue-
killing venomous snake, and he needed
to get to a hospital, fast.

Heasked bystanders for directions,
and a young Chinese woman offered to
help. She spoke perfect English, which
was unusual, and she was dressed in a
bright-orange sleeveless sweater that hung
loose from her upper bodylike a bell. At
the time, Goettig thought that thewoman
seemedslightly strange, but he wasn’t in
a position to worry aboutit. She accom-
panied him to the hospital, where doc-
tors sliced open the bitten finger. They
had some traditional Chinese medicine;
Goettig figured it was agood sign that the
boxshowed apicture ofa snake. The doc-
tors used a mortar and pestle to grind up
thepills, and then they shoved the pow-
der directly into the incision.
The swelling continued to spread.

Goettig’s arm turned purpleat the joints,
where the venom was rupturing capillar-
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ies. By evening, he realized that the
womanin the orange sweater was com-

pletely insane. She had broughther lug-
gage to the hospital; she refusedto leave
his side; she told everybody that she was
his official translator. She wouldn't an-
swer any personal questions—Goettig
still had no idea how she had learned
English. Whenever he asked her name,

she responded, “My nameis . . . Friend.”
Every time shesaid this, it
soundedcreepier, until he
finally gave up on the ques-
tions. She spent the nightin
a chair at the footofhis bed.

The next day, the doctorscut
open the hand three timesto
shove more powderinside.
The pain was intense, but at
least Goettig wasable to per-
suade some nurses to kick the crazy
woman out. After the third day, the
swelling began to subside; he stayed in
the hospital for a week. He was so broke
that the Peace Corps medical officer had
to wire moneytocover thebill, which
wasless than a hundred andfifty dollars.
His hand recovered fully. He never saw
the woman in the orange sweater again.

Asolitary bowlerwas hammering the

pins when we checked out of the
Ulangab Hotel. At the entrance to High-
way 110, the local government had
erected a sign with changeable numbers,
like the scoreboard at Fenway Park:

As of This Month
This Stretch of Road
Has Had 65 Accidents and 31 Fatalities

Yesterday's storm hadpassed,but the
temperature was still in the teens. From
Jining to Hobhot the highway crossed
empty steppe—low, snow-coveredhills.
Wepassed Liberation trucks that were
stopped dead ontheroad; their fuellines
had frozen, probably because of water
in their tanks. After fifteen miles, we
crested a hill and saw line ofhundreds
ofvehicles stretching all the way to the
horizon: trucks, sedans, Jeeps. Nobody
was moving, and everybody was honk-
ing; an orchestra of horns howled into
the wind. Never had I imagined that a
trafficjam could occur in such a desolate
place.

Weparked the Cherokee and con-
tinued on foot to the gridlock, where
drivers explained what had happened.It
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hadall started with a few trucks whose
fuel lines had frozen. Other motorists
began to pass them on the two-lane

road, and occasionally they encountered
a stubborn oncomingcar. Drivers faced
off, honking, while the line of vehicles
grewbehind them;eventually it became
impossible to movein either direction.

Somehadtried to go offroad, and usu-
ally they madeit fifty yards before get-

ting stuck. Menin loafers

slipped in the snow,trying
to dig out cars with their
bare hands. There was no
sign ofpolice or traffic con-

trol. Meanwhile, truckers
had crawled beneath their
vehicles, where theylit road
flares and held them up to
the frozen fuel lines. The

wabienie had a certain beauty: thestark,
snow-covered steppes, the endless line
of vehicles, the orange flames dancing
beneath blue Liberation trucks.

“You should go upthere and get a pic-
ture ofthose truckers,” Goettig said.

“You should geta picture,” I said. “Tm
not getting anywhere near those guys.”

Atlast, here on the unmarked Mon-
golian plains, we had crossed the shad-
owy line that divides Strange from Stu-

pid. We watchedtheflares for a while
and then took the back roads to Hohhot.
The momentwearrived, the Chero-

kee’s starter failed; we push-started the
thing and madeit to a garage. The me-
chanic chain-smoked State Guest ciga-
rettes the whole time he worked on the
engine, but after Highway 110it seemed
as harmlessas a sparkler on the Fourth
ofJuly.

he hardest thing about the Peace
Corps, they said, was going home.

Near the endofour twoyears, the orga-
nization held a pre-departure conference.
They handed out job-search materials,
and they talked about howwe mightfeel
when we got back to America and peo-
ple said things like “I didn’t know they
still had the Peace Corps.” A few volun-
teers sat for the foreign-service exam.
Oneofthem got halfway through and
couldn't take it seriously; for the essay
section he wrote about how his world
view had beeninfluenced bythe film “Air
Force One.” The others passed the exam
butfailed the interview. Over the years,I
came to know more volunteers whoalso

took that exam,and all ofthem werebe-
fuddled by the process—virtually noth-
ing they had learned in the field seemed
relevant.

From the beginning, the Peace Corps
had represented a type of foreign aid,
but another goal had been to produce
Americans with knowledge about the
outside world which could benefit their
own country. Theorganization had been
inspired in part by the 1958 book “The
Ugly American,” which criticized a top-
down approach to foreign affairs. At
somelevel, I came away with a deep
faith in the transformative powerofthe

Peace Corps: everybody I knew hadbeen
changed forever by the experience. But
these changes were of the sort that gen-
erally made peopleless likely to work for
the government. Volunteers tended to
be individualists to begin with, and few
were ambitious in the traditional sense.
Once abroad, they learned tolive with a
degree of chaos, which madeit hard to
have faith in the possibility of sweeping
change.

Manyof mypeers in China eventu-
ally becameteachers. It was partly be-
cause we had been educational volun-
teers, but it also had to do with the skills
we developed—theflexibility, the sense
of humor, the willingness to handle any-
thing an eighth grader could throwatus.
A few becamewriters and journalists;
some went to graduate school. Others
continued to wander, and Goettig stayed
in China for years. During summer, he
worked for the Peace Corps,training
new volunteers, and therest of the time
he picked up odd jobs: writing freelance
newspaperstories, working part-time as
a translator and researcher. Periodically,
he came through Beijing and slept on
my couch for a week. The term ofPeace
Corpsservice is lifetime when it comes
to guests. SometimesI had three or four
ex-volunteers staying in my apartment,
all of them big Midwesterners drinking
Yanjing beer and laughing about old
times.

In the southwestern city ofKunming,
Goettig opened a bar with a Chinese
partner. They found space in an old
bombshelter; the lease explicitly stated
that they had to abandonthe premisesif
China went to war. They had two pool
tables and a stage for bands. Not long
after they opened, there was a bad knife
fight—oneofthe bartenders got stabbed
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multiple times, and part ofa lung had to
be removed. The bar didn’t have much
business, and Goettig and his partner
barely scraped together enough money
to cover the medical bills. Goettig had
named the place the Speakeasy.
The year after we drove across north-

ern China, Goettig finally returned to
the United States. He wasthirty years
old and nearly broke. He went back to
southwestern Minnesota, but he couldn’t
imagineliving there again; after a month,
he caught a Greyhound bus heading
south. Some other former volunteers
were living in Starkville, Mississippi; they

let Goettig crash in their home and found
him a job teaching English to foreign
students at Mississippi State. It paid
twenty-four thousand dollars for the
school year. When Goettig looked into
teacher-certification programs, hereal-
ized that they took almost as long as law
school. Fle bought some books about the
L.S.A.T., studied on his own, and scored
offthe charts. The next time I saw him,
he wasliving on Riverside Drive, study-
ing at Columbia Law School. In his
spare time, he did Chinese-language re-
search for Human Rights Watch. Even-
tually, he became the editor-in-chief of
Columbia's Journal ofAsian Law. He

wore a certain expression I recognized
from China—slightly stunned, little
overwhelmed, completely out ofhis ele-
ment. He had no idea where this was
going, but he was happy to hang on for
theride.

t the endofthe drive, we followed
Highway 215 to the Tibetan Pla-

teau. The two-lane road was flanked by
high-desert landscapes of rock and dirt,
punctuated by highway-safety propa-
ganda. Along onestretch, the government
had perchedawrecked car on spindly ten-

foot poles beside the road. The vehicle had
been smashed beyond recognition: the
front end was crumpledflat and the re-
mains of a doordangled instrips ofsteel.

Across the back were painted the words,
“Four People Died.” It was like some
gruesome version ofa children’s treat—a
Carsicle. Anothersign presentedthe speed
limit like options on a menu:

40 km/hr Is the Safest
80 km/hr Is Dangerous
100 km/hr Is Bound for the Hospital

The road climbed steeply to the bor-

der of Qinghai Province. We passed
slow-moving Liberation trucks, their en-
gines whining in the thin air; myaltime-
ter read nearly twelve thousand feet. For
a hundred and fifty miles we saw almost
no sign ofhuman habitation. There were
no gas stations or restaurants or shops;
the first town we passed had beenre-
cently razed. Roofless walls stood stark
on the plateau, lonely as the traces of
some lost empire.

In Qinghai, Goettig’s left eye began
to act up. First it watered and thenit
hurt; he sat in the passenger's seat, rub-
bing his face with his fist. We crossed

another twelve-thousand-footpass and
descended to Qinghai Lake. It’s the
largest bodyofwater in China, a salt lake
more than two hundred miles in cir-
cumference and blue as a sapphire. We
camped on the banks, pitching my tent
on a finger ofland. It was one of the
most beautiful places I had evervisited
in China, but by now Goettig could
hardly see a thing.

The next morning,helayin the tent,
moaning. “It hurts like hell,” he said. “It
just keeps burning.” He had taken out
his contacts, but his eyes still hurt; he
asked how many hours it would be to
Xining, the provincial capital. “Maybe
we'll have to find an eye doctor in Xi-
ning,” he said. It occurred to me that
this was the most ominoussentence Jd
heard in aboutsix thousand miles. The
eye would eventually recover, and he
later learned that the problem had been
caused by his contact lenses. In Kun-
ming,a friend hadtold him that a local
shop wasselling Johnson &Johnson
lenses for half the usual price—a great
deal, and Goettig stocked up. It turned
out that the contacts were counterfeit.
‘That became a new rule: when in Kun-
ming, don’t buy contactlenses onsale.
China was full of lessons; we were still
learning every day. Don't hike off trail
in Xinjiang. Don’t shop for Strange
Stones in a bad part of Hebei. Don’t
hang out with people wholight flares
understalled trucks. Driving alongside
the lake, we passed anotherCarsicle,al-
though Goettig’s eyes were watering so
badly he couldn’t see it. He weptall
the way across Qinghai—he wept along
the salt lake’s barren banks, and he wept
past the stranded Carsicle, and he wept
through the long descent from the roof
ofthe world. ¢  
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Obama “underestimates the importance ofconfronting ideological differences,” Barney Frank says. Photograph by Martin Schoeller.
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PROFILES

BARNEY'S GREAT ADVENTURE
The most outspoken man in the Housegets some realpower.

f the four hundred andthirty-five
members of the House of Repre-

sentatives, Barney Frankis the only one
whosepublic remarks have been collected
ina bookofquotations(“FrankTalk: The
WitandWisdom ofBarney Frank,” pub-
lished in 2006). Heis also the only con-
gressman whosefight against the im-
peachmentofPresident Bill Clinton has
been the subject ofa documentary, which
was shownto acclaim at film festivals
around the country (“Let’s Get Frank,”
directed by Bart Everly). Frank is not the
only member of Congress to have been
the subject of a full-scale biography, but
the accountofhis life, written by a former
aide named Stuart E. Weisberg, to be
published by the UniversityofMassachu-
setts Press later this year, will likely rank
among the more exhaustive and admiring
books ever printed about a sitting mem-
ber ofthe House, whois described as “ar-
guably the most unique andfascinating,
certainly the most entertaining political
figure in Washington.”

Thetitle of the book suggests the
basis for the widespreadinterest: “Barney
Frank: The Story of America’s Only
Left-Handed, Gay, Jewish Congress-
man.” Nowsixty-eight years old, Frank
has represented Massachusetts’s Fourth
Congressional District since 1981, and
he remains best known for his decision,
in 1987, to reveal that he is gay, becom-
ing the first member of Congress to do
so voluntarily. At the time, the disclosure
provoked more curiosity than contro-
versy, but, two years later, Stephen
Gobie,aprostitutewhom Frank had pa-
tronized and then befriended, madea se-
ries of lurid allegations about him—
claiming that they had had sex in the
House gym and that Frank had permit-
ted Gobie to run a prostitution ring out
of his home. An investigation by the
House Ethics Committee failed to sub-
stantiate those charges, though it deter-
mined that Frankhad written a mislead-
ing letter ofrecommendation for Gobie

BY JEFFREY TOOBIN

and had Gobie’s parking tickets waived.
Nevertheless, Frank was reélected with

ease, and he becamea pointed critic of

the Republicans who took controlofthe
House in 1994 and a passionate oppo-
nent ofClinton’s impeachment, in 1998.
A wittyandeffective presence on the
House floor and in committee rooms,
Frankin recentyears hassettled into the
roles of wise guy and wise man of the
Democratic Party. (Conservatives “be-
lieve that life begins at conception and
ends at birth,” he once remarked. More
recently, he noted that Barack Obama’s
continued insistence that we have one
Presidentat a time “overstates the num-
ber of Presidents we have.”) In a 2006
poll ofCapitol Hill staffers by Washing-
tonian, published shortly before the elec-
tions that gave Democrats control ofthe
House for the first time in twelve years,
Frank was voted the brainiest, funniest,
and mosteloquent congressman—a no-
table achievement, since he often speaks
in a barely comprehensible mumble.

During the financialcrisis this fall,

Frank’s status as a gay trailblazer sud-
denly seemed remote andirrelevant.
After the Democrats’ victory, he became
chairman of the Committee on Finan-
cial Services, and Nancy Pelosi, the
Speaker of the House, designated him
the Democrats’ chiefnegotiator with the
Bush Administration on legislation to
address the crises in the banking and
auto industries. “Throughthisall, the
quarterback for us is Barney,”Pelosi told
me. “He's solution-oriented, respectful
of different perspectives, and brilliant.
Andit’s brilliance that saves time, be-

cause he simplifies the complex for us.
Heis an enormously valuableintellectual
resource for the Congress.”

For the first time in more than forty
years ofpubliclife, Frank has real power,
andheis wieldingit in a characteristically
idiosyncratic manner. He remains a na-
tional symbolofoutré sexuality as well as
a rare wit in generally humor-deficient

Washington. But in Congress heis
thought of no longer simply as a liberal
of the old school (which he is) but also
as a grind. His expertise is in one of the
least glamorous subjects on the national
agenda—housing, particularly rental
housing for poor people—andheis using
that knowledge to confront the nation’s
economic crisis. “For Barney, the ques-
tion has always been: Whatworks? What
can governmentdoto see that people
have the decent necessities oflife?” his sis-
ter Ann Lewis, the longtime Democratic
activist, says. “Now he’s right there. Bar-
ney's been preparing for this moment for
his entirelife.”

he contours of Frank’s Massachu-
setts district have shifted over the

years, buthis political base has long been
the liberal, heavily Jewish suburbs of
Newton and Brookline. (Brookline was
once part of the district represented by
Tip O'Neill, the former Speaker of the
House, but he surrendered it to Frank’s
predecessor, Father Robert Drinan,say-
ing, according to Frank, “I can’t take all
the phonecalls. ‘Those niceJewish ladies
even call when they agree with you!”)
Much ofthe campus ofBoston College,
a Jesuit institution, also lies within
Frank's district, and two days after the
recentelection he paid visit to the B.C.
Real Estate Council, an alumni group.

Boston College has become a major
national university in recent years, but
the hundredor so older graduates at the
luncheonreflected the school’s Irish-
Catholic roots. Frank ambled to the po-
dium in his standard uniform: a mono-
chromatic suit, a white shirt, and a rep
tie. The look is an improvementon the
dishevelled attire that was once his trade-
mark. WhenFrankwas runningforstate
representative in Boston, in the early

nineteen-seventies, a campaign poster

featured his photograph and the words
“Neatness Isn't Everything.” In conver-
sation, and even in his speeches, Frank
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often refers to his lifelong struggle to lose
weight, but heis well into his seventh de-
cade, and that battle seems to have been
lost, a plight accentuated by his apparent
tendency to buy shirts in his aspirational,
rather than his actual, size.

Frank never speaks from a prepared
text, and hetalks so quickly that tran-
scription is nearly impossible. His stafTin
Washington sometimes posts videos of
his remarks on the Webinstead. Frank
has lived in Massachusetts since he was a
freshman at Harvard,in the late nineteen-
fifties, but his accentis still marked by a
virulentstrain ofhis native NewJersey—
he is from Bayonne. (Early in Frank’s
congressional career, Toby Moffett, a
representative from Connecticut,jokingly
asked for U.N.-style simultaneoustrans-
lations of Frank’s remarks during com-
mittee hearings.)

Frank rarely smiles, even when he’s
being funny. “There are three lies politi-
cians tell,” he told the real-estate group.
“Thefirst is “We ran against each other but
are still good friends,’ That's never true.
‘The secondis ‘I like campaigning.’ Any-
one whotells you they like campaigning is

2either a liar or a sociopath. ‘Then, there's ‘I
hate to say I told you so.’” He went on,
“Everybodylikes to say‘I told you so.’ I
have found personally thatit is one ofthe
fewpleasures that improves with age. I can
say ‘I told you so’ without taking pill be-
fore, during, orafter I doit.” A priest and
several older men at mytable realized that
Frank was talking about sex, and, embar-
rassed, they stared at their hands. But
the momentpassed quickly. In Frank’s
district, at least, his homosexuality pro-
vokeslittle controversy, even at a Catholic
school. (Elsewhere, Frank no longer cen-
sors his ribald sense of humor. Not long
ago, Paul Begala, the political strategist,
was speaking at a fund-raiser for a gay-
rights group and said, “Whentold myfa-
ther, back in Texas, that I was speaking to
an L.G.B.T. group, he said that sounded
like a sandwich.” From the audience,

Frankcalled out, “Sometimes it is!”)
Frank told the group at Boston Col-

lege that he predicted, and might have
prevented, the real-estate crisis that
has engulfed the economy. By this time,

many aspects of the crisis were well
known. The end of the housing bubble

 

 

 

      

 

‘Tblameallthe violent cavepaintings.”

had caused homevalues to plummet and
mortgage defaults to rise, particularly
among subprime borrowers. Many
financial-services firms had assembled
mortgages and boughtandsold them as
securities, and the value of those assets
had also declined sharply—a develop-
mentthat devastated the firms. The in-
vestment banks Bear Stearns and Leh-
man Brothers had closed their doors, and
the financial-services industrywas on the
brinkofcollapse, even after Congress au-
thorized an emergency seven-hundred-
billion-dollar bailout, in October.

According to Frank, at the root ofthe
real-estate crisis was a misguided notion
that homeownership should be available
to all people—what President Bush has
called “the ownership society.” “The
‘I told youso’ here is that homeownership
is a nice thing butit is not suitable for ev-
erybody,” Frank said at Boston College.
“There are people in this society who
don’t have enough money to be home-
owners, and there are people whoselives
are not sufficiently integrated for them to
take on the responsibility to be a home-
owner. And we did too much pushing of
people into inappropriate mortgages and
into homeownership.” Hesaid thatmany
people would always be renters, and that
there was nothingwrong with this. “We
needto get back in the business ofbuild-
ing rental housing and preserving the
housingwe have,” hesaid.

In one respect, Frank went on, the
currentcrisis has had a salutary effect:
homeprices have fallen, making homes
more affordable for those whostill have
the money to buy them. “Butwe need to
be bringing down thecost ofhousing in
an orderly way, like by building new
housing to increase the supply,” he said.
“We've brought the cost down little bit
in a less orderly way. I tend to eat when
I'm understress. I want to lose twenty-
five pounds—butnot by Sunday. And
that's howhomeprices have come down.”
(Frank speaks incessantly about food. In
“Let's Get Frank,” he complains about
the low-fat provisions given to Demo-
cratic members of the Judiciary Com-
mittee during the impeachmentdebate.
Referring to Dick Gephardt, who was
the Minority Leader at the time, Frank
says, “They gotall this jelly-doughnut
shit in there, and | gotta eat this
stuff. ... Gephardt’s a sheygets—whaddaya
expect from Gephardt?” Sheygets is Yid-
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dish for a male Gentile, and thus one
whocannotbe trusted to provide accept-
able snacks.)

Frank arrived in Congress when the
Reagan Administration was withdraw-
ing the federal government from the
business ofbuilding housingforthe poor.
Atthe time,it was clear that the private
sectorhadlittle incentive to build low-in-
comehousingwithout governmentassis-
tance in the form of tax breaks or subsi-
dies. The Reagan Administration assisted
low-income renters by offering them
vouchers to help them pay rent and by
providing tax credits to local developers
who built low-income housing. In sub-
sequent years, Frank has fought with
intermittent success to preserve such pro-
grams from major budgetcuts.

In 2001, Frank embraced a new ap-
proach. That year, Bernie Sanders, then a
representative from Vermont, sponsored
a bill to create a governmenttrust fund
that would be used for building and ren-
ovating low-income housing. Sanders’s
legislation didn’t pass, but the idea was
later reintroduced, and Frank backed a
proposal for funding the trust with a por-
tion ofthe annual revenue ofFannie Mae
and Freddie Mac—the Federal National
Mortgage Association and the Federal

Home Mortgage Corporation, the two
giant, government-backed mortgage
companies. The funding for the trust
would be automatic—notsubject to an-
nual congressional approval. “I realized,
because housing has been a backwater,
getting appropriations for housing is
going to be tough,” Frank told me. “First
ofall, ifyou wantto build housing, it can’t
be year by year. You know,it’s construc-
tion. But, two, I'm finding money outside
the appropriations process, money from
Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac. So I can
do a lot ofunits without directly compet-
ing for the appropriations.”

The idea was based on a variety of
similar programsat the state and local
levels, In the past few decades, govern-
ments across the country have set up
nearly six hundred trust funds to build
low-incomehousing,typically bycollect-
ing small taxes or fees from real-estate
transactions. “There was positive buzz
for what was happening with state and
local trust funds, but the amounts were
really a drop in the bucket,” Barbara
Sard, the director ofhousing policy at the

left-leaning Center on Budget and Pol-

   
‘You talkin’ to me?”

icy Priorities, said. “But the dream for
making a real difference in low-income
rental housing has been to do it at the
federal level, and that’s what Barney has
been trying to do.”

In 2007, Frank used his influence as
committee chairman to insure that the
housing trust-fund bill finally passed the
House. In 2008, a similar measure made
it through the Senate as part ofa larger
bill, which President Bush signed. By
that time, however, Fannie and Freddie
were miredin debt, and thevalueoftheir
shares was collapsing. And, because
Frank's committeewas supposed to over-
see the two mortgage giants, he faced
questions about what he might have
doneto avoidthecatastrophe.

he Committee on Financial Ser-
vices, which has seventy members, is

one ofthe biggest panels in Congress.(It
was known as the Banking, Finance, and
Urban Affairs Committee until theDem-
ocrats lost control of the House in 1994,
and Frank attributes the change to “Re-
publican political correctness.”) Congres-
sional hearings customarily begin with
statements from members,apractice that
can take hours. Frank and Michael Oxley,
the Ohio Republican whowas his prede-
cessor as chairman, shared a distaste for
the tradition, and together they were

knownas the “impatient caucus.” Still,
Frank allows his colleagues to speak
briefly before a hearing, and, on Octo-
ber 21st, Scott Garrett, a conservative Re-
publican from NewJersey, used his time

to attack Frank—in particular, his claim
that he had anticipated thecrisis.

“Before we are able to go forward
with new and important changes to the
over-all regulatory structure for our
financial-services industry, I do believe
that it is essential that we better under-
standjust howwegotinto this problem,”
Garrett said. “Now, one of the main
parts ofthe problem waspoorregulation
in the past, specifically in the area ofFan-
nie and Freddie.” According to Garrett,

“our distinguished chairman” had no
right “to claim the mantle of being a
champion of reform with Fannie and
Freddie.” On the contrary, Garrett ar-
gued, he and other Republicans had
wantedto “raise the capital levels, to re-
duce the retained portfolios, to lower the
conforming loan limits.”

Garrett's accusations were genteel
compared with those madebyBill
OReilly, a fewweeks earlier, when Frank
appeared on his show on Fox News.
“You blame everybody else! You're a
coward!” O'Reilly bellowed. “In any pri-
vate concern, youre out on your butt!

But not here in the federal government!”
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Frank, in turn, berated O'Reilly for his
“ranting” and “stupidity.” (The confron-
tation has been viewed more than a mil-
lion times on YouTube.)

At the hearing, Frank responded tes-
tily to Garrett. “The purpose ofthis hear-
ing wasto be forward-looking,” he began.
“AndI had hopedwe could focus onthat.
But, after the gentleman from NewJer-
sey’s comments in having decried parti-
sanship, he then practiced it. It does seem
to me to be importantto set the record
clearly beforeus.” Frank pointed out that
when Garrett had attempted to tighten
regulations on Fannie and Freddie, Re-
publicans had controlled the House. “Had
a Republican majority been in favor of
passing that bill, they would have done
it,” Frank said. “Now hehasclaimedthat
it was we Democrats—myself—who
blocked things. The number ofoccasions
on which either Newt Gingrich or Tom
DeLayconsulted me about the specifics
oflegislation are far fewer than the gen-
tleman from NewJersey seemsto think.

“I will acknowledge that during the
twelve years ofRepublicanrule I was un-
able to stop them from impeaching Bill
Clinton,” Frank went on. “I was unable
to stop them from interfering in Terri
Schiavo’s husband's affairs. I was unable
to stop their irresponsible tax cuts, the
war in Iraq, and a Patriot Act that did
notinclude civil liberties.” In other words,
Frankinsisted, if the Republicans had
wanted to try to prevent the mortgage
crisis, they would have hadplenty ofop-
portunities to do so.

Frank and I discussed hisrole in the
housingcrisis at his district headquar-
ters, in a small office building in New-
ton. His boyfriend, Jim Ready, who
runs an awning company in Maine, had
just returned from Whole Foods with
Frank’s lunch,a salad, which he waseat-
ing with a noticeable lack ofenthusiasm.
Frank explainedthat hefirst became in-
terested in housing duringhis service, in
the late sixties, as the top aide to Kevin
White, who was then the mayor ofBos-
ton. Thecityhad along history of build-
ing public housing, mostly high-rises,
and White pledged to encourage the
construction of small apartment com-
plexes, in keeping with the scale ofmost
Boston neighborhoods.

“Atfirst, when you talk about afford-
able housing and subsidized housing,
people immediately ask, “Whatsort of
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public housing?” Frank said. “‘Is it run
by the city, like Cabrini-Green?’ "—
a notorious, now demolished project
in Chicago. “And we long ago learned
how notto do that, butthatstill was in
people's heads. Andifyou can do a word-
association test, where a picture floated
out in people’s heads, there would be these
sterile high-rises. Andit struck me,before
I conceptualized this, that the answerto
that was public-private partnership, that
that’s the way to do affordable housing.
And thenit struck me: You knowwhat?
This is the modelfor other things. Pub-
lic-private-sector codperation.”
When White was mayor, one of the

most infamous public-housing projects
in the city was Columbia Point, in Dor-
chester. The project was said to be so
dangerous that ambulances refused to
enter it withouta police escort. In a pro-
cess begun underWhite, and shepherded
in its early days by Frank, Columbia Point
was turned overto a private developer,
who converted it to a mixed-income
community, which included housing for
the poor and market-rent apartments for
the more affluent. “Barneyis a real capi-
talist,” Joe Corcoran, the developer who
took over Columbia Point, told me. “He
understands thatwe have to makea profit.
Barneyis the smartest politician I've ever
seen, I have no problem with him being
gay, or being Jewish. I like Jews. I like
doing business with Jews. They know
how to makea deal.”

Frank’s experience in city hall in Bos-
ton led to an impatience with abstrac-
tions. Herecalled a comment by Law-
rence Summers, the formerpresident of
Harvard, who will be the director of the
National Economic Council in the
ObamaAdministration: “Larry said, ‘Oh,
well, in the history of the world, nobody
ever washed a rented car.’ Well, people
washleasedcars all the time. And, sec-
ondly, poorpeople don't rentcars.It’sjust
one of thoseirrelevant things.” Frank
went on, “In 2004, it was Bush who
started to push Fannie and Freddie into
subprime mortgages, because they were
boasting about how they were expanding
homeownership for low-incomepeople.
AndI said at the time, ‘Hey—{a) this is
going to jeopardize their profitability, but
(b) it’s going to put people in homes
they can’t afford, and they're gonna lose
them.’” (In a recent op-ed piece in the
WallStreetJournal, Lawrence B. Lindsey,

a former economic adviser to President
Bush, wrote that Frank “is the only poli-
tician I know whohas argued that we
needed tighter rules that intentionally
produce fewer homeowners and more
renters.”) Frank recalled with disdain a
Bush Administration proposal to allow
timelimits on rental vouchers for poor
people. “Theysaid, ‘Well, don't you agree
that we should limit the amount oftime
people have a voucher?’ said, ‘Yes, ifyou
limit the amountof time they can be
poor—‘fm sorry, you can only be poor

for four years.”””
In 2005, while the Democrats were

still in the minority, Frank contributed to
a bipartisan effort to put his objectives—
tighter regulation of Fannie and Freddie
and new funds for rental housing—into
law. At the time, Fannie and Freddie
were regulated by a small agency within
the Department of Housing and Urban
Development; the bill proposed to create
an independent agency to monitor their
operations. Frank and Michael Oxley,
who was then chairman of the Financial
Services Committee, achieved broad bi-
partisan support for the bill in the com-
mittee, and it passed the House. But the
Senate never voted on the measure, in
part because President Bush waslikely to
vetoit. “Ifit had passed, that would have
been one ofthe wayswe could have reined
in the bowling ball going downhill called
housing,” Oxley told me. “Barney, to
some extent, is misunderstood—with this
image ofhim asa fierce partisan. Heis an
institutionalist. He believes in the House
andin the process. He eschews the grand-
standing style that so many members use
and prefers to workbehindthe scenes and
get something done.”

rank’s prescience on the housingcri-
sis should not be overstated, because

Fannie and Freddie represented only one
aspect ofthe problem.“Fannie and Fred-
die were contributors to the bubble, but
they camelate in thereallybad loans, after
the private issuers like Merrill and Citi-
group,’ Dean Baker, the co-director of
the Center for Economic and Policy Re-
search, in Washington,said. “The law
probably would have curtailed their lend-
ing, but it’s hard to say it would have
made anydifference. The real problem
was outside of Fannie and Freddie, with
the banks, and nobody in Congress was
talking aboutit.”
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Frank hopes that the housing trust
fund won't have torely entirely on Fannie
and Freddie for money. Heintendsto se-
cure additional funding from, among
other sources, the Federal Housing Ad-
ministration, a division of the Depart-
ment of Housing and Urban Develop-
ment which insures mortgages. Specif-
ically, he wants to fund the trust with
profits from an F.H.A. program that
allows older homeowners to borrow
money against the equity in their homes.
“We're going to expand that program,
which makes money for the federal gov-
ernment,andstart with part of the pro-
fits fromit,” Frank told me.“Ifyou know
how the governmentworks, you can find
ways to do what you want.”

The numberof housing units that will
be built or renovatedwith funds from the
trustis likely to be modest atfirst. (Frank
declined to provide an estimate.) But the
moneywill be available to both nonprofit
and commercial developers, fulfilling
Frank's longtime goal ofpromoting pub-
lic-private partnerships. “Barney has been
our champion in the House, and he has
been unbelievably effective,” Sheila Crow-
ley, the president ofthe National LowIn-
come Housing Coalition, which lobbied
for the establishment of the trust, said.
“Lf the bill hadn’t come out of Barney's
committee to the House with universal
Democratic support and strong support
from moderate Republicans, the Senate
wouldn't have paid any attention. But
Barney gotit done.”

The bill takes effect this year, butit’s
unclear whether the housingtrustwill
work as Frank expects. “I am skeptical that
a national housing trust will address the
real problems in our housing markets,”
Edward Glaeser, a Harvard economics
professorwhostudies the housing market,
said. “In manyplaces, there is a lot of
housing available at low prices. In Buffalo
and throughout the industrial Midwest,
there's loads of low-cost rental housing
available. The private sector in Houston
does a great job of providing low-cost
rental housingwithouthelp from the gov-
ernment. The question is whether this
program will make a difference in places
like New York and San Francisco, where
there is a shortage. It’s not obvious that
you wantto think aboutnew orrenovated
housing for poor Americans. Poor people
buy used cars. There's no reason to think
that used housing isn’t often the right an-
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‘Jamaica called. They want their culture back.”

s

sweras well.” Moreover,it’s notclear that

Frank's determinationto avoid the annual
congressional appropriations process

makes good public policy. “Onceyou have
funding on automatic pilot, the money is
spent regardless ofwhat otherpriorities
are there for the federal government and
whetherit’s properly targeted and properly
administered,” David John, who studies
housing as a senior fellow at the Heritage
Foundation, said. “This is whywe have an
appropriations process.” Scott Garrett,
Frank’s colleague and ideological adver-
saryon the Financial Services Committee,

told me, “Barney has a great deal offaith
in government'sability to solve people's
problems. ‘The question is whether that
faith is justified.”

hen the Republicans woncontrol of
Congress in 1994, the Democratic

leadership in the House made Franka kind
of one-man immediate-response team to
Newt Gingrich, the new House Speaker.
Frank and Gingrich sparred almost daily,
andFrankstill professes surprise that Gin-
grich took their disagreements personally,
“Barney Frank hates me,” Gingrich said at
the time. (Hewould notdiscuss the matter
forthis article.) According to Frank, Gin-
grichis a “bleeder’—a derogatory term for
a boxerwhois proneto cuts. For Frank, the
word hasparticular resonance: oneofhis
high-school classmates was Chuck Wep-
ner, a heavyweight boxer who was known
as the Bayonne Bleeder.

“Myfirst day of high school, I was sent

42 THE NEW YORKER, JANUARY 12, 2009

to the vice-principal for discipline, be-
cause I got in trouble for talking too
much,” Frank told me. “When | got to
her office, Chuck wasalready there. He'd
gotten into a fight with the toughest kid
in the school.” (In 1975, Wepner went
fifteen rounds in a heavyweight champi-
onship bout againstMuhammadAli and,
in so doing,it has been said, inspired Syl-
vester Stallone to create the character
Rocky.)

Frank’s parents, Sam and Elsie, raised
their four children in a distinctly less
rarefied setting than the ones in which
they all eventuallyarrived. Sam Frank op-
erated ‘Tooley’s Truck'Terminal, near the
mouth of the Holland Tunnel in Jersey
City. “Myfather ran a truck stop,” Frank
told me. “Hesort oflived on thefringes.
We're talking about Hudson County—
FrankHaguewas the boss—a totallycor-
ruptplace. In 1946, my father’s brother
Harry got the contract to sell cars to the
city, and ofcourse he had to give a kick-
back to the guys whoran the city. My fa-
ther was a middleman or something.”
Sam was subpoenaedtotestify before a
grand jury about the matter. He refused
and was found in criminal contempt.
“For a while, he was hiding out from the
cops in NewYork,”Frankrecalled. “I was
six years old, and once I went to see him
in the city, and we saw ‘Robin Hood,
with Errol Flynn. The next day, the cops
came to myfirst-gradeclass to interview
me, to see if I had been with mydad. My
father’s sister, Aunt Minnie, taughtat the

school. She heard about the cops coming
and wentstraight to my classroom to
break it up, so I didn’t have to talk.”

Eventually, Sam returned to NewJer-
sey, and wasjailed for refusing to testify.
“They treated him nice,” Frank said.
“They letmy mother bringhim food. He
served for about a year.” The incident
notwithstanding, Frank’s parents in-
stilled in their children a belief in the
powerof the governmentto do good.
“We had this great good fortune ofgrow-
ing up with parents whotookpolitics se-
riously,” Frank's sister Ann Lewis told
me. “The idea that people could choose
their leaders was not a small thing in the
aftermath ofWorldWar II.” Lewis, who
is two years older than Frank, said that
Frankwas outspoken even asa boy. “Our
uncle Rosie was a sportswriter, and Bar-
neywas a huge Yankeesfan, and one day
around 1950, when Barney was around
ten, Rosie brought homea talent scout
for the Yankees,” she said. “And I re-
member Barneyasking the guy why the
Yankees didn’t have any black ballplay-
ers. I was very struck bythat. I looked at
the kid, and I thought, That’s a really
tough thing to do. Good foryou.”

“Barney was a famous person at six-
teen,” Alan Dershowitz, the Harvard
LawSchoolprofessor, who dated a class-
mate ofFrank’s at Bayonne High School,
said, “Hetalked exactly like he talks now,
and he was always talking, always in-
volvedin every kind ofpolitics. Because
Bayonnewassuch sleazy place, nobody
knewwhether Barneywas going to wind
up in Congressor in jail” According to
Frank, his father was involved with the
Mafia. “Funzi Tieri, a big-time gangster
with the Genovese family, came to my
brother David's bar mitzvah, when I was

twenty-three,” he said. Sam Frank died at
the age offifty-three, while Barney was an
undergraduate at Harvard, and Barney
took a year offto help resolve the family’s
tangled financial affairs. “The Mafia guys
were very helpful to me at the time,” he
said,

All four Frank children settled far
from Bayonne. Ann Lewis, the eldest,
was the director ofcommunications in the
Clinton White House anda top aide to
Hillary Clinton during her Presidential
campaign. David Frankworks asa speech-
writer for the A.A.R.P., and Doris Breay
is an administrator at Brandeis University
whofrequently campaignsfor her brother.
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In the nineteen-seventies, Elsie Frank
moved to Boston and later became the
president of the Massachusetts Associa-
tion ofOlderAmericans, During Barney's
first reélection campaign, in 1982—a
tough race, becauseredistricting forced
him to run against another incumbent,

Margaret I eckler—Elsie was featured in
a series oftelevision commercials for her
son. She died in 2005.

arlier this fall, the Democrats in the
House hadto take sides whenHenry

Waxman, ofCalifornia, challengedJohn
Dingell, ofMichigan, for the chairman-

ship of the Committee on Energy and
Commerce, which Dingell had held for a
year. (Dingell also chaired the committee
from 1981 to 1995.) ‘The contest repre-
senteda classic ideological confrontation
between the left and the center of the
Democratic Party. As chairman of the
House oversight committee, Waxman,
an outspoken, pro-environmentliberal,
led high-profile investigations of Repub-
lican wrongdoings, while Dingell, a pro-
labor moderate, is known as a behind-
the-scenes player, often on behalf of the
automobile industry.

Frank voted for Dingell, wholost,
137-122. “I thought Henrywas making a

great mistake,” Frank told mein his office
in the Rayburn House Office Building.
“One of the advantages we have todayis
that we appear to be muchless ideologi-
cally driven than the Republicans. I think
there is a danger ofwhatwill looklike lib-
eral overreach. Weneed all the moderates
to pass legislation, even at two hundred
and fifty-seven’—the number ofDemo-
crats in the House after the 2008election.
“If Dingell and Waxman were running
ab initio, I'd vote for Waxman. But I do
think there should be some burden of
proofbefore you throw out a chairman.”

To the public, Frank looks much like
Waxman—a blunt partisan with a flair
for sound bites—but,like Dingell, he has
a record as a pragmatic legislator. He
graduated from Harvard in 1962 and
began a long, ultimately unsuccessful

quest there for a Ph.D. in government.(I
once asked him thesubject of his planned
dissertation. “The Massachusetts legisla-
ture,” he told me. Whataboutthelegisla-
ture? “I never got much fartherthan that,”
he said. He later attended Harvard Law
School, and graduated in 1977.) In the
mid-sixties, as a teaching assistant at Har-

vard, Frank lived on campus andhadtime
for non-academic pursuits. He spentfive
weeks registering black voters in Missis-
sippi, and travelled around the country as
an organizer for the activist Allard Low-
enstein, an early leader ofwhatwould be-
come the student movementofthe late
sixties. Frank also befriended a group of
young, reform-oriented politicians, who
hoped to wrest control of the common-
wealth from the long-serving Democratic
Party stalwarts who dominated state gov-
ernment. In time, his circle of politician
friends coalesced into an entity known as
the Democratic Study Group, for which
Frank served as an unpaid executive di-
rector, and which quickly came to center
on a young state representative from
Brookline named Michael Dukakis.

“At the time, Massachusetts was one
ofthe three or four most corruptstates in
the country,” Dukakis told me. “About
twenty or thirty ofus young reform types
decided to start a little organization that
would give us some clout, on basic pro-
gressive legislation and conflict-of-in-
terest and integrity stuff. We persuaded
Barney to take the Red Line down from
Harvardto be our staffpuy—forfree. He
hasn't changed. He was smart as hell and
funny as hell and worked like hell.”

In 1967, Frank was invited to work
on Kevin White’s first campaign for
mayorofBoston. White, whowas thirty-
eight, belonged to a generation of char-
ismatic young politicians—including
John V. Lindsay, in New York—who
ran on platforms dedicated to empow-
ering neighborhoods and
cooling inner-city tensions,
and he narrowly defeated
Louise Day Hicks, a former
chairperson of the Boston
School Committee,who op-
posed the desegregation of
local public schools. “The
White administration was
an incredible burst of en-
ergy, and Barney waseffec-
tively Kevin's chief ofstaff,” Fred Sal-
vucci, who ran White's “little city hall,” in
East Boston, said. “We stopped the ex-
pansion ofLogan Airport, traded high-

wayfunds for masstransit, did all this
stuff, and Barneywas the guywewentto
for answers. Other than saying, “Talk
faster, I’m busy,’ because his mind was
working faster than mine, he was great
to workwith, even though I couldn’t un-

 

derstand his accent a lot of the time.”
In 1972,Frank ranfor state represen-

tative in a district that included much
of Boston’s Back Bay. He profited from
student enthusiasm about the Presiden-
tial race that year. “I am one ofthe few
people in the country who can say he
benefitted from George McGovern’s
coattails,” he has said. Once elected,

Frank became known for witty banter
and harsh partisanship. After Michael
Dukakis won the governorship, in 1974,
Frankbecame one ofhis most vociferous
critics, repeatedly accusing him ofbetray-
ing hisliberal principles.

“T inherited a mess,” Dukakis told me.
“The state was a shambles, with twelve
and a halfper cent unemployment. Time
magazine was calling us the New Appa-
lachia. It was depressing stuff. I had to do
somehard cutting, and Barneywas upset
aboutit, and J can understandwhy.” Lib-
eral outrage at Dukakis grew so intense
that in the 1978 election he drew a pri-
mary challenger from the left, Barbara
Ackerman, a former mayor of Cam-
bridge, in addition to an opponent from
the right, EdwardJ. King, a pro-business
former football player. Frank endorsed
Ackerman over Dukakis. “The real point
of Ackerman’s campaign,” Barney told
his biographer, Stuart Weisberg, “was to
showDukakis that there was a price to be
paid for hurting poorpeople.”

King defeated Dukakis in the Dem-

ocratic primary and went on to become a
conservative governor.“Yeah,I didn’t see
Ed King coming on asstrongly as he

did,” Frank told me. “T was

very angry at Mike. And I
thought he was doing per-
manent damage to liberal-
ism.” Frank insists that Ack-

erman did not cost Dukakis
the primary, but he remains
troubled by his misjudg-
mentin therace.
Two years later, in 1980,

PopeJohn Paul IT instructed
priests to withdraw from electoral poli-
tics, and Father Robert Drinan, at that
time the congressman representing Mas-
sachusetts’s Fourth District, complied by
not running for reélection. Frank, with
Drinan’s endorsement, easily won the
general election. (Afterward, Frankjoked
about papal infallibility.) In 1982, Duka-
kis defeated King in a rematch and served
two more terms as governor. Hesaid
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that he had nohard feelings for Frank.
“Hehasalways been a strong progressive
force around here,” Dukakis said. “He’s
a guywhostill represents me in Congress
and doessovery well.”

rank’s role in crafting the govern-
ment’s response to the current eco-

nomiccrisis suggests both the promise
and the limitations ofhis pragmaticliber-
alism. Onthe evening of Thursday, Sep-
tember 18th, during one of the most tu-
multuous weeks in American economic
history, Frank was summoned to an
emergencymeeting in the office ofNancy
Pelosi. ThatMonday,the federal govern-
ment had declined to intercede as Leh-
man Brothers, the investment-banking
firm, declared bankruptcy. But the fol-
lowing day the Federal Reserve provided
American International Group, the in-
surance company, with a bailout worth
eighty-five billion dollars, to preventit
from going out of business. Manyin
Congress viewed these developments
with alarm.

“On that Thursday afternoon, I was
meeting with my leadership, and I
realized I had not heard from Hank
Paulson”’—the Treasury Secretary—
“that day about the markets,” Pelosi told
me. “So, becausethe situation was look-
ing chaotic, I called Hank and said I
wanted him to comein the following
morning at 9 A.M. with Ben Bernanke’—
the chairman of the Federal Reserve—
“to briefme and the whole Democratic
leadership. I reached him at about 3 P.M.,
andhesaid tomorrow morning might be
toolate. He had to come by that night.”

Pelosi asked Frank and a bipartisan
group ofsenators andrepresentatives to
meet with the Administration officials in
her office. “That evening, when we met
with them, they painted a very dismal
picture,” Pelosi continued. “Theysaid
ifwe don’t act now we maynothave an
economy on Mondaynight.” Paulson
proposed that Congress authorize the
Treasury Department to buy large
amounts ofthe so-called toxic assets—
mostly mortgage-backed securities—
from financial-services companies that
were onthebrinkofcollapse. “We kept
asking them, “Whydoyou want to buy
these assets?” Pelosi said. ““Whynot
just buy their stock to recapitalize them?”
They just said this was their break-the-
glass project—In case of emergency,
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AT THE RIVER

Onenight that summer my motherdecidedit was timetotell me about
whatshe referred to as pleasure, though you could seeshefelt
somesort ofunease about this ceremony, whichshetried to cover up
by first taking my hand,as though somebodyin the family hadjust died—
she went on holding my hand as she made her speech
which was morelike a speech about mechanical engineering
than a conversation aboutpleasure. In her other hand
she had a book from which, apparently, she'd taken the mainfacts.
Shedid the same thing with the others, my twobrothers andsister,
and the book wasalways the same book, dark blue,
though we each got our own copy.

There was a line drawing on the cover
showing a man and woman holding hands
but standingfairly far apart, like people on twosidesofa dirt road.

Obviously, she and myfather did nothave a language for what they did
which, from whatI could judge, wasn't pleasure.
At the sametime, whatever holds humanbeings together
could hardly resemble those cool black-and-white diagrams, which suggested,
amongother things, that you could only achieve pleasure
with a person ofthe opposite sex,
so you didn’t get two sockets, say, and noplug.

School wasn’t in session.
I wentback to my room andshutthe door
and my mother wentinto the kitchen
where myfatherwas pouring glasses ofwine for himself andhis invisible guest
who—surprise—doesn’t appear.
No,it’s just my father andhis friend the Holy Ghost
partying the night away until the bottle runsout,
after which my father continuessitting at the table
with an open bookin frontofhim.

Tactfully, so as not to embarrass the Spirit,
my father handled all the glasses,
first his own, then the other, back andforth like every othernight.

Bythen, I was outofthe house.
It was summer; my friends used to meetat theriver.
The whole thing seemed a grave embarrassment

break glass.’ It was waiting in the wings,
and theywanted touseit. Harry Reid’—
the Senate Majority Leader—‘“kept ask-
ing how much it would cost, and Paul-
son wouldn’t commit to a number.”

FrankJaid out the provisions that the
Democrats wanted in a bailoutbill: eq-
uity for the taxpayers, like any other in-
vestors; a program to limit foreclosures
for beleaguered homeowners; compen-
sation reform for executives at compa-
nies receiving bailout funds; and strict

congressional oversight of the whole
process. Twodays later, on Saturday,
September 20th, the Treasury Depart-
ment sent Congressa formal proposal of
sorts. In a text just three pages long, the
‘Treasury askedfor seven hundred billion
dollars from Congress but provided few
details about how the Administration
would spend the money. “It was justri-
diculous,” Pelosi told me. “Theywanted
us to surrender all authority and give
them seven hundred billion dollars.”
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although the truth wasthat, except for the boys, maybe we didn’t understand
mechanics.

‘The boys had the keyright in front ofthem,in their handsifthey wanted,
and manyofthem said they'd already usedit,
though once oneboysaid this, the others said it too,
and ofcourse people had older brothers andsisters.

Wesatat the edge ofthe river discussing parents in general
and sex in particular. And a lot ofinformation got shared,
and ofcourse the subject was unfailingly interesting.
I showed people my book, IdealMarriage—weall had a goodlaugh overit.
Onenight a boy brought a bottle ofwine and wepassed it around for a while.

More and more that summer we understood

that somethingwas going to happento us

that would change us.
Andthegroup,all of us whoused to meetthis way,
the group would shatter,like a shell thatfalls away
so the bird can emerge.
Only ofcourse it would be two birds emerging,pairs ofbirds.

Wesatin the reeds at the edge ofthe river
throwing small stones. Whenthe stoneshit,
you could see the stars multiply for a second,little explosionsoflight
flashing and going out. ‘There was a boy I was beginningtolike,
not to speak to but to watch.

I liked to sit behind him to study the back ofhis neck.

And after a while we'd all get up together and walk back through the dark
to the village. Above thefield, the sky wasclear,
stars everywhere,like in the river, though these were the real stars,
even the dead ones were real.

Butthe ones in the river—

they werelike having some idea that explodes suddenly into a thousandideas,
notreal, maybe, but somehow more lifelike.

WhenI got home, my mother wasasleep, my father was still at the table,
reading his book. AndI said, Did yourfriend go away?
And he looked at meintently for a while,
then hesaid, Your motherandI usedto drink a glass ofwine together
after dinner.

Throughout the weekend, Frank and
Chris Dodd, the Democratic senator
from Connecticut and the chairman of
the Senate banking committee, worked
with colleagues in both parties to come
up with a plan that they thought could
win widespread support. Thefollowing
Wednesday, September 24th, John
McCain, the Republican Presidential
nominee, announcedthat he wassus-
pending his campaign andreturning to
Washington to address the crisis. Al-

—Louise Ghick

though McCain had played no part
in the negotiations, the White House
promptly scheduled a meeting of the
President, the congressional leadership,
and the two Presidential candidates for
the following afternoon, Thursday,
September 25th. By this time, a deal

seemedto be in place. Congressional
leaders announced that they had agreed
in principle to an amendedversion of
the Administration’s bailout proposal.
Before the meeting, the Democrats at

the White House, including Frank,
Pelosi, and Barack Obama, had cau-
cused privately in the Roosevelt Room
abouttheir strategy for the day. “Barack
said,‘I think we need to go ahead with
this,” Frank recalled. “He was being
conciliatory, because he thinksit’s very
important for us, both in public policy
and politically, thatwe don’t get blamed
for fucking up the economy. And that
wenot fuck up the economy.”
The meeting with the President

nearly destroyed the good will that had
been generated duringthe previous week.
John Boehner, the Republican leaderin
the House, expressed disapproval of the
proposal, arguing thatit did not reflect a
bipartisan consensus. Frank tried to put
McCain on the spot: would he back the
House Republicans or Bush and therest
of the congressional leadership? As
Frank recalled, “I said, ‘John, what do
you think?’ “Well,I think the House Re-
publicans have a right to their position’
‘Fine. You agree with thatposition?“No,
I just think they havea right to their po-
sition.’ He looks like your old uncle,just
shrivelled and shrunk, andhe just didn’t
look good. And we keptpressing him,
saying, “Whatis your plan?” McCain
wouldn'tsay.

“The protocolis you're not supposed
to talk to the President directly,” Frank
said, “Wejust ignored that.” But the
President didn’t bring the group to-
gether, and the meeting ended without a
decision. The Democrats returned to the
Roosevelt Roomtoplot their next move,
and Paulson joined them. As Frank re-
called, Paulson“literally drops to the one
knee” and begged Pelosi to bring the
bailout up for a vote in the House, de-
spite the Republican opposition. “Butwe
start yelling at him,” Frank said. “ ‘Jeez,
work on your assholes over there—your
guys. I mean, you know,we're trying
to do it, and your guys are playing
games.’ ba

‘Two tumultuousvotes in the House
followed. On September 29th, the bail-
out wasunexpectedly defeated, 228-205,
and the DowJones Industrial Average
plunged seven hundred andseventy-eight
points. Congressional leaders and Ad-
ministration officials made small, mostly
cosmetic changesto the bill and, citing
the turmoil in the stock market, urged
their colleagues to support the measure.
OnOctober 3rd, the revised bill passed the
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House, 263-171. What Frank and the
other sponsors of the bailout actually ac-
complished, however, remains uncertain.

It appears that Frank failed to achieve
three of his four initial objectives. The
Treasury Department eventually did
make direct investments in financial-
services firms, but the bill includes few
meaningful restrictions on executive com-
pensation, and the oversight provision
will likely have only a modest influence
on how the bailout money is distributed
and spent.

One ofFrank’s primary goals for the
bailout—providingassistance to home-
owners to avoid foreclosures—remains
unrealized, even though the Treasury
Departmenthas already allocated half
ofthe seven hundredbillion dollars. On
November 20th, Frankwrote a letter to
Paulson, “to urge you in the strongest
possible termsto use [bailout] funds to
support significant steps that can help
stem the tidal wave of foreclosures
threatening thestability ofour financial
system and our economy.” Hehas held
committee hearings to praise banks like
J. P. Morgan Chase and Bank ofAmer-
ica, which haveinstituted programs to
modify the terms of some mortgages.
Hehas urged support for a proposal by
Sheila Bair, the chairman ofthe Federal
Deposit Insurance Corporation, to en-

    

   

[=<|

able homeowners to renegotiate mort-
gages and, potentially, preventan esti-
matedone and a halfmillion foreclosures
this year.

Frank defends the bailoutlegislation.
“Sure, this sucks,” he told me, “but if it
wasn't for what we did, it would suck
worse. Wewere looking at the possibility
of a global economic collapse, and that

didn’t happen. Weare better off than if
we hadn't passedit.” I asked himwhether
he thoughthis efforts to force the Ad-
ministration to modify the bailout, espe-
cially on foreclosures, were having any
eftect. “Jack Newfield, while writing for
the Voice under Lindsay, said he didn't
have any governmental power—he had
the power to make the dinner parties of
the Lindsay-administration officials un-
pleasant,” Frank replied. “That was his
pressure point. That's part ofit. You
know, no one, almost no one,is totally
indifferent to public opinion. Soyou have
hearings to pressure people. People don't
like to be embarrassed. You have hearings
to send messages. So they can have an im-
pact. Sometimesthey're a waste oftime.
And you can gettoo diffused. But I think
these hearings had some impact.” At the
moment, Frank can claim that he played
a significantrole in creating a tenuous
lifeline for banks and otherinstitutions
(many ofwhich have yet to resume nor-

gae)

‘Twouldhave left a long time ago, butIcould

neverfind luggageIreally liked.”

mal lending), while encouraging the fed-
eral government to provide someassis-
tance to terrified homeowners (which
may not happen).

In November, Pelosi asked Frank to
lead the effort in the House to pass an-
other bailout, for the Big Three Amer-
ican carmakers. On the morning ofDe-
cember 5th, the day that Frank had
summoned the chiefexecutives ofGen-
eral Motors, Ford, and Chryslerto tes-
tify before his committee, the govern-
mentreported that the unemployment
rate hadjumpedfrom 6.5 percent to 6.7
per cent in a single month, Frank used
that news to inject a note of drama into
his opening statement. “Context is es-
pecially important this morning,” he
said. “A failure, to someextent, ofthree
of our major domestic manufacturing
entities would be a very serious problem
in any case. In the midst of the worst
economicsituation since the GreatDe-
pression, it wouldbe an unmitigated di-
saster.” Opposition from Senate Repub-
licans prevented legislation to rescue the
automakers from coming upfor a vote.
On December 19th, President Bush
used his executive authority to offer
$13.4 billion in loans from the federal
bailout fund to General Motors and
Chrysler, which appeared to be enough
to enable the companiesto survive for a
few months—until the new Congress
and the Obama Administration devise
a long-term recovery plan. “I thinkwhat
Bush didwas right,” Frank told me. “He
kept the companiesalive until Obama
takes over.”

[ 1986, Frank approached Tip O'Neill
on the House floor to tell him that a

forthcoming book would refer to Frank
as a gay man. “Hesaid, ‘Oh, Barney,
don’tlisten to that crap,” Frank recalled.
“Theysay stufflike that about all ofus. I
said, ‘Well, Tip,it's true.” Andhe sort of
slumpedin his chair andsaid, ‘Oh, Bar-
ney, I'm so sad. I thought you might be
the firstJewish Speaker.” (O'Neill, who
hadlittle facility for contemporary slang,
prepared his staffers by saying that Frank
had decided to “come out ofthe room.”)

‘Twodecadeslater, Frank's ascendancy in
Congress suggests that O'Neill had too
little faith in Frank—andin the ability of
the country to change.

Frank’s work as a committee chair-
man absorbsvirtually all his time, but he
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is also, unofficially, the congressman for
gay America. “] remember whenI first
came to Congress, twenty-oneyears
ago,” Nancy Pelosi told me. “And I
heard a congressman, William Danne-
meyer, on the floor, saying the most
hateful things about AIDS and gay peo-
ple. It was regular fare at the time.I just
didn’t get it. And I called Barney to see
whatwe could do aboutit. And hesaid,
“Why are you calling me? Go down
there and challenge him!”

Frank remains a sporadic target for
anti-gay-rights groups. In the 2006 cam-
paign,John Hostettler, a Republican con-

gressman from Indiana, ran a radio ad
that said, “Pelosi will then put in motion
herradical plan to advance the homosex-
ual agenda, led by Barney Frank, repri-

manded by the House after paying for sex
with a man whoran a gay brothel out of
Congressman Frank’s home.” (In 1990,
the House Ethics Committee rejected the
charge that Frank knew aboutthe prosti-
tution ring, which was for straight men.)
Asked abouthis gay agenda, Frank says,
“T donot think that anyself-respecting
radical in history would have considered
advocating people's rights to get married,
join the Army, and eam living as a ter-
ribly inspiring revolutionary platform.”
(Hostettler lost the 2006race.)

Frank’s mordant view ofhuman na-
ture presents a contrast to the sunnier ap-
proach of President-elect Obama, a

difference reflected in their dispute over
Obama's choiceto have Rick Warren, the
evangelical pastor, give the invocation at
the Inauguration. “Obamatends to over-
state his ability to get people to change
their opinions and underestimates the
importance of confronting ideological
differences,” Frank told me. “It’s one
thing to talk to somebody.I talk to more
conservatives than anyone, because I’m
trying to get legislation passed. Butit’s
another to make Rick Warren the most
honoredclergyman in the world.” In Cal-
ifornia, Warren supported Proposition8,
the successful anti-gay-marriage referen-
dum. “Now, when we fight Warren in
California, we are going to hear, ‘Oh,
yeah, but Obamapicked him for the in-
augural.’ He doesn’t deserve that honor.
And I don’t want to hear that the other
clergyman at the inaugural, Reverend [Jo-
seph] Lowery, supports gay rights.I didn't
vote for a tie in the election.”

Frank worries that Obama’s even-
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handedness mayprove tobe a political li-
ability. “On the financial crisis, Obama
said that both sides were asleep at the
switch,” Frank said. “Butthat’s nottrue.
The Republicans were wide awake, and
they madechoices to oppose regulation.
They had bad ideas. Hesays,‘I don’t
wantto fight the fights of the nineties,
but I don’t see any alternative to refighting
the fights of the nineties if we want to
change things.”

Still, Frank is uncharacteristically
hopeful about the future, including gay
rights. “We're going todo three things in
Congress,” he told me. “First, a hate-
crimes bill—that shouldn't be too hard.
Next, employmentdiscrimination. We
almostgot that through before, but now
we can win even if we add transgender
protections, which we are going to do.
Andfinally, after the troops get home
from Iraq, gays in the military. The time
has come.”
To Frank, the future looks bright even

for the economy. In 2009, he predicts, the
federal governmentwill take steps to stop
someforeclosures, and produce a stimu-
lus package that will reinvigorate the
economy.“Itwill all work together, andit
will work,” he said. “Obama’s almost
lucky. He can do all these things on the
economy, and both thereal and psycho-
logical effect of what he's doing is going

to kick in soon after he takes office. And
the recovery is going to start aboutsix
monthsbefore the 2010 elections. That's

pretty good.”
In 2004, whenit appeared that John

Kerry might win the Presidency, Frank
prepared to run for Kerry’s Senate seat.
But Frank’s age and the committee chair-
manship suggest that heis likely to re-
main whereheis. In October, he began
holding hearings on howto transform
the laws that govern banks and financial-
services companies, with the goal of
reforming the system so that the cur-
rentcrisis will not recur. “Weare at amo-
ment now whenliberalism is poised to
have its biggest impact on America since
Roosevelt, because the conservative view-
point has been so thoroughly repudiated
by reality,” Frank said. “Someone asked
Harold Macmillanwhat has the most im-
pact on political decisions. He said,

‘Events, dear boy, events.’ Events havejust
totally repudiated them, and we're now
in a position to take advantage of that.”
He went on, “You know Hegel. Thesis:
Noregulation atall. Antithesis: Nowthe
government owns the banks. WhatI
gotta donext yearis the synthesis.” #
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ANNALS OF THE PRESIDENCY

THE SPEECH
HaveInauguralAddresses been getting worse?

BY JILL LEPORE

arack Obamahas been studying up,
reading Abraham Lincoln's speeches,

raising everyone's expectations for what
just might be the most eagerly awaited In-
augural Addressever. Presidential elo-
quence doesn’t get much better than the
argument of Lincoln’s first inaugural,
“Plainly the central idea ofsecessionis the
essence ofanarchy”; the poetry of his sec-
ond,“Fondlydo we hope,fervently dowe
pray, that this mighty scourge ofwar may
speedily pass away”; andits parting grace,
“With malice toward none, with charity
forall, with firmness in the right as God
gives us to see the right, let us strive on to
finish the workwe are in.”

Reading Lincoln left James Garfield
nearly speechless. After Garfield was
elected, in 1880, he, like most ofour more
bookish Chief Executives, or at least their
speechwriters, undertook to read the Inau-
gural Addresses ofevery Presidentwho pre-
ceded him. “Those ofthe past except Lin-
coln’s, are dreary reading,” Garfield confided
to his diary. “I have half a mind to make
none.” Lincoln’s are surpassingly fine; most
oftherest are utterly unlovely. ‘The longest
are, unsurprisingly, the most vacuous; it
usually takes a while to say so prodigiously
little. “Make it the shortest since T.R.,”
John F. Kennedy urged Ted Sorensen,
who,on finishing his own reading, re-
ported, “Lincoln neverused a two- or three-

syllable word where a one-syllable word
would do.” Sorensen and Kennedy applied
that rule to the writing of Kennedy's inau-
gural, not just the “Ask not” but also the
“call to”: “Now the trumpet summons us
again—notas a call to bear arms, though
armswe need;notas a call to battle, though
embattled we are—buta call to bear the
burden ofa long twilight struggle.”

Economyisn’t everything. “Only the
short ones are remembered,” Richard Nixon
concluded,after readingall the inaugurals,
an opinion that led him to say things briefly
but didn’t save him from saying them badly:

“The American dream does not come to
those whofall asleep.” Even when Presi-
dential inaugurals make more sense than
that, they are not, on the whole, gripping.
“The platitude quotient tends to be high,
the rhetoricstately and self-serving, the rit-
ual obsessive, and the surprises few,” Arthur
Schlesinger,Jr., observed in 1965, and that’s
still true. A bad Inaugural Address doesn’t
always augur a bad Presidency.It sinks your
spirit, though. In 1857, James Buchanan
berated abolitionists for making such a fuss
aboutslavery: “Mosthappywill it be for the
country when the public mind shall be
diverted from this question to others of
more pressing and practical importance.”
Ulysses 8. Grant groused,“I have been the
subject of abuse and slander scarcely ever
equaled in political history.” Dwight D.
Eisenhower went for a numberedlist.
George H. W. Bush compared freedom
toa kite. For meaninglessness, mymoney's
on Jimmy Carter: “It is that unique self-
definition which has given us an excep-
tional appeal, but it also imposes on us a
special obligation to take on those moral
duties which, when assumed, seem in-
variably to be in our own best interests.”
But, for monotony,it's difficult to outdrone
Warren G. Harding(“It is so bad that a sort
ofgrandeur creeps into it,” H. L. Mencken
admitted): “I speak for administrative
efficiency, for lightened tax burdens, for
sound commercial practices, for adequate
creditfacilities, for sympathetic concernfor
all agricultural problems, for the omission
ofunnecessary interference of...” I ellipse,
lest I nod off. The American dream does
not cometo those whofallasleep.

WhenGarfieldwas elected, there were
fewer inaugurals to plowthrough, but they
were harder to come by. Obama might
not be allowed to e-mail, but he can still
Google. Sorensen, who mimeographed,
had merely to walk over to the Library of
Congress. Garfield’s staff had to hunt
down every inaugural, and any copying

Inaugurals used to invoke the Constitution; now they appeal directly to thepeople.
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they did they did by hand. The inaugurals
weren't regularly compiled andprinted as
aset until 1840,in “The True American,”
and,six years later, in “The Statesman’s
Manual,” but by 1880 no edition remained
in print, and Garfield’s menhad to cobble
them togetherall over again. Since 1893,
a complete set of texts has been reissued
every few decades or so, including, this
past year, in “Fellow Citizens: The Pen-
guin Book ofU.S. Presidential Inaugural
Addresses” (Penguin; $16), edited, with
an introduction and commentaries, by
Robert V. Remini and Terry Golway.

Inaugural Addresses were written to be
read as much as heard. Arguably,they still
are. Thefirst thirty-three ofour country's
Inaugural Addresses survive only as writ-
ten words. Before 1921, when Warren
Harding used an amplifier, even the crowd
couldn’t make out what the President
was saying, and before Calvin Coolidge’s
speech was broadcast over the radio, in
1925, the inaugurals were, basically, erly
read, usually in the newspaper. Since Tru-
man’s, in 1949,inaugurals have beentele-
vised, and since Bill Clinton’s second, in
1997, they have been streamed online.
Obama’s inaugural, the fifty-sixth in
American history, will be the first to be
YouTubed. “Our Founders saw them-
selves in the light of posterity,” Clinton
said. “We can do noless.” Inaugurals are
written for the future, but they look,

  

mostly, to the past (“We are the heirs of
the ages,” T.R. said), which, when you
think aboutit, might help explain whyso
many prove so unsatisfying in the present.
(“Achievetimelessness!”is, as a piece ofwrit-
ing advice, probably not the most helpful.)
On January 20th, most of us will watch
and listen. Deliverycounts. But, for now at
least, speaking to posterity still meanswrit-
ing for readers. Bedside reading old inau-
gurals are not. But they do offer some hints
about what will be at stake when Barack
Obamaraiseshis hands, quiets the crowd,
and clears his throat.

“ ade thefirst actual study for inau-
gural by commencingto read those

ofmy predecessors,” Garfield wrote in his
diaryon December 20, 1880, whenhestill
had plenty oftime. (New Presidents used
to be sworn in on March 4th.In 1933, the
‘Twentieth Amendment changed the date
to January 20th, to shorten the awkward
interregnum between election and Inaugu-
ration.) He started with George Washing-

ton’s first (the oldest) and second (at a hun-
dred and thirty-five words, the shortest).
‘The next day, he readJohn Adams's over-
workedand forgettable one and only: “His
next to the last sentence contains more
than 700 words. Strong but too cum-
brous.” (Actually, Garfield was wrong; it’s
the third-to-last sentence. Butit is cum-
brous. Also, indefinite: nineteen of those

a

 

“Hello, son. Isuppose chickenfarming doesn’t seem so badnow.”

seven hundred words are “if”) Thatafter-
noon, Garfield listened as a friend read
aloud ThomasJefferson’s first, probably
moreforcefully than had Jefferson, who
was, famously, a mumbler. “Stronger than
Washington's, more ornate than Adams’”
was the President-elect’s verdict on the ad-
dress, widely considered nearly as tran-
scendent as Lincoln’s two, for these lines:
“Every difference of opinionis not a dif
ference of principle. We havecalled by
different names brethren ofthe sameprin-
ciple. We are all Republicans, we are all
Federalists.” Butit's the next, ifadmittedly
more ornate, sentence thatsteals mybreath:
“If there be any among us who would
wish to dissolve this Union orto change
its republican form, let them stand un-
disturbed as monuments of the safety
with whicherror ofopinion maybe toler-
ated where reasonisleft free to combatit.”
On December 22nd, Garfield trudged

through a few more lesser addresses:
“Curious tone ofself-depreciation runs
through them all—which I cannot quite
believe was genuine. Madison's speeches
were not quite up to my expectations.

Monroe's firstwas rather above.”And then,
what with Christmas,trips to the dentist,
and choosing a Cabinet, Garfield foundhis
interest in reading inaugurals flagging.
Instead, he devoured a novel, hot off the
presses—Disracli’s three-volume, autobio-
graphical “Endymion.” He finished it on
NewYear's Eve,justweeks after he started
it, and concluded in his diary, twenty min-
utes before midnight, “It shows adroitness,
great reserve on dangerous questions, with
enough frankness on other questions to
make ashowofboldness.” Even that much
he could notsay for the inaugurals stretch-
ing from John Quincy Adams (who wore
pants instead of knee breeches) to Bu-
chanan (a man Kennedy onceaptly de-
scribed as “cringing in the White House,
afraid to move,” while the nation tectered
on the brink ofcivil war). By mid-January,

Garfield's staff had entered summaries of
the inaugurals into a bookfor him to read.
But, abridged or unabridged, they were a
slog. Did hereally have to write one? He

wasn't so sure: “I am quite seriously discuss-
ing the propriety ofomitting it.”

H:could have. The Constitution says
nothing about an Inaugural Ad-

dress.It calls only for the Presidentto take
an oath: “I do solemnly swear (or affirm)
that I will faithfully execute the Office of
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Presidentofthe United States, and will to
the best of my Ability, preserve, protect
and defend the Constitution ofthe United
States.” George Washington took that
oath in NewYorkCity, on April 30, 1789

(the election hadn't been concluded until
mid-April). Just hours before the cere-
mony, a special congressional committee
decided thatit might be fitting for Wash-
ington to rest his hand on Bible, and,
since no one in Federal Hall had a copy,
there followed a mad dash to find one.
At midday, Washington took his oath
standing on a balcony above a crowd as-
sembled on Wall Street. Then he kissed
his borrowed Bible anduttered fourwords
more: “So help me, God.” Eversince,
most Presidents have done the same, but
some have dispensed with the kiss, a few
have skipped those four words, and, in
1853, Franklin Pierce even refused the
Bible.

After Washington was sworn in, he
entered Federal Hall and made a speech
before Congress. He didn’t have to. He
thought it would be a good idea. Like
most things Washingtondid, this set a
precedent. Washington’s first inaugural
was addressed to “Fellow-Citizens of the
Senate and the House ofRepresentatives.”
He wasn't speaking to the American peo-
ple; he was speaking to Congress.In 1801,
Jefferson,thefirst President to be inaugu-
rated in Washington, D.C., the nation’s
new capital, addressed his remarks to the
American people—‘Friends and Fellow-
Citizens’”—but, the day he deliveredit, he,
too, was really speaking only to Congress
andassorted dignitaries, assembled in the
half-built Capitol.James Monroe,in 1817,
was thefirst to deliver his inaugural in the
openair (before a crowd ofeight thousand,
whocouldn't hear a thing), although this
came about only because the Capitol was
undergoing renovations and | 1ouse mem-
bers refused to share a chamber with the
senators. In 1829, some twenty thousand
Americans turned up for Andrew Jack-
son’s Inauguration. Jackson, who had
campaigned as acommon man,addressed
his inaugural to the American people, and
that’s how it has been doneeversince.
Talking to the American people proved to
be the death ofWilliam Henry Harrison,
who, ona bitterlycold and icy dayin 1841,
became,at sixty-eight, the oldest President
then to have taken office. Determined to
prove his hardiness, Harrison delivered his
address hatless and without so much as an

overcoat. “In obedience to a custom coeval
with our Government and whatI believe
to be your expectations I proceed to pres-
ent to you a summary of the principles

which will govern mein the discharge of
the duties which I shall be called upon to
perform,” Harrisonsaid, introducing a
speech that, far from being a summary,
took more than two hours to deliver, and,
at more than eight thousand words,still
reigns as the longest. Harrison caught a
cold that day; itworsened into pneumonia;
he died a month later.

“T must soon begin the inaugural ad-
dress,” Garfield scolded himselfin his

diary onJanuary25, 1881. He hadfinished
his dreary reading. There was no real
avoiding the writing. “I suppose I must
conform to the custom, but I think the
address should be short.” Three days later,
he reported,“I made someprogress in my
inaugural, but do notsatisfy myself. The
fact is I ought to have doneit sooner be-
fore I becamesojaded.”

George Washington wasn't jaded, but
hestruggled,too. Possiblywith the help of
David Humphreys, he wrote the better
part ofa first draft, seventy-three pages of
policy recommendations. Eager to assure
Americansthat he had notthe least inten-
tion of founding a dynasty, he reminded
Congress that he couldn't: “the Divine
providence hath notseenfit thatmyblood
should be transmitted ormyname perpet-
uated bythe endearing though sometimes
seducing, channel of personal offspring.”
James Madison judiciously deleted that.
Jackson madea stab at a draft, but his ad-
visers, calling it “disgraceful,” rewrote it
entirely. After reading a draft ofWilliam
Henry Harrison’s inaugural, cluttered with
references to ancient republics, Daniel
Webster pared it down, and declared
when he was done,“I have killed sev-
enteen Roman pro-consuls as dead as
smelts.”

Lincoln gave a draft ofhisfirst inaugu-
ral to his incoming Secretary of State,
William Seward,who scribbled out a new
ending, offering an olive branch to seced-
ing Southernstates:

I close. We are not, we must not be, aliens
or enemies, but fellow-countrymen andbreth-
ren. Although passion has strained our bonds
of affection too hardly, they mustnot, I am sure
they will not, be broken. The mystic chords
which, proceeding from so manybattle-fields
and so manypatriot graves, pass through all
the hearts and all the hearths in this broad

continent of ours, will yet harmonize in their
ancient music when breathed upon bythe
guardian angels of the nation.

Butit was Lincoln’s revision that made

this soar:

I am loath to close. We are not enemies,
but friends. We must not be enemies. Though
passion may have strained it must not break
our bonds of affection. The mystic chords of
memory, stretching from everybattlefield and
patriot grave to everyliving heart and hearth-
stoneall over this broad land, will yet swell the
chorus of the Union, when again touched, as
surely they will be, by the better angels of our
nature,

Revision usually helps. Raymond
Moley drafted Franklin Roosevelt's first
inaugural, but Louis Howe added, “The
only thing we haveto fear is fearitself.”
Sorensen wrote much of Kennedy's, but
itwas Adlai Stevenson andJohn Kenneth
Galbraith who proposed an early version
of“Let us never negotiate outoffear, but
let us never fear to negotiate.” Carter,
whohad vexedrelationship with speech-
writers, wrote his own unmemorablein-
augural, although James Fallows man-
aged to persuade him to open bythanking
Gerald Ford. In “White House Ghosts:
Presidents and Their Speechwriters”
(Simon & Schuster; $30), Robert Schle-
singer argues that Ronald Reagan gave,
in the course ofhis career, iterations of
whatwasessentially the same talk, known
as the Speech. His inaugural, remarkable
forits skilled delivery, was no exception,
Clintonsolicited advice from dozens of
people, including Sorensen, andthen tin-
kered. About her husband, Hillary Clin-
ton once said, “He’s never met a sentence
he couldn't fool with.”

ames Garfieldwrote his inaugural alone.
“I must shut myself up to the study of

man’s estimate of himself as contrasted
with myown estimateofhim,” he vowed,
with much misgiving, in mid-January.
“Made some progress on the inaugural,”
he reported a fewweeks later,“butstill feel
unusual repugnance to writing.” Atleast
he had settled on an outline: “1st a brief
introduction, 2nd a summary of recent
topics that ought to be treated as settled,

3rd a summaryofthose that oughtto oc-
cupy the public attention, 4[th] a direct
appeal to the people to stand by me in an
independentandvigorous execution of
the laws.” In “Presidents Creating the
Presidency: Deeds Done in Words” (Chi-
cago; $25), Karlyn Kohrs Campbell and
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Kathleen Hall Jamieson argue that inau-
gural rhetoric serves four purposes: reunit-
ing the people after an election; rehears-
ing shared andinherited values; setting
forth policies; and demonstrating the
President's willingness to abide by the
termsofhis office. Thatlist happensto be
a near-match to Garfield's outline. Butit
misses what has changed about inaugurals
over the years, and whatwas newish about
Garfield’s. The nation’s first century ofin-
augural speeches, even when they were
addressed to the people, served to markan
incoming President's covenant with the
Constitution. As the political scientist
JefireyTulis pointed outin his 1987 study,
“The Rhetorical Presidency,” every nine-
teenth-century inaugural except Zachary
‘Taylor's mentions the Constitution. John
Quincy Adamscalled that document
our “precious inheritance.” To Martin
Van Buren, it was “a sacred instrument.”
James K. Polkcalled it “the chart by which
I shall be directed.” Most do more than
mention the Constitution; they linger
overit. Afew nineteenth-century inaugu-
rals, including William Henry Harrison’s,

consist ofponderous constitutional anal-
ysis. Meanwhile, only halfthe inaugurals
delivered in the twentieth century contain
the word “Constitution,” and none do
much more than nameit. Nineteenth-
century Presidents pledged themselves to
the Constitution; twentieth-century Pres-
idents courted the American people.
We nownotonly accept that our Pres-

idents will speak to us, directly, and ask for
our support, plebiscitarily; we expectit,
even though the founders ,
not only didn’t expectit,
they feared it. Tulis and
other scholars who wrote
on this subject during
the Reagan years generally
found therise ofthe rhetor-
ical Presidency alarming.

By appealing to the people,
charismatic Chief Execu-
tives were bypassing Con-
gress and ignoring the warnings of—and
the provisions made by—the Founding
Fathers, who considered popular leaders
to be demagogues, politicians who ap-
pealed to passion rather than to reason.
Therhetorical Presidency, Tulis warned,
was leading to “a greater mutability ofpol-
icy, an erosion ofthe processes ofdeliber-
ation, and a decay ofpolitical discourse.”

In the years since, that prediction has
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largely been borne out. Still, scholars
have quibbled about Tulis's theory. In the
latest corrective, “The Anti-Intellectual
Presidency: The Decline of Presidential
Rhetoric from George Washington to
George W. Bush” (Oxtord; $24.95), the
political scientist Elvin T. Lim argues
that the problem isn’t that Presidents ap-
peal to the people;it’s that they pander to
us. Speech is fine; blather is not. By an
“anti-intellectual President’—a nod to
Richard Hofstadter’s “Anti-Intellectual-
ism in American Life,” from 1963—Lim
doesn’t just mean George W. Bush,
though Bush’s government-by-the-gutis
a good illustrationofhis point. He means
everyone from Harding forward (except
for T.R., Wilson, F.D.R., and J.F.K.,
who, while rhetorical Presidents, were
not, by Lim’s accounting, anti-intellec-
tual ones), a procession of Presidents
whohave,in place ofevidence and argu-
ment, offered platitudes, partisan gibes,
emotional appeals, and lady-in-Pasadena
human-interest stories. Sloganeering in
speechwriting has become such a com-
monplace that this year the National
Constitution Centeris hosting a contest
for the best six-word inaugural. (“New
deal. New day. New world.”) Public-
spirited, yes; nuanced, not so much.

Lim dates theinstitutionalization of
the anti-intellectual Presidency to 1969,
when Nixonestablished the Writing and
Research Department, the first White
House speechwriting office. There had
been speechwriters before, but they were
usually also policy advisers. With Nixon's

Administration was born a
class of professionals whose
sole job was to write the
President’s speeches, and
who have been rewarded,

in the main,for the amount
of applause their prose
could generate. OfF.D.R.’s
speeches, only about one a
year was interrupted for
applause (and no one ap-

plauded whenhesaid thatfear is all we
have to fear). Bill Clinton's last State of
the Union address was interrupted a hun-
dred and twenty times. ‘The dispiriting
transcript reads, “I ask you to pass a real
patients’ bill of rights. [Applause.] I ask
you to pass commonsense gun safety leg-
islation. [Applause.] I ask you to pass
campaign finance reform. [Applause.]|”
For every minute of George W. Bush’s

State of the Union addresses, there were
twenty-nine seconds ofapplause.

Lim interviewed forty-two current and
former White House speechwriters. But
much ofhis analysis rests on runningin-
augurals and other Presidential messages
through something called the Flesch
Readability Test, a formula involving the
average number ofwords in a sentence
and the average numberofsyllables per
word. Flesch scores, when indexed to
gradelevels, rate the New York Times at
college level; Newsweek at high school;
and comic books at fifth grade. Between
1789 and 2005, the Flesch scores ofInau-
gural Addresses descendedfrom a college
readinglevel to about an eighth-grade
one. Lim takes this to mean that Inaugu-
ral Addresses are getting stupider. That's
not clear. They've always been lousy.
Admittedly, the older speeches are, as
Garfield putit, cumbrous, butit’s a mis-
take to assume that something’s smarter
just because it's harder to read. This essay,
with the exception of the sentenceafter
this one, gets an eleventh-graderating.
However, were circumstances such that
a disquisition on Presidential eloquence
were to proffer, to a more loquacious
narrator—one whosestyle and syntax
were characterizedbyrhetorical flourishes
which, to modern ears, might, indeed,
give every appearanceofbeing at once ex-
traordinary and antiquated, and, yet more
particularly, obnoxious—were,thatis,
this composition to present to such a pen-
man a propitious opportunity for maun-
dering, notto say for circumlocution, that
tireless soul would be compensated,if a
dubious reward it would prove, by a Flesch
score more collegial, nay: this extracted
digression rates “doctoral.” It is, neverthe-
less, malarkey. Flesch scores turn outto be

not such a useful measure ofmeaningful-
ness, especially across time.Still, Lim is
onto something. TheAmerican language
has changed. Inaugural Addresses can be
lousy in a whole new idiom. Thepast half
centuryof speechwriters, most ofwhom
trained asjournalists, do favor small words
and short sentences, as do many people
whose English teachers made them read
Strunk and White's 1959 “Elements of
Style” (“Omit needless words”) and Or-
well’s 1946 essay “Politics and the English

” (“Never use a longwordwhere
a short one will do”), Lim gets this, but
only sort of. Harding’s inaugural comes in
at a college reading level, George H. W.
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Bush’s at abouta sixth-grade level. Hard-
ing’s isn’t smarter or subtler; it’s just more
flowery. They are both empty-headed;
both suffer from what Orwell called “slo-
venliness.” The problem doesn’t lie in the
length oftheir sentences or the number of
their syllables,It lies in the absence ofpre-
cision, the paucityofideas, and the eva-
sion ofevery species ofargument.

Presidential rhetoric is worth keeping
an eye on. Butthe anti-intellectual Presi-
dency is fast expiring. Anda rhetorical
Presidencybeginsto looklot better, after

some years ofa dumbfounded one.

hree days before his Inauguration,
James Garfield scrapped his entire

first draft andstarted again. (Actually, he
didn’t quite scrap it; he filed it. You can
read his several drafts at the Library of
Congress.) Hefinished his speech at two-
thirty in the morning,just hours before he
becamePresident (thereby beating Clin-
ton, whoput down his pen at 4:30 A.M.).
He began, as almost everyone does, with
a history lesson: “We can notoveresti-
mate the fervent love ofliberty, the intel-
ligent courage, and the sum ofcommon
sense with which our fathers made the
great experimentofself-government.”
The American experiment had been
Washington’s theme,too. “The preserva-
tion ofthe sacred fire of liberty and the
destiny of the republican modelofgov-
ernment,” Washingtonsaid,are,finally,
“staked on the experiment entrusted to
the hands ofthe American people.”John
Adams deemed this “an experiment bet-
ter adapted to the genius, character, situ-
ation, andrelations ofthis nation” than of
any other. Jefferson called the American
republic “the world’s best hope.”

Antebellum Presidents couldn't very
well avoid attempting to explain therela-
tionship between the American experi-
ment and the peculiar institution. Van
Buren acknowledged theissue ofslavery as
asource of“discord and disaster”; he there-
fore praised the founders’ “forbearance” of
it, William Henry Harrison urged the
same: “The attempt ofthose ofone State
to control the domestic institutions ofan-
othercan onlyresult in feelings ofdistrust
andjealousy, the certain harbingers ofdis-
union,violence, and civil war, and the ul-
timate destructionofour freeinstitutions.”
Pierce, sworn intooffice three years after
the Compromise of1850, wentfurther: “I

believe that involuntary servitude,as it ex-
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‘I'm lookingforsomething that saysIhave a headache.”

ists in different States ofthis Confederacy,
is recognized by the Constitution.” Lin-
colnwasthefirst to state the matter plainly:
“Onesection ofour country believes slav-
ery is right and oughtto be extended,
while the other believes it is wrong and
oughtnotto be extended. This is the only
substantial dispute.” In his extraordinary
second inaugural—it’s hard to think of a
better speech that he, or anyone, could
have given—heasked the Uniontoforgive
the Confederacy: “It may seem strange
that any men should dare to ask a just
God's assistance in wringing their bread
from the sweat ofother men’s faces, butlet
us judge not, that we be notjudged.”

Garfield, who wrestled, alone in his
study, with man’s estimation of man,
proved to be thefirst post-Civil War Pres-
identto achieve anything like Lincoln’s ca-
pacity for uncompromising argument
marriedto relentless grace. “Theelevation
of the negro race from slavery tothe full
rights ofcitizenship is the most important
political change we have known since the
adoption of the Constitution,” Garfield
observed, And then, about the Southern
suppression ofthe black vote, he wamed,
“To violate the freedom and sanctities of
the suffrage is more than an evil. It is a
crime which,if persisted in, will destroy
the Governmentitself” William McKin-
ley, in the first inaugural of the twentieth

century, announced, “Weare reunited.
Sectionalism has disappeared.” It had not.
It has not. In 1909, a hundred years before
Barack Obama’s Inauguration, William
Taft wasleft insisting, because so many
Americans still needed reminding, “The
negroes are now Americans.”

There have been a lot of speeches
since then, but, as Clinton said in his sec-

ond inaugural, “The divide of race has
been America’s constant curse.” Obama,

in his ambitious March, 2008, speech on

race, attemptedtolift that curse. “Amer-
ica can change—thatis the true genius
of this nation,” he declared. “This union
may neverbe perfect, but generation after
generation has shown thatit can always
be perfected.”

Generations ago, James Garfield did
his imperfect best. The inaugural he de-
livered, on March 4, 1881, didn’t match
Lincoln's eloquence. Butthis year it bears
rereading:

Mycountrymen, we do not nowdiffer in
our judgment concerning the controversies of
past generations, and fifty years hence our
children will not be divided in their opinions
concerning our controversies. They will surely
bless their fathers and their fathers’ God that
the Union was preserved, that slavery was
overthrown, and that both races were made
equal before the law. We may hasten or we
mayretard, but we can not prevent, thefinal
reconciliation.

Enough said. ¢
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cL late March, there’d been a sleet
storm throughout north-central New

Jersey. Her husband had died sev-
eral days before. There was no connec-
tion, she knew. But since that time
she’d begun to notice at twilight a
curiousglistening to the air. Often, she
found herself in the doorway of her
house, or outside, not remembering
how she'd gotthere. For long minutes,
she wouldstare as the colors faded and
a glassy light emerged from the sky and
from the Scotch pines surrounding
the house. It did not seem to her a nat-
ural light, and in weak moments she
thought, This is the crossing-over
time. She watched, not knowing what
she might be seeing. She felt aroused,
vigilant. She felt apprehension, She
wonderedif the strange glistening
to the air had always been there butin
her previous, protectedlife she hadn't
noticedit.

This October evening, before the
sun hadentirely set, a pair ofheadlights
turned in to the driveway, somedis-
tance awaybythe road. She wasstartled
into alertness—atfirst not sure where
she was. Then she remembered: Anton
Kruppev was droppingby to sce her.

Dropping by, he'd said. Or maybe
she'd said, Why don’tyou drop by?

She couldn’t make out his face. He
was driving a pickup truck with white
lettering on oneside. He climbed down
from the driver's seat in the high cab
andlurched toward her on the shadowy
path—a tall male scarecrowfigure with
a misshapen Halloween pumpkin for
a head.

Whata shock! Hadleybacked away,
not sure what she was seeing. A grin-
ning pumpkin head on a man’s shoul-
ders,its leering cutout eyes notlit from
within, like a jack-o’-lantern, but dark,
glassy. And the voice issuing through
the grinning slash-mouth in heavily
accented English: “Ma’am?Is correct
address? You are—lady of the house?”

She laughed, nervously. She sup-
posed she was meantto laugh.

With grating mock gravity, the voice
persevered: “You are—residenthere,
Ma'am? I am—welcome here? Yes?”

It was a joke. One ofAnton Krup-
pev's awkwardjokes. He'd succeeded in

@ frightening Hadley, though probably
a that hadn't beenhis intention—proba-
2 bly he’d just meant to make her laugh.

It was embarrassing that she’d been
genuinely frightened, for she hadknown
perfectly well that Anton was com-
ing. And whoelse but Anton Kruppev
would show uplike this, with a Hal-
loween pumpkinfor a head?

At the co-op, Anton was the most
eager and courteous of workers. He
was the one who joked with custom-
ers, and laughed at his own jokes; he
was boyish, vulnerable, and touching.
His halting speech was itself a kind of
laughter, notfully intelligible yet con-
tagious. For all his clumsiness, you
couldtell that he was an exceptionally
intelligent man. Hadley could see that
he'd goneto painstaking trouble carv-
ing the pumpkin head: it was large,
bulbous, weirdly veined and striated,
twice the size of a normal man’s head,

with triangular eyes, a triangular nose,
and a mouth studded with fang-teeth.
Somehow, he'd managed to force the
thing over his head—Hadley couldn't
quite see how.

“Flow ingenious, Anton! Did you
carve it yourself?”

This was the sort of inane question
you asked Anton Kruppev. Foryou had
to say somethingto alleviate the ten-
sion of the man’s aggressive-dogey ea-
gerness to please, to impress, to make
you laugh. Hadley recalled the first
time Anton had comebyto see her,
which had been the previous week—

the strained and protracted conversa-
tion between them when,after Hadley
had served him coffee andlittle sand-
wiches on multigrain bread, Anton
hadn't seemed to know how to depart;
his lurching over her, his spasm of a
handshake, and his clumsy wet kiss on
her cheek which had seemedto sting
her, andto thrill her, like the brush ofa
bat’s wings.

“Yes, Ma’am. You think—youwill
buy?”

“That depends, Anton. How
much ...”

“For you, Ma‘am, no charge!”
This forced joke, how long would

it be kept up? Hadley wonderedin ex-
asperation. In middle school, boys like
Anton Kruppev were snubbed—Ha
ba, veryfunny!—butonce youwere an
adult how could you discourage such
humorwithout being rude? Hadley
was thirty-nine. Anton couldn't have
been more than twenty-nine. He'd

been born in what was now called
Bosnia and Herzegovina, had lost
his parents, and was brought to the
United States by a surviving grandpar-
ent. He’d gone to American schools,
including M.L-T., andyetin all those
years had not becomeconvincingly
American.

Trying too hard, Hadley thought.
The sign ofthe foreign-born.

In a kind of anxious triumph,sens-
ing his hostess’s exasperation yet de-
termined not to acknowledge it, An-
ton swung the lurid pumpkin head
down from his shoulders, holding it
in his chafed-looking, big-knuckled
hands, Now Hadley could see that the
pumpkin was only two-thirds of a
shell. It had been gutted and carved
andits back part cut away—the back of
what would be, in a human, the cra-
nium. So the uncanny pumpkin head
was a kind of pumpkin mask set on
Anton’s shoulders and heldin place by
hand. Yet it was solifelike; as the scare-
crow figure had lurched up the walk in
her direction, the face had appeared
alive.

“Is good? Is—surprise? Tappy Hal-
loweeris right?”

Wasit Halloween? Hadleywas sure
it was not. October 31st wasn’t for sev-
eral moredays.

“Is for you, Hedley. ‘To set here.”
He was red-faced now and smiling

in a shyly aggressive manner. On his
angular face andin the stiff, wiry hair
that receded sharply from his forehead
were bits ofpumpkin flesh and seeds, at
which Anton wiped, surreptitiously,
the way a boy might wipe at his runny
nose. Hadley thought, If he kisses me,
he will smell ofpumpkin.

Her husband had died and aban-
doned her. Now other men would drop
by the house.

Anton presented Hadley with the
misshapen pumpkin. The damned
thing musthave weighed fifteen pounds.
It almostslipped from her hands. Had-
ley thoughtitwould have served Anton
Kruppev right if she’d dropped the
pumpkin and it had smashed on the
brick. No doubt, he'd have offered to
clean it up.

“Anton, thank you! This is very...”
Their hands brushed together.

Anton wasstandingclose beside her.
He was several inches taller than Had-
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ley, though his posture was slouched,
his back prematurely rounded. Perhaps
there was something wrong with his
spine. And he breathed quickly, audi-
bly, as if he'd been running. Oras if
he'd been about to declare something
and then thoughtbetterofit.

Lanky Anton Kruppev had ap-
peared perhaps a year earlier

at the organic-food-and-gardening
co-opwhere Hadleyhad once shopped
regularly—back when she’d prepared
elaborate meals for herself and her
husband—and now shopped only
from time to time. He'd always been
alert and attentive to Hadley. Since
late March, she'd been in a trance of
self-absorption that waslike a narcotic
to her—in fact, to get through the
worstofher insomniac nights Hadley
had had to take sleeping pills, which
left her dazed and groggy through-
out the day—and she'd scarcely been
aware of Anton Kruppev except as
a helpful and persistent presence, a
workerwho seemedalways to be wait-
ing on her. It was only recently that
he'd dared to be more direct, asking
if he might come by her houseafter
the co-op closed one evening,to bring
her several bags of peat moss that
were too heavy and cumbersomefor
Hadley to remove from the trunk of
her car by herself. He’d offered to
spread the peat moss wherever she
wanted it spread.

Hadley had hesitated before say-
ing yes. It was true, she wasattracted
to Anton Kruppev,to a degree. He re-
mindedher ofthe foreign-born class-
mates she'd known in middle school,
in north Philadelphia; skinny, pasty-
faced boys with round eyeglasses and
tortured ways of speaking, as if their
tongues were malformed. Hadley had
been drawn to them, but she’d never
befriended them. But now, in weak
moments, she was grateful for anyone
who waskind to her; since her hus-
band’s premature death, she'd felt evis-
cerated, worthless. There is not oneper-
son to whomyou matter now. This is the
crossing over. In a sort ofhypnoticstate,
she found herself listening to a voice
not her own yet couched in the ca-
dences of her own most intimate
speech. This voice did not accuse her,
or pass judgment, and yet she knew
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herselfjudged, contemptible. Not one
person. This is the crossing over. She had
signed the paper for her husband's cre-
mation. In her memory, distorted and
blurred by tears, her own name had
been printed on the contract, beside
her husband’s name. She'd felt that,
signing for him, she'd signed for her-
self as well. It was finished for her—
thelife of the emotions, the ability to
feel.

Yet with anotherpart ofher mind
Hadley remainedalert, prudent. She
was not an adventurous woman, nor
wasshe reckless. She’d been married
to one manfor nearly twenty years;
she was childless and had virtually
no family. She had a circle of friends
in whom she confided sparingly.
Normally, she would never have con-
sented to a stranger dropping by her
house, but she’d learned that Anton
Kruppev was a postdocfellow at the
prestigious Molecular Biology Insti-
tute. He had a Ph.D. from M.LT.
and he'd taught at Caltech; his area
ofspecialization was microbial genet-
ics. She'd once seen him at a string-
quartet recital on campus. Another
time, she’d seen him walking along
the canal towpath, alone. He'd been
wearing headphones, and he'd kept
his head sharply bowed, working
his mouth as if he were arguing
with someone. He'd been so lost
in concentration that his gaze had
drifted over her without seeing her—
his favorite co-op customerin a cable-
knit sweater, wool slacks, and boots,
invisible to him. She'd liked it that
Anton Kruppev hadn’t noticed her.
That she could observe the young
man withouthis observing her. She'd
thought, He’s a scientist. He won't
see anything thatisn’t crucial for him
to see.

Now,in her house, Hadley felt
a frisson of power over her awkward
visitor. She was certain that Anton
hadn’t known her husband and wasn’t
aware that she was recently widowed.
(Hadley still wore her engagement
ring and weddingring, ofcourse.) Her
power, she thought,lay in heressential
indifference to the man,to his very
maleness, his sexuality as clumsy as an
odd-sized package he was obliged to
carry, to proffer to strangers like her.
He had the malnourished look ofsome-

one whohas beenrebuffed many times
yet remains determined. There are
menofsurpassing ugliness with whom
womenfall in love, butAnton Kruppev
was not one ofthem. His ugliness was
not charismatic; his maleness was of
another species altogether. Thinking
of this, Hadley felt a swell of elation.
Ifbe kisses me tonight, he will smell of—

garbage.

Hadley was smiling. She saw how
Antonstaredat her, as ifher smile were
for him.

She thanked him for the pumpkin
yet again. Her voice was warm, wel-
coming. Whatan “original” gift it was,
and so “cleverly” carved.

Anton’s face glowed with pleasure.
“W-wait, Hedley! There is more.”

“Hedley,” he called her. At the
co-op, it was “Mrs. Schelle,” with an
emphasis on the final “e.” Hadley felt
no impulse to correct him.

Anton seized Hadley’s hand—her
fingers must have been icy, unrespon-
sive—and pulled her with him out to
the driveway. In the rear of the pickup
wasa large pot ofwhat appeared to be
cream-colored chrysanthemums, past
their prime, and a long narrow card-
board box of produce: gnarly carrots
with foot-long untrimmedgreens, mis-
shapen peppers and pears, bruised Mc-
Intosh apples that the co-op couldn’t
sell, even at reduced prices. And a loaf
ofmultigrain bread that Antoninsisted
had been baked only that morning
but hadn’t sold and so would be labelled
“day-old” the next morning. “In this
country, there is much ignorantpreju-
dice of ‘day-old’ Everything has to
be ‘new,‘perfect shape.’ It is a mystery
to me whyto 6 P.M., when the co-op

closes, this bread is good to sell but
tomorrow by 8:30 A.M., when the co-op

opens,it is ‘old. In the place where
we come from, my family and neigh-
bors...” Moral vehemence thickened
Anton’s accent; his breath came ever
more audible.

Hadley would have liked to ask
Anton more about his background.
He’d lived through a nightmare, she
knew. Ethnic cleansing. Genocide.

Yet she felt uneasy in his presence.
Very likely, it had been a mistake to
allow the eccentric young biologist to
drop by her house a second time; she
didn’t want to mislead him. She was a

The New Yorker, Jan 12, 2009 http://archives.newyorker.com/global/print.asp?path=/djvu/Conde%20Na...

57 of 77 8/14/2009 6:47 PM



ALIEN VS. PREDATOR

Praise this world, Rilke says, the jerk.
We'dstay upall night. Every angel's
berserk. Hell,ifyou slit monkeys
for a living, you'd pray to me,too.
I'm notso forgiving. ’m rubber, you're glue.

That elk is such a dick. He’s a space tree

making a ski anda little foam chiropractor.
I set the controls, I pioneer

the seeding ofthe ionosphere.

I translate the Bible into velociraptor,

In front ofBest Buy, the Tibetansare released,
but where's the whale onstilts that we were promised?
I fight the comets, lick the moon,
paveits lonely streets.
‘The sandhill cranes make brains lookeasy.

I go by many names: Buju Banton,
Camel Light, the New York Times.
Pointbeing, rickshaws in Scranton.
I have few legs. I sleep on meat.
I'd eat your bra—point being—ina heartbeat.

widow whohad caused her husband
to be burnt to ashes and was unrepen-
tant, unpunished. Since March, she’d
been declining invitations from friends
who had known her and her husband
for years. She felt impatient with their
solicitude, their concern for her, which
she did not deserve. I’m sorry! I don’t
wanttogo out. I'm very tired. Igo to bed
and can’t sleep and at 1 A.M. I take a
sleeping pill. At 4 A.M, I take another.

Forget me! I am something that is

jinished.

She thought now that possibly she
didn’t have to invite hervisitor into the
house, that Anton might not notice
her rudeness, might notknowenough to
interpretit as rudeness. Heset the mums
and the box with the produce
on a white bench near Hadley’s front
walk. He'd boasted of being “Mis-
ter Fix-It’—andhewas quickto see that
the terrace behind Hadley’s house
contained a number of broken flag-
stones, which he offered to replace
for her. Next he examined the garden
gate, which had become warped. He
managedtofix it with several deft mo-

—MichaelRobbins

tions of his hands. “There. It is good
as ‘new,’ eh?” he said. He laughed as
if he'd said something unexpectedly
witty. Hadleywas grateful thatforall his
clumsiness Anton had made no mention
ofthe terrible profusion ofweeds amid a
lush tangle of black-eyed Susans, Rus-
sian sage, and morning-glory vines in
Hadley’s husband’s garden, which had
been allowed to go wild.

She was impressed by hervisitor's
energy; it brimmed and thrummed
like rising yeast. She would have sup-
posed that after a day presumably
spent at the lab and several hours at
the co-op Anton would be dazed with
exhaustion. Yet there he was, tireless
in his inspection of the exterior of
Hadley’s house—checking windows
andlocks, dragging aside broken limbs
and storm debris. You'd have thought
that Anton Kruppevwas anold friend
of the family for whom the discovery
that one ofthe floodlights on Hadley’s
garage had burnt outwas something of
a coup,inciting him to immediate ac-
tion. “You have a bulbto replace, yes?
Anda ladderwith ‘steps—'stepladder?

I will put in—now—beforeit is too
dark.”

So adamant that Hadley had no
choice butto give in.

nd no choice but to invite Anton
Kruppevinside,forjust a while.

Politely and with regret, she ex-
plained that she had a dinner engage-
mentlater that evening, but would he
like to comeinside, for a drink?

“Hedley, yes, thank you! I would
like—yes—so much.”

Stammering with gratitude, Anton
scraped his hiking boots against the
welcome mat. The soles were muddy
and stuck with leaves. Though Hadley
insisted that it wasn’t necessary, Anton
removed the boots with a grunt and

carefully placed them onthe frontstep,
side by side. What large boots they
were,like a horse’s hooves! The sodden

shoelaces trailed out—left, right—in
perfect symmetry.

Inside, most ofthe downstairs rooms
were dark. Now thatit was late Octo-
ber, night came quickly. Pleasantly ex-
cited, a little nervous, Hadley went
about switching on lights. There was
a curious intimacy between her and
Anton Kruppev, in this matter of
switching on lights. Hadley heard her
voice warmly uplifted—no idea what
she was saying—ashertall guest came
to stand in his gray wool socks at the
threshold ofthe living room, which he
hadn't seen previously. Hestared into
the long, beautifully furnished room
with a shoulder-high stonefireplace at
its far end, book-filled shelves, Chinese
carpets on a gleaming hardwood floor.
Above the fireplace hung an Impres-
sionist Wolf Kahn landscape of gor-
geouspastel colors.

Excitedly, Anton Kruppev asked if
the painting was by Cézanne.

“Cézanne! Hardly.” Hadley laughed,
the question was so naive. Except for
the surreal pastel colors and a high de-
gree of abstraction in the rendering of
massed tree trunks andfoliage, there
waslittle in the canvas to suggest the
earlier master.

Outside, while Anton had been
changing the floodlight, Hadley had
thought, I will offer him coffee. That's
enoughfor tonight. But now that they
were out ofthe Octoberchill and inside
the warm houseshe offered him a glass
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ofdark-red Catena wine, from a bottle
originally purchased by her husband.
Anton thanked her profusely—a flush
of pleasure rose into his odd, angular
face. In his wiry hair that was the color
of ditchwater a small pumpkin seed
shone.

Hadley poured herself half a glass
ofwine. Her hand shookjustslightly.
She thought, If] don’t offer him a sec-
ondglass. If I don’t ask him tostay.

Since there was an openedjar of
Brazil nuts on the sideboard, Hadley
offered these to Anton, too. A cascade
of nuts into a blue ceramic bowl.

GratefullyAnton drank, andAnton
ate. Thirstily, hungrily. He drifted
about Eadley’s living room,peering at
her bookshelves. Excitedly he talked—
he had so muchto say! He reminded
Hadleyofa chattering bird,a large en-
dearingly gawky bird like an ostrich,
long-legged, long-necked, with a
beaky face, quick-darting inquisitive
eyes.

His upper body, now that he'd re-
movedhis nylon parka, was bony, con-
cave. Hadley imagined that he would
be waxy-pale beneath his shirt. A hair-
less chest. A little potbelly, and spindly
legs.

Hadley laughed. Already she’d
almostfinished her wine. A warm sen-
sation suffused herthroat and spread to
the region ofher heart.

Politely she tried to listen—to con-
centrate—as her eccentric guest bab-
bled rapidly and nervously and with an
air of schoolboy enthusiasm.
How annoying Anton was! Like

many shy people, once he began talk-
ing he seemed not to know how to
stop; he lacked thesocial sleight of
hand to change the subject, and he
had no idea how to engage another
person. Like a runaway vehicle, he
plunged on, heedless. And yet there
was something undeniably attractive
about him.
He was becoming more incensed

now, impassioned—though he seemed
to be joking, too—speaking ofAmeri-
can politics, American pop culture, and
“American fundamentalist ignorance”
about stem-cell research. And, howig-
norant! More than ninety per cent of
Americans believed in God—andin
the Devil.

Hadley frowned at this. Ninety per
cent? Wasthat so? It didn’t seem plau-
sible that as manypeople would believe
in the Devil as believed in God.

“Yes, yes! To believe in the Chris-
tian God is to believe in His enemy, the
Devil. That is known.”
Anton drained his glass of wine

and then helped himself to a second
glass, scooping up another handful of
the Brazil nuts. Hadley wonderedif
he meantto be rude, or if he simply

 
“Oh, crap!Ileft ‘The Origin ofSpecies out where the kids canfindit.”

didn’t know any better. “I really can’t
think,” she persisted, “that as many
Americans believe in the Devil as
believe in God. I’m sure thatisn’t so.
Americans are—we are—atolerant
nation.”
How smug this sounded. Hadley

paused, not knowing what she meant
to say. The darkwine had gone quickly
to her head.

With a snort of derision, Anton
said, “A tolerant nation—is it? Such
‘tolerance’ as swallows up everything
and what it cannot it makes of an
enemy.”

“Enemy? What do you mean?”
“It makes of war. First is declared

the enemy, then the war.”
Anton laughed, baring his teeth.

Chunky yellow teeth they were, and
the gumspale pink. Seeing how Had-
ley stared at him, hesaid, in a voice
heavy with sarcasm, “First, there is
the ‘tolerance’—then the “‘preémpt
strike.’”

Hadley’s face filled with the heat
ofindignation. This wasinsulting, de-
liberately so. Anton Kruppev, who'd
lived in the United States for years,
knew very well the history of the Iraq
war, how Americanshad been misled,
deceived by the Republican leadership.
Of course he knew. She opened
her mouth to protest, then thought
betterofit.

Surreptitiously, she glanced at her
wristwatch. Only 6:48 P.M.! Her guest
had been inside the housefor less
than half an hour, but the strain of
his visit was such that it seemed much
longer.

Still Anton was prowling about,
snooping. Artifacts from trips that
Tadley and her husband had taken,
over the years—Indonesian pottery,
Chinese wall scrolls and watercolors,
beautifully carved wooden figures
from Bali, a wall of brightly colored
“primitive” paintings from Mexico,
Costa Rica, Guatemala. Anton seemed
particularly interested in the books on
Hadley’s shelves, as if the hundreds of
titles acquiredyearsearlier by Hadley’s
husband—who’'d earned both a Ph.D.
in Europeanhistory and a law degree
from ColumbiaUniversity—possessed
an immediate significance and were
not simply relics ofa lost and irretriev-
able private past.
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“You have read all these, Hedley,
yes?”

Hadley laughed, embarrassed. No,
she had not.

“Then—someoneelse? All these?”
Hadley laughed again, uncertain.

Was Anton Kruppev mocking her?
He was peering at her, as at herart
objects and bookshelves, with an al-
most hostile intensity; yet she could
not help it, so American was her na-
ture, so female, that she wasstill anx-
ious that he like her, and admire
her—ifshe could be sure that he did,
then she would send him away in
triumph.

She thought again of the foreign-
born youths she'd known in school. In
middle school, they had seemedpiti-
ful—objects of sympathy, charity, and
condescension,if notderision. In high
school, they'd become A students, star
athletes. There was a drivenness to
them, something that the complacent
Americans hadinitially mistaken for
weakness.

In his soiled wool socks, Anton
seemed morechildlike than aggressive.
Hadley supposed that his own living
quarters, in university-ownedhousing,
were minimal, cramped, somewhere in
the row ofsubsidized apartments along
the river. “Ah! Thisis solar room?” He
had wandered into the glass-walled
room at the rear of the stone house
which had been added on by Hadley
and her husband; the “solarium,” in-
tended to be sun-warmed, was fur-
nished with white wicker furniture,
chintz pillows, and a white wrought-
iron table and chairs, like an outdoor
porch. But now the room wasdark and
shadowed, and the brightfestive col-
ors were almostinvisible. Through the
vertical glass panels shone faint cres-
cent moon, entangled in the tops of
the tall pines.

“Such a beautiful house—itis old,
is itP—so big, for one person. You are
so very lucky, Hedley. You knowthis,
yes?”

Lucky! Hadley smiled, confused.
Shetried to see this.

“Yes, I think so. I mean—yes.”
“So many housesin this ‘village,’ as

it is called, they are so big. For so few
people. On eachacre ofland,it may be
one person—the demographics would
show. Yes?”

Hadley wasn’t sure what Anton
Kruppevwas saying. A brash sort of
merrimentshonein his eyes, widened
behind the smudgedlenses ofhis wire-
rimmedglasses.
He asked Hadley how long she’d

lived in the house, and whenshetold
him that she and her husband had
moved there in 1988 he maintained his
pained,fixed smile but did not ask
about her husband. He must know,
then, she thought. Someoneat the
co-op has told him.

Bluntly, Antonsaid,“Yes,it is luck.
Americais the land of opportunity—
all that is deserved is not always
granted.”

“But it wasn’t luck. My husband
worked. What wehave he earned.”

“Andyou, Hedley?You have ‘earned?
also?”
“I—I—I don’t take anything for

granted. Not anylonger.”
Anton peered at herclosely. It was

as if the biologist were trying to deter-
mine the meaning of her words by
lookingat her. A kind ofperverse echo-
location—wasthat the word?—like a
bat following a trail of high-pitched
beeps. Except that Anton wasstaring.
Hadley saw that the pumpkin seed—
unless it was a second seed, or a bit of
pumpkin gristle—still glistened in his
wiry hair, which lookedas if it needed
shampooing and would be coarseto the
touch. She felt a reckless impulse to
pluck the seed out, though she could
notrisk the intimacy.
He would misunderstand. He is such a

fool, be would misinterpret.

But ifI wanted a lover. A loverfor

whom Ifelt no love.

AsifAnton had heard these words,
his mood suddenly changed. His smile
becamestartled, less strained. He asked
Hadleyif there were any more repairs
for Mister Fix-It, and Hadley said
quickly, “No. No more.”

“Your basement—furnace—thatI
could check. I am trained. You smile,

Hedley,butit is so. To support myself
in school—”

Hadley was sure that she wasn’t
smiling. More firmly, she thanked
Anton and told him she had to leave
soon. “I’m meeting friends for dinner in

”
town.

This was clearly a lie. Hadley could

lie onlyflatly, brazenly.

Anton took a step closer. “I would
come back another day, if needed. I
would be happyto do this, Hedley. You
know this—I am your friend Anton—

so”
“No. I mean—yes. Some other time,

maybe.”

adley began to lead her guest
back out into the living room,

into the lighted gallery and the foyer
near the front door. He followed
in her wake muttering to himself—
unless he was talking to Hadley, and
meant herto hear, to laugh, for it
seemed that Anton was laughing,
under his breath. He’d drained his
second glass of wine and his move-
ments had becomejerky, uncoérdi-
nated,like those ofa partially animate
scarecrow.

It was then that Anton began to
confide in Hadley, in a lowered and
agitated voice: the head ofhis labora-
tory at the institute had cheated him;
he’d taken the discoveries of Anton
Kruppevto claim for his own; he’d
published a paper in which Anton was
cited merely in a list ofgraduate assis-
tants, and now that Anton had pro-
tested he was exiling Anton from the
lab. He'd refused to speak to Antonat
the institute and had banished him,
and so Anton had gone to the univer-
sity president—he had demanded
to be allowed to speak to him, but
of course he’d been turned away.
Anton had returned the next morning,
and when he was again told no he de-
manded to speak with the provost—
and the university attorney. Their
offices were near one anotherin the
administration building. But they were
all in conspiracy together, with the
head of the institute and the head of
Anton’s laboratory—heknew this! He
was not such a fool, not to know this!
Anton had become excited and some-
one hadcalled security. The campus
police had arrived and led him away
protesting; they had threatened to turn
him over to the town police, who
would arrest him for “trespassing” and
“threatening bodily harm.” Anton had
beenterrified—he would be deported
by HomelandSecurity. He did notyet
have his American citizenship—

“You are smiling, Hedley? Whatis
the joke?”
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Smiling? During this long, breath-
less, disjointed speech, Hadley had
been staring at Anton Kruppev in
astonishment.

“It is amusing to you, yes? That
after all my work, my effort—I am
most hardworking in the lab—our su-
pervisor exploits my good nature. He
was always saying, ‘Antonis the sfoic
among us—what this means, this
flattery of Americans, is that you can
be used. To be wsed—that is our pur-
pose, to the institute. But you must not
indicate that you are in the know.”
Anton spoke like someone whose
grievances were so far in excess of his
ability to express them that he might
have been the bearer of an ancient,
tribal burden. “And now,after three
years, when myfindings are cheated
from me and I am of no moreuse,it
is time to toss away into the Dump-
ster. That is good word, good joke,
eh? ‘Dumpster—very good Ameri-
can joke. Theinstitute is saying my
contract will not be renewed, for the
federal grant is ended. And my super-
visor has not ever got aroundto aid-
ing me with mycitizenship applica-
tion—years it has been. Of course,

I have been dia/-tory myself—I have
been working so Sard in the lab. Yes-
terday morning it was, the decision
came to me by e-mail. You—you
must not smile, Hedley! That is very
selfish. That is very selfish and very
cruel.”

The indignant man loomed over
Hadley, his angular face hardened with
strain. His jaws were clenched. A
sweaty-garbagey smell wafted from his
heated body. Behind the smudged
lenses his eyes were deep-socketed,
wary. Hadley said nervously, “Maybe
you should leave, Anton. I'm expecting
friends. I mean... they're stopping by,
to take me with them. To dinner in
town...”

Hadley didn’t wantheragitated vis-
itor to sense how frightened she was of
him. Her mistake was in turning away
to lead himto the door. Insulting him.
He looped an arm aroundherneck, and
in an instant they were struggling off
balance. He grabbed at her, and kissed
her—kissed andbit at herlips, like a
suddenly ravenous rodent. Both their
wineglasses wentflying, clattering to

the floor.
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She was trying to draw breath to
scream but he’d pushed her down. She
thought he was trying to strangle her,
then it seemed that he wasstill kiss-
ing her, or trying to. Panicked, she
jammed her elbowsinto his chest,

his ribs; his mouth closed over hers
and she thoughtthat he wouldbite off
herlip. With a kind of manicelation,
he was murmuring what soundedlike
You like me! You want this! Granting
with effort, he straddled her, his face
flushed with emotion; their struggle
had becomepurely physical, and ur-
gent, enacted now in near-silence,
except for their panting. Hadley had
no idea what she was doing, mov-
ing her head from side to side, trying
to avoid the man’s mouth, his sharp
yellow teeth, the smell ofhis breath. In
a paroxysm of desperation, Hadley
managed to squirm out from beneath
him,like an animal crawling on hands
and knees, and in that instant she al-
most believed that she might escape
Anton Kruppev—but he had only
to lunge after her, seize her ankle
in his strong fingers, laughing and
climbing over her, straddling her
again, more forcibly this time, closing
his fingers around her neck. In a
choked voice, Anton was saying, “You
wantme here! You askedfor this. You
have no right to laugh at me. You and
your‘trustee’ husband.” Hadley had
no idea what Anton wassaying.
Trustee? Her husband had served on
an advisory board for the history de-
partment; he’d had no association with
the molecular-biology institute. She
could not have explained this; she had
not the strength, or the breath, yet she
had timeto think, almost calmly, This
can’t be happening. This is wrong.
She seemed to see herself in that in-
stant with a strange stillness and de-
tachment, as she had during her mar-

riage when while she was making love
with her husband her mindhad slipped

 

free and all that was physical, visceral,
and immediate wasata little distance.
Though now,tasting the wine on An-

ton’s tongue, the sour-feral wine taste
of a man’s mouth, Hadley knew that
she wasloathed by the man;his hatred
was pure andfiery as she begged him,
Please don't hurt me, Anton. I want to

be yourfriend, Anton. I will help you.

It wasn’t wine she was tasting but
blood from her upperlip. He disen-
gaged from her roughly and gotto his
feet, looming over her, his shirt loose,
splattered with blood. In a voice ofan-
guish, rage, incoherence, he uttered
something that she did not under-
stand, then staggered awayto the front
door. Then—to her astonishment—
he was gone.

Shelay verystill, her heart pound-
ing, her body bathed in sweat and the
smell of him, her brain blank, oblivi-
ous of her surroundings. After several
minutes—it may have been as many as
ten or fifteen—she understood that
she was alone. It had not quite hap-
pened to her the way that she’d be-
lieved it would happen, the crossing
over.

She managed to stand. She was
dazed, sobbing. She leaned against a
chair in the hall, touching the walls,
then stumbled to the open doorway
and stood, staring outside. The front
walk was dimly illuminated by the
moon overhead. There was a meagre
light, a near-to-fading light. She saw
that the pumpkin head hadfallen from
the step, or had been kicked. It lay
shattered on its side. She could see
that the innards had been scooped
out, but negligently, so that seeds re-
mained, bits ofpumpkin gristle. She
stepped outside. She wiped at her
mouth, which wasstill bleeding. She
would run backinto the house and dial
911. She would report an assault. She
would summonhelp. Forshe required
help, badly; she knew that Anton
Kruppev would return. Certainly he
would return. On the front walk, she
stood gazing toward the road—what
she could see of the road in the dark-
ness. ‘Chere were headlights there. An
unmoving vehicle. It was very dark, a
winter dark had come upon them. She
called out, “Hello? Hello? Whois it?”
Headlights on the roadway, wherehis
vehicle was parked.¢
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THE CRITICS

 

A CRITIC AT LARGE

BEWARE OF PITY
HannahArendtandthepower ofthe impersonal.

BY ADAM KIRSCH

n 1999, the Croatian novelist Slavenka
Drakuli¢ visited The Hagueto observe

thetrials forwar crimes committed in the
former Yugoslavia. Among the defen-
dants was GoranJelisi¢, a thirty-year-old
Serb from Bosnia, who struck her as “a
man you can trust.” With his “clear, se-
rene face, lively eyes, and big reassuring
grin,” he reminded Drakulié ofone ofher
daughter's friends. Many ofthewitnesses
atThe Hague shared this view ofthe de-
fendant—even manyMuslims,who told
the court howJelisié helped an old Mus-
lim neighbor repair her windows after
they were shattered by a bomb, or how
he helped another Muslim friend escape
Bosnia with his family. But the Bosnian
Muslims who had knownJelisié seven
years earlier, when he was a guard at the
Luka prison camp, had different stories
to tell. Over a period of eighteen days

3 in 1992, they testified, Jelisié himself
&> killed more than a hundred prisoners. As
fe# Drakulié writes, he chosehis victimsat
« random, by asking “a man to kneel down
5 and place his head over a metal drain-
= age grating. ‘Then he would execute him

aZ with twobullets in the back ofthe head
=+ from his pistol, which was equipped
z2 with a silencer.” Heliked to introduce
= himself with the words “Hitler was the
& first Adolf, lam the second.” Hewas sen-
6 tenced to forty years in prison.

NoneofDrakulié's experiencein cre-
& ating fictional characters could help her
a2 understand such a mind, which remained
Z all the more unfathomable because of
2i Jelisigs apparent normality, even gentle-
2 ness. “The more you realize that war
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criminals might be ordinary people, the
more afraid you become,” she wrote.
What Drakulié discovered, in other
words, is what Hannah Arendt, at the
trial of Adolf Eichmann,in Jerusalem,
someforty years earlier, called “the fear-
some, word-and-thought-defying 4anal-
ity ofevil.” Drakulié titled her book“They
Would Never Hurt a Fly,” afterArendt's
description ofa typical Nazi functionary
who“does not regard himself as a mur-
derer because he has not done it out of
inclination butin his professional capac-
ity. Out of sheer passion he would never
do harm to a fly.” Arendt’s concept has
become so famous thatit is hard to re-
memberhowbitterly controversial itwas
when shefirst used it. Many readers re-
sisted what looked like an attempt to
trivialize the Nazis. “No banalityofa man
could have done so hugely evil a job so
well,” one critic wrote. Yet even those who

dispute Arendt’sjudgment acknowledge
her influence on the waywe think about
political evil. As long as ordinary people
can be transformed overnight into mass
murderers, we are still living in Hannah

Arendt’s world.

It is an ambiguoustribute to Arendt,
then, that her scholarly and popular pro-
file is higher today than at any time
since she died,in 1975,at the age ofsixty-
nine. In the past few years, a number of
Arendt's works have been published by
Schocken Books, where she worked as an
editor in the nineteen-forties. “The Ori-
gins ofTotalitarianism” has been accom-
panied by several collections of essays—
most notably “The Jewish Writings,”

 
Arendt in a Paris café, in 1935. Her
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celebration ofthepublic realm was matchedby a mistrust oftheprivate realm. To her, thepersonalwas emphatically notpolitical.

The New Yorker, Jan 12, 2009 http://archives.newyorker.com/global/print.asp?path=/djvu/Conde%20Na...

64 of 77 8/14/2009 6:47 PM



 
 

REMAINDERS

edited byJerome Kohn and Ron Feld-
man, which includes Arendt’s wartime
journalism. Scholars around the world
have kept pace with a torrent ofstudies—
on Arendt and international relations,
Arendt and human rights, Arendt and
the Jewish question. It is hard to name
another thinker of the twentieth century

more soughtafter as a guide to the dilem-
mas ofthe twenty-first.

Yet it is not just political theorists
whofind Arendta source offascination.
‘The mostintense curiosity about Arendt
in the past few years has had less to do
with her work than with herlife. Above
all, the publication in English, in 2004,
ofArendt’s correspondence with Martin
Heidegger, after decades of specula-
tion about their relationship, brought
renewedscrutiny to her intimate life.
To a thinker who believed that the
personal was emphatically notpoliti-
cal, this kind of attention would have
been very unwelcome. She derided the
“pseudoscientific apparatuses of depth-
psychology, psychoanalysis, graphology,
etc.” as nothing more than “curiosity-
seeking.” Yet Arendt’s deeply ambiva-
lent relationship with Heidegger—her
lover, teacher, and friend—has a more
than personal significance, since it casts
light on the mostvexedissue in her work:
her tangled relationship withJewishness
and Germanness.
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Arendt’s legend—or, perhapsit is
better to say, her image—has becomeas
importantto posterity as her theories. In
part, of course, this is because Arendtis

one of the few womenin the tradition-
ally male pantheon ofpolitical philos-
ophy. It makes sense thatit is femin-
ist readers who find the most food for
thought in Arendt's image—even though
Arendt denied that she was a feminist.
Julia Kristeva devotes some pages ofher
recent book on Arendt to her changing
appearance, as documented in photo-
graphs: from the girlish “seductress” of
the nineteen-twenties, gazing poetically
at the camera, to the confidentintellec-
tual of thefifties, whose “femininity . .
beats a retreat” as her face becomes “a
caricature ofthe . . . battle scars” received
during her public career.

Kristeva’s reverie on Arendt’s “psychic
bisexuality” is not the kindof attention
that gets paid to Kant or Heidegger. Yet
it is a sign of the waythat Arendt has
emerged as something both more and
less than a political theorist. ‘The most re-
wardingway to read Arendt, and the best
way to make sense ofboth the strengths
and the limitations ofher work, is to ap-
proach her as Michelle-Iréne Brudny
does in “Hannah Arendt: An Essay in In-
tellectual Biography”: “I definitely take
Hannah Arendtto be less a political phi-
losopherora political theorist... than an

author in the strong sense of the word.”
Kristeva, still more emphatically, consid-
ers Arendt’s writings “to be less a body of
work than an action.” Like so manyJew-
ish writers of her generation, Arendt at-
temptedin her work to shinethelight of
intellect on the extreme darkness she
lived through. That she chose to do this
in the most impersonal ofgenres—phi-
losophyand history—rather than through
memoir, or even poetry (which she loved
to read, and wrote from timeto time),is
itselfa clue to the immense psychological
pressures that shaped her work and, in
the end, partly disfiguredit.

he power of the impersonal is the

great theme ofArendt’s work, andit
is no coincidence that she first discovered
it in the mostliterary, least theoretical of
her books, “Rahel Varnhagen: The Lite
of a Jewess.” It was the first book she
wrote (not counting her doctoral disser-
tation), but it was not published foral-
most two decades, and it remains, even
today, a kind of orphan in the Arendt
canon. Readers of “EichmanninJerusa-
lem” and “The Origins of Totalitarian-
ism” tend to ignore this impressionistic
biography of a late-eighteenth-century
hostess and letter writer, whose Berlin
salon wasoneofthe breeding grounds of
German Romanticism. Yet the Rahel bi-
ography, as Kristeva says, is “a veritable
laboratory ofArendt's political thought.”

Arendt acknowledged her deep af-
finity with Rahel Vamhagen, née Levin,
calling her“myveryclosest woman friend,
unfortunatelydead a hundred years now.”
Whattheyhad in commonwas their pre-
dicamentas highly gifted Jewish women
in a culture that exacteda terrible psychic
toll both onwomen andonJews. In Ber-
lin, at the time ofthe French Revolution,
Rahel’s friends included some ofPrussia’s
greatest minds. They were drawn to her
freedom from social convention, and to
the exquisite sensibility that informed her
cult of Goethe, her extensive correspon-
dence, and her love affairs. Yet during the
Napoleonic Wars, as Prussian national-
ism began to flourish, many of Rahel’s
Germanfriendsdeserted her, her Gentile
fiancé, whom shesaw as herticket to re-
spectable society, refused to marry her.
She was left alone with her inwardness,
mourning “the thing which all mylife
seemed to me the greatest shame, which
was the misery and misfortune of my
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life—having been born a Jewess.” Not
until she was dying did she decidethat,all
the same,Jewishness was the one thing“I
should on no account now wish to have
missed.”
When Arendtfirst discovered Rahel,

in the late nineteen-twenties, she recog-
nized her as both tutelary spirit and a
cautionary tale. Arendtwas born in 1906,

into a family that, like so many German
Jewish families, ardently pursued Rahel’s
ideal ofculture, or Bildung. “With us from
Germany,” she wrote bitterly during the
Second WorldWar,“the word ‘assimila-
tionreceiveda ‘deep’ philosophical mean-
ing, Youcan hardlyrealize how serious we
were aboutit.” Again like Rahel, Arendt
was conspicuous forher intelligence from
an early age; as a young woman,she was
nicknamed Pallas Athene. When, in
1924, she went to Marburg University,
she entered intothe study oftheology and
philosophy as into her owninheritance,

even though she recognized that they
might be uncomfortable subjects for a
Jew. When shesigned upfor a seminar on
the New Testament, she sternly warned
the professor, Rudolf Bultmann,that
“there must be no anti-Semitic remarks.”

Yet Arendt could not have suspected
just how fraught her encounter with phi-
losophywould turn outto be. Like all the
most enterprising students, she enrolled
in a class with Martin Heidegger. Hei-
degger was then at work on his magnum
opus, “Being and Time,” butalready he
had a reputationas a thrilling teacher. As
Arendt remembereda lifetimelater, in
her tribute to Heidegger on his eighti-
eth birthday, “Little more than a name
was known, but the name madeits way
throughallofGermanylike the rumor of
a secret king.” She was thus more than
prepared to respond when the married,
thirty-five-year-old professor began to
fall in love with her.

The fact that Heidegger and Arendt
were lovers was nosecret to her close
friends—“Oh, how very exciting!” Karl
Jaspers exclaimed when Arendttold
him—andit has been public knowledge
since Elisabeth Young-Bruchl revealedit
in her 1982 biography. But the affair
became a kind of highbrow scandal in
1995, when Elzbieta Ettinger, a profes-
sor at M.L.T., wrote about it in a short
book, “HannahArendt/Martin Heideg-
ger.” Ettinger, whohadbeen granted ac-
cess to the Heidegger-Arendt correspon-

dence for the purpose of writing a new
biography ofArendt, instead madeitthe
subject ofa sensational exposé. ‘The book
was loftily derided by Arendtians; yet,
withoutthe curiosity that Ettinger ex-
cited, it is doubtful that Arendt’s and
Heidegger's estates would have con-
sented to the publication of their letters,
which cast a fascinating newlight onthis
most important chapter in Arendt’slife.

‘The correspondence, whichis collected
in “Letters 1925-1975,” is revealing, first
ofall, in its very incompleteness. Arendt

keptall of Heidegger's letters, from the
very beginning; he kept few of hers, and
none from theearly years. As a result,
Heidegger's voice dominates the book,
just as his personality and his decisions
dominated the affair. As one would ex-
pect, Heidegger—anolder male professor,
whoalso happenedto be one ofEurope's
greatest philosophers—treats his teen-age
lover with a combination ofpassion and
condescension. He is capable of poetic
raptures: “The demonic struck me... .
Nothing like it has ever happened to me,”
he writes notlong after their first meeting.
Yet while Arends intellect helped draw
him to her, he is deeply patronizing about
her intellectual ambitions. Heurges her to
take a “decisive step back from the path to-
ward theterrible solitude of academic re-
search, which only man can endure,” and
to concentrate instead on becoming “a
woman who can give happiness, and
around whom all is happiness.”

Understandably, after a year of covert
meetings and emotional confrontations,
Arendt left Marburg for Heidelberg,
where,inJaspers, she found a
more equable teacher.It is
just possible to glimpse in the
letters the pain that the affair

caused Arendt—aboveall, by
enforcing a sense of power-
lessness. Early on, in an auto-

biographical composition ad-
dressed to Heidegger and
titled “Shadows,” Arendt de- ==
scribed herself in the third person: “I lis
sensitivity and vulnerability, which hadal-
ways given heran exclusiveair, grewto al-
most grotesque proportions.” As late as
1929, when Arendtran into Heidegger at
a train station and for a momenthefailed
to recognize her, she found the experience
shattering: “When I was a small child,
thatwas the waymymother oncestupidly
and playfully frightened me. I had read

 

the fairy tale about Dwarf Nose, whose
nose gets so long nobody recognizes him
anymore. Mymother pretended that had
happened to me.I still vividly recall the
blind terror with which I kept crying: but
I am your child, ] am your Hannah.—
Thatis whatit waslike today.”

Thefull significance of her experience
with Feidegger did not unfold, however,
until the early nineteen-thirties. As the
Weimar Republic collapsed and Nazivi-
olence grew, Arendtbeganto hear unset-
tling rumors about Heidegger's sympa-
thy with National Socialism. Herletter
to him on the subject is lost, but we can
gauge her anxiety from Heidegger's re-
sponse, which is tentatively dated “Win-
ter 1932/33.” “The rumors that are up-
setting you are slanders,” he begins, and
proceedsto give an evasively technical
defense of his treatment ofJewish stu-
dents and colleagues.(If he refused to su-
pervise aJewish student's dissertation, he
explains, it was only because “I am on
sabbatical this winter semester’; and, be-
sides, “the manwho, with my help, gota
stipend to go to Romeis a Jew.”) No-
where in theletter is there any denial of
Nazi sympathies. Instead, Heidegger
simply assures Arendt that, whatever
happens, “it cannot touch myrelation-
ship to you.” After reading this letter,

Arendt could nothave beenentirely sur-
prised when,in 1933, Heidegger joined
the Nazi Party and becamethe rector of
Freiburg, with the mission of aligning
the university with the newparty-state.

By that time, Arendt was already in
exile from the land of her birth. In the

spring of1933,just after Hit-
ler took power, she began to
do clandestine work for a Zi-
onist organization, docu-
menting anti-Semitism in
the new Germany. She was
arrested and interrogated,
and, after eight days, re-
leased. Immediately, she and

= her mother fled the country,
dippingacross the Czech border at night.
But while shelater dated her political
awakening to the Reichstag Fire, it is
clear that, for several years before 1933,
she had been growing more and more
alert to the untenable position ofJews in
Germany. The private humiliation and
political betrayal she suffered at the hands
of Heidegger, the living embodimentof
German intellect, only brought home to
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her the lessons she wasalready learning
from her study ofRahel Varnhagen.

Whenshe came to write about Ra-
hel’s life, then, Arendt broughtto it a
passion and a personal commitment
born of her own experience. No one

could have believed more seriously than
Rahel in the cultivation ofthespirit. Yet
to Arendt she appears as merely the vic-
tim of a terrible illusion—“the hapless
humanbeing, the sh/emih/, who has
anticipated nothing.” The lesson that
Arendt drew was that a beautiful soul
is not enough,for “it was precisely the
soul for which life showed no consider-
ation.” To live fully andsecurely, every
humanbeing needs what Arendtcalls
“specificity,” the social and political sta-
tus that comes with full membership in

a community. Arendt had said ofherself,
in the “Shadows”letter, that “she did not
belong to anything, anywhere, ever”; so,
too, Rahel was “exiled . . . all alone to a
place where nothing could reach her,
where she was cut off from all human

things, from everything that men have
the right to claim.” Avoiding that help-

less “place” became the goal of Arendt's
life and thought. Thecategorical imper-
ative of her political theory might be
phrased: ‘Thou shalt not be a shlemihil.

y the timeshefinished writing “Rahel
Varnhagen,” in 1938—thanks in part

to the prodding ofWalter Benjamin, her
friend and fellow-exile—Arendt had
cometo see Rahel’s predicament as an
early sign ofthe political naiveté that had
left EuropeanJewry so vulnerable to Nazi
persecution. The biography was written,
she later said, “with an awareness of the
doom ofGermanJudaism (although, nat-
urally, without any premonition of how
far the physical annihilation oftheJewish
people in Europe would becarried).”
And,just as Arendt’s attitude toward
Rahelwas an unstable mixture ofsympa-
thy andcriticism, so, too, her reaction to
the Jewish crisis was a blend of urgent
concern and haughty contempt.

Arendt's tendency to blamethe vic-
tim, which produced such an explosive
effect in “EichmanninJerusalem” in the
nineteen-sixties,is already obvious in the
articles she wrote during the war forduf-
bau, the German-languageJewish news-
paper in New York. Arendt had been
able to flee Vichy France for the United
States in 1941, thanks to a visa she re-
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ceived with the help of the Emergency
Rescue Committee, a volunteer group
that used both legal and illegal means to
get Jews and others in peril out of the
country. She moved into two rooms on
WestNinety-fifth Street, andwasjoined
a fewweekslater by her mother, whoalso
managed to escape France bywayofLis-
bon. It is a measure of Arendt’s daunt-
lessness, and her determination to make
her voice heard publicly, that before the
year was outshewashired as a columnist
for Aufbau. It was the first step in an
Americanjournalistic career that eventu-
ally, as her facility in English improved,
led her to become a contributorto Parti-
san Review, The New Yorker, and The
New York Review ofBooks.

Arendt’s wartime articles, collected in
“TheJewish Writings,” offer a crucial in-
sight into the political experiences that
shaped hertheoretical work. In particular,
they show Arendt developinga self-con-
tradictory brand ofZionism, which might
be called a Zionism of necessity. Faced
with the collapse ofJewish assimilation,
Arendt turned to Zionism as an “escape
route from illusionintoreality, from men-
dacityand self-deception to an honest ex-
istence.” And the major subject of her
wartimewriting is the needforJews to re-
gain their political self-respect—torefuse
anylongerto be sh/emibis, As she wrote in
1941, “Onetruth thatis unfamiliar to the
Jewish people, though they are beginning
tolearnit, is thatyou can only defendyour-
selfas thepersonyou are attackedas. A per-
son attacked as aJew cannot defend him-
selfas an Englishman or Frenchman. The
world would only conclude that heis sim-
ply not defending himself.” Thatwaswhy
Arendtstrongly urged the creation of a
Jewish army, which wouldenable theJews
to hold up their heads as equals among
the Allied powers.

WhatArendt’s Zionism lacked, how-
ever, was any positive content, any genu-
ine interest inJudaism orJewish history.
This attitude wastypical of the assimi-
lated German Jews of her generation, a
natural productofan upbringing where,
as she recalled, “I did not know from my
family that I was Jewish. . . . The word
‘Jew’ never came up whenI was a small
child.” Arendt’s Jewishness was consti-
tuted by anti-Semitism: “T first met up
with it through anti-Semitic remarks . . .
from children on thestreet. After that I
was, so to speak, ‘enlightened.”

It stood to reason, then, that in 1948,
whenthe State of Israel was established
and theexistential threat to the Jewish
people had receded, Arendt rapidly dis-
embarrassed herself of her Zionism.
While she retained a lifelong interest in
thefate oftheJewish state—“Anyreal ca-
tastrophein Israel would affect me more
deeply than almost anything else,” she
told MaryMcCarthy—shehadan equally
strong distaste forits politics and for most

ofits citizens. Among the posthumous
revelations that have done the most dam-
age to Arendt’s reputation are the letters
that she wrote from Jerusalem in 1961,
whenshe was attending the Eichmann
trial. Her description ofthe crowdat the
courthouse, in a letter to Jaspers, passes
beyond condescension into outright rac-
ism: “Ontop, thejudges, the best ofGer-
manJewry. Below them, the prosecuting
attorneys, Galicians, butstill Europeans.
Everything is organized by a police force
that gives me the creeps, speaks only He-
brew, and looks Arabic. Some downright
brutal types among them. They would
obey any order. And outside the doors,
the oriental mob, as ifone were in Istan-
bul or someother half-Asiatic country.”

The venom ofthis description,like the
undisguised pleasure that Arendt took
in leaving Israel—‘T have never before
grasped the concrete meaning of‘relief’ so
clearly,” she wrote at the end of a 1955
trip—suggests the great emotional forces
at play. As she put downroots in New
York City—shelived on theWest Side of
Manhattan until her death—and became
a sought-afterwriter and lecturer, Arendt's
ideas about self-respect, that Rahelian
imperative, began to change. Now the
solidarity she had once soughtin Zionism
began to appear notas a source ofstrength

but as another evidence ofweakness—a
wayofclinging to one’s people because
one was too weak tostand alone.

She described this phenomenon in a
1959 speech in Hamburg, where she had
been awarded the Lessing Prize: “Itis as
if under the pressure of persecution the
persecuted have movedsoclosely to-
gether that the interspace which we have
called world . . . has simply disappeared.
This produces a warmth ofhuman rela-
tionships which may strike those who
have had someexperience with such
groups as an almost physical phenome-
non.” But the price of that warmth was
too high to pay: “In extreme cases, in
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which pariahdom has persisted for cen-
turies, we can speak ofrealworldlessness.
Andworldlessness,alas, is always a form

ofbarbarism.” For aJew to tell a German
audience,less than fifteen years after the
Holocaust, thatJews were barbarians was
a shockingly effective means ofreclaim-
ing the isolation, the “interspace,” that
Arendt so urgently needed.

Ttwas this refusal ofsolidarity, as much
as any specific assertion, that led so many
Jewish readers to react with fury to “Eich-
mann in Jerusalem” when it appeared, in
five installments in this magazine, in
1963. Arendt’s report from the trial of
Adolf Eichmann, the chief bureaucrat
and organizer ofthe Jewish genocide,re-
mains one of the touchstones ofAmeri-
can thinking about the Holocaust. But
the anger that her workprovoked among
many Jews—according to the historian
Peter Novick, she “became, for a time,
AmericanJewish Public EnemyNumber
One”—has provedjust as durable. At the
time, Arendt'scritics objected to her blan-
ket condemnation ofthe Jews drafted to
serve on theJadenrate—theJewish Coun-
cils established by the Nazis to manage
the ghettos—andto her apparently trivi-
alizing phrase about“the banality ofevil.”

Reading “Eichmann in Jerusalem”

today, however,in the light ofallwe have
since learned from and about Arendt,it is
clear that these local issues were only the
occasions for resentment, not the whole
cause. That cause, once again, can be
traced backto the “laboratory ofArendt's
political thought,” and to her own expe-
rience as a Jewish woman in Germany.
Whatraised Arendt’s Jewish conscious-
ness was her recognition ofJewish help-
lessness, both psychological andpolitical.
Butifshe responded to that helplessness
with an insistence onself-help, she found
it hard to avoid condemning those Jews
who,in her view, did not or could not
help themselves. Rahel was the first of
these, the members ofthe Judenrate the
last. “To a Jewthis role of the Jewish
leaders in the destruction oftheir own
people is undoubtedly the darkest chap-
ter of the whole dark story,” she wrote.

Arendt’s need todistance herselffrom
Jews, and especially from Jewish vic-
tims, accounts for the ironic tone that
has always struck readers of“Eichmann
in Jerusalem.” Arendt’ attitude toward
Eichmann himselfis simply dismissive:
her whole characterization of him as a

banal bureaucrat, oblivious ofthe evil he
does, is a wayofasserting his human and
intellectual inferiority. What inflames
Arendt, on the other hand,is any attempt
by theJewish witnesses to draw attention
to whattheysuffered.“I hate, am afraid of
pity, always have been,” she once told
McCarthy, and she mocked anything
that appeared to her to be an appeal for
pity. “The gist of the background wit-
nesses’ testimony aboutconditionsin the
Polish ghettos, about procedures in the
various death camps, about forced labor,
and, generally, the attempt to extermi-
nate throughlabor,was never in dispute,”
she wroteirritably; “on the contrary there
was hardly anything in whatthey told that
had not been known before.” She com-
plained that “the basic mistake”ofthetrial
was that “the Jews want to pour outtheir
sorrowto the world’—though “ofcourse,”
she granted, “they have suffered more
than Eichmannhas.”

In this and many other places,
Arendt's critics saw that the pride she so
effortfully cultivated carried shameas its
necessary obverse. This shameiswhatled
a critic like Gershom Scholem—whose
upbringing was similar to Arendt’s but
wholeft Germany for Palestine and took

a Hebrewname—toaccuse heroflacking
“love oftheJewish people.” It is a measure
of Arendt’s toughness, and ofherself-
knowledge, that she acknowledged the
charge, in a deeply revealing letter col-
lected in “TheJewish Writings”: “You are
quite right—I am not movedbyany ‘love’
ofthis sort. . . . | have never in my life
‘loved’ any people orcollective... . I
indeed love ‘only’ my friends andthe only
kind oflove I know ofandbelieve in is the
love ofpersons.”

The Heidegger correspondence
confirms that Arendt lived this princi-
ple. In 1950, seventeen years after they
had last communicated, Arendt and
Heidegger met again, when she went to
Germanytohelp trackdown stolenJew-
ish cultural treasures. At times, she had
been publicly critical of Heidegger's be-
havior during his rectorship and after-
ward, but the renewal oftheir ties ban-
ished all her suspicions. “This evening
and this morning are the confirmation
of anentire life,” she wrote to him after
their meeting. For the next twoyears,
their love enjoyed a briefafterlife, as
Heidegger wrote poems about her and
told her things like “I wish I could run
the five-fingered comb through your

 
“Tseeyou've discovered the heirloom Twinkies.”
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frizzy hair.” Even when the jealousy of
Heidegger's wife, Elfriede, brought this
quasi-romance to an end, Arendt kept in
touch with her old teacher. In thelast
yearsofhislife, she helped get his work
translated in America.

Arendt’s unqualified support of
Heideggerwas importantin establishing
the convenient myth that his Nazi in-
volvementhad been,as she putit, a case
ofan unworldlymangetting carried away
bypolitics, and thus “finally a matter of
indifference.” Not until the past decade
have scholars in Germany and America
demolished this notion, bytracing the
profoundafhinities between Heidegger's
thoughtandhis reactionary milieu.Itis
a task that Arendtherselfwas equipped
to perform,but herloyalty to Heidegger,
and to the German tradition he repre-
sented, made it impossible.

rendt’s experience at the Eichmann
trial bolstered the beliefthat defines

her political philosophy: that there must
be a rigorous separation betweenlove,
which we can experienceonlyprivately,
andrespect, which weearn in and require
for our public lives. If it is true that, as
Arendt once observed,“in the works ofa
great writer we can almost always find
a consistent metaphorpeculiar to him
alone in which his whole work seems to
cometo a focus,” then her thoughtis cer-
tainly focussed on the image ofdistance
or separation. A dignified individual ex-
istence, she believes, requires distance
from others, the “interspace” that she de-
scribed in the Hamburg speech. Com-
passionisdangerous,in herview, because
“not unlike love,” it “abolishes the dis-
tance, the in-between which always ex-
ists in humanintercourse.” What pre-
serves that distance, on the otherhand, is
pride—theprideofequals that she finds
exemplified in the political realm, the
“public space.”

This view ofpolitics mayhelp explain
why, in “The Human Condition” and
“On Revolution,” Arendtexalts it as the
highest ofhuman activities. Politics, in
her work, is not really an empirical con-
cept—an affair ofelections andlegisla-
tion,still less of tax policy or Social Se-
curity reform. Everything having to do
with economics,in fact, Arendt prefers
to exclude from herdefinitionofpolitics,
relegating it to the nebulouscategory of
“the social.” Real politics is found, rather,
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in the deliberations of the Founders in
Philadelphia, or the debates ofthe Athe-
nians in their assembly.It is an affair of
exceptionallytalented individuals—peo-
ple not unlike Hannah Arendt—arguing
with one another under conditions of
equality and mutual respect.

Still more revealing than Arendt’s
definition ofpolitics is her explanation of
whypeople are drawn to it in the first
place. We do notenterthe political world
to pursue justice or to create a better

world. No, humanbeings love politics
because they love to excel, and a political
career is the best way to win the world’s
respect. In ancient Greece, she writes,
“the polis was permeated bya fiercely ag-
onal spirit, where everybody had con-
stantly to distinguish himself from all
others, to show through unique deeds or
achievements that he wasthe bestofall.
‘The public realm,in other words, was re-
served for individuality; it was the only
place where men could show who they
really and inexchangeably were.” Arendt
recognizes that most of the people of
Athens,including all women andslaves,
wereshut out from this arena, but she ac-
cepts thather kindofpolitics is necessar-
ily an aristocratic pursuit. In yet another
instance of her favorite metaphor, she
defends “the bitter need of the few to
protect themselves against the many, or
rather to protect the island of freedom
they have cometo inhabit against the
surrounding sea of necessity.”

Nothing could be more characteristic
ofArendt than the longing for respect and
recognition that shines through these
seeminglyabstract arguments. All her ex-
periences as a womanandas aJew,all the
hard wisdom she learned from Heidegger
and from Rahel, goes into her yearning
for the masculine, aristocratic freedom of
the Greek polis. (Richard Wolin, one of
Arendt’s sharpest contemporary critics,
hascalled this yearning “polis envy.”) At
times, Arendt's love ofthe public and the
political, and herfear of the private and
the psychological, becomes almost neu-
rotically intense. As she wrote to McCar-
thy, “the inner turmoilof the self, its
shapelessness,” must be kept understrict
quarantine: “It is no less indecent, unfit to
appear, than our digestive apparatus, or
else our inner organs, whichalso are hid-
den from visibility by the skin.”

This rejection ofinwardness, so con-
stant in Arendt’s work, from “Rahel

Varnhagen” on,is the key to whatis
most valuable in her legacy, and also
what is most questionable. No one has
argued more forcefully than Arendt that
to deprive human beings oftheir pub-
lic, political identity is to deprive them
of their humanity—andnotjust meta-
phorically. In“The OriginsofTotalitar-
ianism,” she points outthatthefirst step
in the Nazis’ destruction oftheJews was
to make them stateless, in the knowl-
edge that people with nostake in a po-
litical community have no claim on the
protectionofits laws.

This is the insight that makes
Arendt a thinker for our time, when
failed states have again and again be-
come thesettings for mass murder. She
reveals with remorseless logic whyemo-
tional appeals to “human rights”or“the
international community” so often prove
impotent in the face of a humanitarian
crisis. “The Rights of Man,afterall,
had been definedas ‘inalienable’ because
they were supposed to be independent
ofall governments,” she writes in “Ori-
gins,” “but it turned out that the mo-
ment human beings lacked their own
governmentandhad to fall back upon
their minimum rights, no authority was
left to protect them and noinstitution
was willing to guarantee them.” Thisis
exactly what happened in Yugoslavia
and Rwanda, and what is happening
nowin Darfur. Genocideis a political
problem, Arendtinsists, and it can be
solved only politically.

Yet the supreme value that Arendt
places on individual pride andaristocratic
distance, on intellect and excellence, also
sharply restricts the human understand-
ing that must be the basis for any confron-
tation with political evil, especiallythe evil
of the Holocaust. Too muchoflife and
too many kinds of people are excluded
from Arendt’s sympathy, which she could
freely give only to those as strong as she
was,If, as she wrote, “it is the desire to
excel which makes men love the world,”
then our love for the world actually makes
it harder for us to love the people who in-
habitit. This is the dilemma that runs
through all Arendt’s writing, demonstrat-
ing that what she observed about Marx is
true of her as well: “Such fundamental
and flagrant contradictions rarely occur in
second-rate writers; in the work of the
great authors theylead into the very cen-
ter oftheir work.” ¢
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BRIEFLY NOTED

Girl Meets Boy, byAli Sinith (Canongate;
$14). In Ovid’s Metamorphoses, Iphis is
broughtup as a boy and,on the eve ofher
wedding to another girl, saved from disas-
ter whenan obliging goddess agrees to
change her gender. Such obvious trans-
formation is absent from Smith’s modern
retelling, whichis narrated in alternating
chapters by Midge and Anthea Gunn,
twosisters living together in a small Scot-
tish town. Midgeis an uptight executive
at a bottled-water company; Antheais her
flighty youngersibling, who, to Midge’s
consternation,falls in love with an an-
drogynous,kilt-clad graffitist. The plot
primarily concernsthesisters’ changing
perceptions (Midge slowly realizes that
her companyis corrupt; Anthea is em-
boldened byfirst love), which Smith con-
veys in vibrant interior monologues. Al-
though the correlation of staid gender
roles, corporate greed, and consumercul-
ture at times feels overwrought, Smith's
sublime prose more than compensates.

Tinkers, 4y PaulHarding (Bellevue Liter-

ary Press; $14.95). This compact, ada-
mantine débutdipsin and outofthe con-
sciousness of a New England patriarch

named GeorgeWashington Crosbyas he
lies dying on a hospital bed in his living
room, “right where they put the dining
room table,fitted with its two extra leaves
for holiday dinners.” The story traces

Crosby's life back to his hardscrabble
Mainechildhood, wherehis father was a
tinker and travelling salesman who
suffered from epileptic seizures. Crosby's
emotional life is dominatedbyhis fathers
abandonmentofthe family on learning

that his wife was planning to have him

institutionalized, but the most memora-

ble parts of Harding's novel may behis
depiction of a nineteenth-century land-
scape complete with mule-drawncarts

 

and “frozen wood sobrittle that it rang
whenyousplit it.” In Harding's skillful
evocation, Crosby'slife, seen from its final
moments, becomes a mosaic of memo-
ries, “showing him a differentself every
time he tried to make an assessment.”

Reading Dance, edited by Robert Gottlieb

(Pantheon; $45). This sweeping anthology
of dance writing weighs in at more than
thirteen hundred pages. In his introduc-
tion, Gottlieb, the editor ofmyriad books
on dance and the formereditor of this
magazine, acknowledges that no anthol-
ogy is ideal. ‘This one has strong tilt to-
ward ballet (and further toward Bal-
anchine), an emphasis on the canonical
past overthe present, and no index. Within
those limits, however, lies a marvellous
compendium. Authors and essays both fa-
mous and forgotten, memoirs and inter-
views, panegyrics, eviscerations, the topi-
cal and the retrospective all speak to one
another in ways thatilluminate the essen-
tial personalities and debates that shaped
theart, as well as the possibilities for track-

ing such an ephemeral subject in prose.

Paracelsus, by Charles Webster (Yale; $40).

In the first major consideration in fifty
years of the Renaissance doctor, alche-

mist, and theologian, Webster draws on
nonscientific writings by Paracelsus that
have been made widelyavailable only in
the past few decades. Born in Sweden in
1493, a quarter century before the Ger-
man Reformation, Philippus Aureolus
Theophrastus Bombast von Hohenheim

orbited a wealthy and powerful class of
physicians, but his unorthodox views
made him virtual “vagrant” among his
peers. He broke from the millennia-old

theory of the humors, developing new
medical theories based upon a mystical vi-
sion ofman as a microcosm of the uni-

verse, and an alchemically informed no-
tion of the intrinsic properties of certain

metals, Websterpaints Paracelsus as a “re-
ligious andsocial controversialist,” and
argues that the diverse strandsofhis

thought wereunifiedby his beliefthat the
end oftimewas near, when,he imagined,
the demise ofphysical suffering would ob-
viate the need for medical intervention.  
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POP MUSIC

INTO THE WOODS
TheBon Iversound.

BY SASHA FRERE-JONES

ustin Vernon, a twenty-seven-year-
old native of Eau Claire, Wisconsin,

is six feet three, big but not heavy,
bearded, and often seen in boots and
a thick plaid shirt. In February, he be-

came one of the most discussed musi-
cians of 2008 when the independent
labelJagjaguwarrereleased “ForEmma,
Forever Ago,” a record he had made
himself the previous year, over three
months, while living in a hunting cabin
that his father built. Until I met Ver-
non, the story soundedlike a common-
place; people hole up to make records
all the time. But listening to Vernon
talk—which he did deliberately and
evenly, with an aversion to jokes and
small talk which complicates the plau-
sible idea that he is just as regular as
folks get—makes it plain how impor-
tant Eau Claire is to his work. The
word “home” pops up often in con-
versation. “For Emma, Forever Ago,”
which appears on manyprint and Web
best-oflists for 2008 (it’s at the top
of mine), happened because of Eau
Claire.

Vernon’sstory is one of escape and
renewal, a road movie that doesn’t

spend very long on the road. Three
years ago, he wasliving in Raleigh,
North Carolina, playing with friends
from Eau Claire in a band called De-
Yarmond Edison, and dating a woman
whois not called Emma. (Emmais a
proxy name for a womanhedated years
earlier in Eau Claire.) DeYarmond
Edison made slow,stately music that
was rooted in American acoustic sound,
and wasvaguely related to old blues and
to recent American indie rock. Vernon
sang in a style close to his speaking
voice, low and unaffected, obviously
American, though not clearly Mid-
western. In March of2006, Vernonre-
corded an EP under his own name and
called it “Hazelton.” He sang twosongs
almost entirely in falsetto, multitrack-
ing his voice until he became his own
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chorus. This style is distinct from his
resting voice in every way—it is un-

likely that you would tie the twovoices
to the same person.

Four months later, Vernon experi-
enced a hattrick ofbad times: DeYar-
mond Edison broke up, Vernonsplit
with his girlfriend, and he contracted
mononucleosis, whichaffected his
liver. He subsequently spenta lot of
time indoors, watching the ‘T'V series
“Northern Exposure” on DVD. One
episode featured the cast greeting a new
snowfall in Alaska with the phrase “Bon
iver,” French for “Good winter.” Ver-
non liked the snow, which reminded
him ofhome, andthe phrase, which he
first transcribed as “boniverre.” (He
later removed the “h” from Aiver be-
cause the French word reminded him
of“liver.”)

“Flume,” which is nowthefirst track
on “For Emma,” was the song that, in
November of 2006, brought Vernon
home to Eau Claire. There he surren-
dered to a newvoice, and began writing
with, and for, the falsetto. Sometimes
I am surprised bythe fragmentary lyrics
on “For Emma”; more often, I am
movedby the beauty ofVernon’s massed
voice, and heldin place by the force of
each careful, dogged song. You don’t
need to know aboutbreakupsorsolitary
stretches in the woods to feel a line
dragging these songs forward. Aspretty
as Vernon’s musical tendencies may
be, the line pulling “For Emma” along
is not light and could not have been
easily found.

“Flume” works around a shuffling
acoustic-guitar chord sequence that
could show up in almost any genre of

American music. That sequence plays
once, and then the game changes, when
Vernon’s falsetto choir enters, bringing
a church with it. The stack of voices is
overwhelming—a combinationof the
secular and the religious in one cloudy
mass—andis as exalted as any sound in

American popular music today. The
opening lyrics of “Flume” are both a
declaration and a vague confession:“I
am my mother’s only one,it's enough,
I wear my garmentso it shows—now
you know.”It is easyto believe that his
lyrics are “sounds that eventually turned
into words,” as Vernon once told an
interviewer. In “Flume,” the language
works best as sound—Ilistened to the
album a dozen times before I looked
up the words. Amongotherthings, the
chorus contains the sequence “only love
is all maroon, lapping lakes like leery
loons, leaving rope burns—reddish
ruse.” Starting the album with some
wordsalad turns out to work justfine,
as it gives you time to adjust to the
powerofthe singing.

Vernonis intermittently specific.
“Skinny Love” begins with a shuffle not
so different from the one on “Flume,”
and it doesn’t ascend to Heaven so
quickly. The choir is contained this
time, maybe only a few voices: “Come
on skinny love, just last the year. Pour
a little salt, we were never here.” ‘Then
Vernon's natural voice resurfaces, to
repeat “my, my, my, my, my, my, my,

my,” an invocation that skirts both
blues and gospel, before the falsetto
finishes the stanza with “staring at the
sink of blood and crushed veneer.”
(That’s a cue that this number may be
leaving the church.) The song stays
fairly small, less adorned than the songs
before it, and pauses before Vernon
opensupin his natural voice, bound to
the earth but rewving hard: “AndI told
you tobe patient, and I told you to be
fine. AndI told you tobe balanced, and
I told youto be kind. Andin the morn-
ing ['ll be with you, but it will be a
different‘kind’ I'll be holdingall the
tickets and you'll be owningall the
fines.” Vernon spits out each “told”
louder than the words before it—it does
not appear that skinny love is some-
thing to hold on to.

first saw Vernon perform with Bon
Iver last July, at the Bowery Ball-

room. What seemed transcendent on
the record becameconcrete live. Ver-
non sat onstage, surroundedbyguitars,
amplifiers, foot pedals, and a keyboard
that, with the stage-left wall, formed a
square around him. Therest ofhis band
stayed upstage: on guitar, the improba-
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bly young Mike Noyce(a former guitar
student ofVernon's who hadleft college
tojoin the touring version ofBon Iver);
Sean Carey on drums; and Mark Paul-
son, from the opening band, Bower-
birds, on percussion.

In the dark space of Bowery Ball-

room—a room thatis not small—itfelt
like several hundred ofus weresitting in
Vernon’s head. The intimacy of his
songs was matched by a focussed per-
formance that collapsed the space
around us. Andthen,after the demand-
ing and cathartic “Skinny Love,” Ver-
non retuned his guitar and chatted us
up, saying, “How are you guys?,” as if
he'd pulled up in his truck to help us
move a few pieces of furniture. That
personality—“a prettypresent person”is
how heputit to me—only makesit eas-
ier to open up to the music.

The songs from “For Emma,” which

Vernon once described as merely
“demos” to his friends, feel complete,
now that he has had more than a year to
play them live. Bon Iver songs rarely
feature a full drum kit or a bass line;
Vernon concentrates on the human
voice, and usually provides just enough
information to guide that voice. But
Vernon’s additions onstage—a glowing
and receding guitar line, a brief, thun-
derous unison of tomtom drums—
anchor and frame the songs. Vernon
seems to knowwhento cut through the
angelic foofaraw andlet the band bring
the songs closer to rock, though that
connectionfades in and out.

AtTown Hall, this December, Ver-
non had a different series of connec-
tions to make. The hall is an august
space, with a proscenium stage and
theatre seating. It is not an easy room
to overwhelm,and for the first part
of the Bon Iver show there was a
slightly middle-school-recital feel to
the whole thing. Vernon and his band
were spread outacross the widestage,
and the emotional exchange in the
roomwaslimited. “Skinny Love” upset
the decorum little, but it wasn’t until
the end ofthe set that Vernon found
the opportunity to create the almost
uncomfortable closeness that Bon Iver
songs demand.

As Vernon begantotell the crowd
that he doesn’t much like encores, and
that the band was almostout of songs,
an audience memberstarted shouting

back at him. (Town Hall is the last
room in New York where you would

expect anyone to shout.) The man’s
complaints were about the economy,
layoffs, and New York’s general mal-
aise, and they were soon drowned out
by a round of applause and laughter.
Vernon responded, “I didn’t hear every-
thing you said at the end there, but

signature to a steady 3/4 stomp that
uses those five words as a main motif.
The recorded version doesn’t approach
the ruckusthat Bon Iver madethateve-
ning; as weall sang along, the band
pounded harder and harder, blending
in little eddies of feedback and clatter.
Those words are what get me—joined
with melody, they seem like a summary

 
Exalted:Justin Vernon’sfalsetto choir ofmassed voices. Photograph by Ethan Levitas.

it seemed really heartfelt.” With this
weird and upbeat momentin the air, he
invited the crowd—ashe doesat every
show—to sing along to the song thatI
find it hardest to get through unscathed,
“The Wolves (ActI andII).”The audi-
ence was asked to sing five words—
“what might have been lost”—which
signal the song’s shift from a series of
chords that ring without anyclear time

ofthe entire album,especially with that
highly conditional “might.” Trying
to keep track of everything lost? Or
celebrating what wasn’t? When the
band wasdone, and the crowd hadfiled
out, I wasstill in my seat. #
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Video: Justin Vernon with Sasha Frere-Jones.
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THE CURRENT CINEMA

SURVIVORS
“Defiance”and “The Secret ofthe Grain.”

BY DAVID DENBY

n Edward Zwick’s “Defiance,” the
beautiful light—alittle dryer than

life—hasobviously beendigitally altered.
Yet apart from this minor shading there’s
not muchin thefilm that could not have
been done fortyyears ago. Zwick’s film, a
true Holocauststory that most people do
not know, suggests some startling new
ideas about resistance, sex, and class in
the doomed provinces ofJewish Eastern
Europe. But the moviemaking is reso-
lutely old-fashioned—as square as an Ar-
thur Miller play or an evening of Tchai-
kovsky. Does it matter? In this case, it
does not. Zwick's conservative, human-
ist-sentimental style still has life in its
aging limbs. “Defiance,” as it turns out,
makesinsistent emotional demands, and
those who respondtoitatall, as I did, are
likely to go all the wayand even come out
ofit feeling slightly stunned.

Zwick based the movie on Nechama
Tec’s excellent 1993 book, of the same
title, which chronicles, in great detail, an
anomalouscorner ofhistory. In the late
autumn of 1941, in Nazi-occupied Be-
larus, where Jews were being executed
by the thousands, four brothers from a
large Jewish farming family named Biel-
ski, along with a few others who were
determinedto survive, wentinto hiding
in the forest. Gradually, more ragged,
hungry, and dazed people from the ghet-
tos began to show up in the woods. In
1942, Tuvia Bielski, the oldest brother
and the leader ofwhat became known
as the Bielski Otriad (Detachment),
made two extraordinary decisions.First,
he sensed that the best way to resist the
Nazis was not to form a corpsof, say,

fiftyyoung killers with machine guns but
to take into the group every Jew who
wanted tojoin, including the malbushim,
the useless ones—the children, the el-

derly, the sick, the unskilled, the physi-
cally incompetentintellectuals—and to
fight on so many fronts that survival it-
self became a weapon. Second,hereal-
ized that the group wouldn'tlast unlessit

72 THE NEW YORKER, JANUARY 12, 2009

actively collaborated with the ragtag
remnants ofthe overwhelmed RedArmy
that were forming units to harass the
Germans. Somein the Biclski group,
joining the Soviets, became partisan
fighters; some repaired clothing and
weapons for the soldiers; the rest mirac-
ulously improvised a civil society, com-
plete with a hospital, a bathhouse, and a

 
tannery, even though theywere often on
the move. Eventually, some twelve hun-
dred people gathered in the forest, and,
by 1944, when the Soviets swept west-
wardand liberatedthe area, only fifty or
so haddied. It was byfar the largest and
most successful Jewish armed rescue of
Jews during the war.

At the beginning of the movie, some
standard, blurry black-and-white docu-
mentary footage ofGerman troopskill-
ing unarmed people glides smoothly into
the staged action, filmed in sharp-focus
full color, which is Zwick’s way, | think,
of telling us that the dramatization and
the fictional invention are about to begin,
but that they will remain close to the
facts. The movie was shot (by the cine-
matographer Eduardo Serra) in forests

ja

Daniel Craig andLiev Schreiber in EdwardZwick’sfilm ofa true Holocauststory.

near the ones inhabited by the Bielski
group, and,despite the digital shading, I
don't knowwhenI've seen so much raw
fresh air, so much rain, snow, and damp,
so tactile a rendering of trees and earth.
The movieis a kindofrealistic fairy tale
set in a forest newly enchanted by the
sanctified work of staying alive. Zwick
grounds thestory in the labor and in the
physical discomfort andirritability of
townspeople living out of their element
in ratty clothes, their skin withered and
discolored from malnutrition. Every-
thing is on a human scale, including the
partisan battles. Those in the audience
who remain eager, even after “Munich,”
to see Jews tear apart their enemieswill
not be disappointed. But the clashes with
German troops, though excitingly staged,

 

are presentednotas an occasion for glory
butas either a grim necessity of survival
or an open expression ofrevenge.

“Defiance” is a Hollywood product,

with decadesofstorytelling know-how
behind it, and Zwick and the film’s
screenwriter, Clayton Frohman, have
compressed and transposed events,
defined and sharpened tensions, and, in
general, shaped the material for emo-
tional effectiveness and suspense. As the
community grows, the dramatic center
of the movie shifts to a Biblical struggle
between twoofthe Bielski brothers:
the touchy and aggressive Zus (Liev ,
Schreiber) resents Tuvia (Daniel Craig), &
whotakes control and suppresses any ©
challenge to his authority. Zus wants to ¥
kill Germans, and Tuvia, milder (though @
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hardly mild—he kills when hehasto),
wants to save Jews, After nearly destroy-
ing each otherin a vicious fight, the two
split up, and Zusjoins the Soviets, while
Tuvia becomes a kind of forest-world
Old Testament king. You may think,
Not another warring-brothers cliché, but
there's real emotional powerin those Bib-
lical stories, and this secular version is
terselywritten andincisively played, Dan-
iel Craig, it turns out, can embodya
Moses figure without losing his sex ap-
peal, which may be the highest compli-
mentI’ve ever paid an actor. Craig’s pow-
erful, compact body,the flattenedvertical
planesofhis face, the baleful stare, the ar-
rogant trim to his lips—this working-
class Brit is more than convincing as a
Jewish partisan leader, and his dry, shiv-
like voice allows him to get away with
thematic moral statements like “We have
all chosen this—to live here free like
humanbeings for as long as we can.” The
strong-looking Schreiber matches him.
His Zus is surly, a bit ofa thug but,in this
context, a hero, and highly attractive. In
fleeting moments, the filmmakers de-
velop one of Tec’s most fascinating ob-
servations: that, in the forest, the Jewish
social and sexual hierarchies were turned
upside down. The farmers or working-
class men who could shoot, gut an ani-
mal, and build a shelter were sought out
as protectors by the women,including the
educated, upper-middle-class women;
the formerly desirable scholars of Hegel,
Marx, and the Talmud werenot.

“Defiance” is not without melodra-
matic flourishes, and, now and then, the
movie seems mightily impressed with its
own nobility. There’s one rousing speech
too many, and I could have donewith less

ofJames Newton [Howard's music, which
pounds away at us whentheaction starts
up andturnscloyingly plaintive at times
ofmourning (Joshua Bell plays a lachry-
mose violin theme). There are bits of
overly theatrical staging, as when every-
one in the group talks at once and Craig
silences therm with a shout, and they turn
to him in awe. But Zwick pulls off many
ofthe high-tension scenes deftly and eas-
ily—such as the detachment’s murder of
Nazicollaborators, or its treacherously
unstable relations with the Red Army
partisans, who occasionally knock Jews
aroundwhen they are drunkorjust bored.
Zwick has made an obvious swipe from
“The Godfather”: a climactic momentin
which ajoyful, Chagallesque wedding in
the forest is intercut with a bloody attack
on the Germansrecalls the baptism of
Michael Corleone’s child, whichis inter-
cut with the slaughter of Michael's Mob
rivals. But the meaning ofthe juxtaposi-
tions is quite different. Thefirst is sar-
donic—Corleoneis a hypocrite. This one
is resolutely existential: ifJews want to
marry and produce another generation
they mustlearn to kill, a lesson that’s
boundto elicit a mixed response, espe-
cially now. OneJewish friend character-
ized the movie as “Fiddler on the Roof”
meets “The DirtyDozen.” But “Defiance”
is shrewderthan that. ‘The picture offers
the most moving account we've ever had
ofhow an ordinary, rather disagreeable
man, challenged and thenelectrified by
catastrophe, grows into a great leader—
in this case, a man possessed of an un-
canny sense of timing, authority, and
force. After the war, Tuvia Bielski spent
a quiet decadeinIsrael, then moved to
Brooklyn, where he and Zus ran taxi and

trucking companies. He was largely un-
celebrated in either place—perhaps be-
cause some Jews took his success in sav-
ing people as a rebuke to their own
helplessness. After Tuvia died, in 1987,
Nechama Tec rescued himfrom obscu-
rity, and Edward Zwick and Daniel
Craig have now sealed the casefor his
immortality.

he award-winning French movie
“The Secret of the Grain” is an-

other example ofbig-hearted humanist
filmmaking,but the director, Abdellatif
Kechiche, works not with Zwick’s care-
fully staged groupings and closeups but
with a handheld camera devouring a tu-
multuousoverflowoflife. In the port of
Sete, on the Mediterranean coast (near
Montpellier), in a heated atmosphere of
rivalry and sexual jealousy, a large fam-
ily of Tunisian immigrants and their
French-born children gather together to
eat and to quarrel. The patriarch (Habib
Boufares), a laid-off dockworker, des-
peratelywants to leave something to the
next generation, so he opens a couscous
restaurant on an old ship. Boufares, a

handsome square-shouldered man who
is not a professional actor, ducks away
from the camera. As a protagonist, he’s
a little distant, but Kechiche digs a good
story out ofthe flux, and, in the movie's
final forty minutes, the suspense is
terrific. Will everything be ready in time
to impress the local French nabobs as-
sembled for the opening? A feat of he-
roic dancing (by the beautiful Hafsia
Herzi) not only saves the occasion but
may permanently alter the erotic tastes
of Westerners who have made fetish
ofthe flat, lean belly. +
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CARTOON CAPTION CONTEST

Each week, weprovide a cartoon in needofa caption. You, the reader, submit a caption, we choose threefinalists, andyou

voteforyourfavorite. Caption submissionsfor this week's cartoon, byMick Stevens, must be received by Sunday,January 11th.
Finalists in the December22nd&29th contest appearbelow;go online ta vote. We willannounce the winner, along with the

finalists in this week's contest, in theJanuary 26th issue. The winner willbegiven a signedprint ofthe cartoon. Any U.S. resident
age eighteen or over can enter or vote. To do so, andto readthe complete rules, visit www.newyorker.com/captioncontest.

THE WINNING CAPTION

 

“Guess who'sgetting voted offthe island.”
Michael Vorenberg, Barrington, R.I.   

THIS WEEK'S CONTEST 

 

 

THE FINALISTS

‘T wantto live at my dad's.”

Sean Delaney, Stanardsville, Va.

“No, thanks—lIonly eat them on reality shows.”

Sean Lee, Brooklyn, N.Y.

“Am Linyourdream or areyou in mine?”

Joe Sherlock, Omaha, Neb.
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I like you.

 
You mean more to me than
anythingelse in the world.

As yourlove has evolved, so have yourgifts. And the mostselfless gift you can give is protecting

ratings* for financial strength help ensure that your loved ones will always be taken careof.

. K your family with life insurance from New York Life. 163 years of experience and the highest possible

THE COMPANY YOU KEEP" 866-NYL-4YOU www.newyorklife.com

“Standard & Poor's (AAA), A. M. Best (At+), Moody's (Aaa) and Fitch (AAA) for financial strength. Source: Individual Third Party Ratings Reports (as of 9/4/08).

© 2009 New York Life Insurance Company, 51 Madison Avenue, New York, NY 10010
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