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CONTRIBUTORS

Tad Friend (“Protest Studies,” p. 22) is
a staffwriter and the author of “Cheer-
ful Money,” a family memoir, which

came out in September.

Rebecca Mead (Comment, p. 17; The

Talk of the Town, p. 19) is the author
of “One Perfect Day: The Selling of
the American Wedding.”

Marshall Heyman (The Talk of the

‘Town, p. 18) writes for InStyle, Har-
per’s Bazaar, and W.

Paul Slansky (Shouts & Murmurs,
p. 29) has written six books, including
“Idiots, Hypocrites, Demagogues, and
More Idiots” and “The Little Quiz
BookofBig Political Sex Scandals.”

Lizzie Widdicombe (The Talk ofthe
Town,p. 20; “School ofRock,” p. 31) is
a memberof the magazine’s editorial
staff.

Donald Hall (Poem, p. 25) was the

United States Poet Laureate for 2006-
2007. His latest book, “Unpacking the
Boxes: A Memoirof a Life in Poetry,”
is out in paperback.

Ivan Brunetti (Cover), an illustrator
and cartoonist, edited “An Anthology
of Graphic Fiction, Cartoons & True
Stories.”

Nick Paumgarten (“Food Fighter,”
p. 36) is a staffwriter.

Dan Winters (Photograph, p. 36) has an

exhibition opening in Treviso, Italy, in

May. A monograph of his work, “Dan

Winters: Periodical Photographs,” came
outlast year.

Rachel Hadas (Poem, p. 44) has pub-

lished ten books of poems, including
“Laws.” Fer new book, “Stranger Rela-
tion: A Memoir ofMarriage, Dementia,
and Poetry,” is due outlater this year.

Adam Gopnik (“Van Gogh's Ear,” p. 48)
has written several books, including
“Angels and Ages: A Short BookAbout

Darwin, Lincoln, and Modern Life.”
‘Thisarticle was adapted from his recent

Duncan Phillips Lecture.

Uwem Akpan (Fiction, p. 56) is the

authorofthe story collection “SayYou're
One ofThem.” Heis a priest at Christ
the King Catholic Church in [lasamaja,

in Lagos, Nigeria.

Anthony Lane (Books, p. 66), a film

critic for the magazine, is the author of
“Nobody's Perfect: Writings from The
New Yorker.”

Alex Ross (Musical Events, p. 74) writes

about music for the magazine.

 

THIS WEEK ON NEWYORKER.COM

Reflections by NewYorker contributors on

the year in news and culture, and on the turn

of the decade. / Ask the Author: Micé

Paumgarten takes readers’ questions about

Whole Foodsina live chat. / The New

Yorker Out Loud: David Denby and Richard

Brody talk to Blake Eskin about “Avatar” and

their favorite films of the decade. / Video:

Richard Brody's DVD of the Week; a new

Finger Painting byJorge Colombo. /James

Surowieckis notes on this week’s column./

Enter the Cartoon Kit and Eustace Tilley

contests. / The caption contest, plus a

complete archive of issues, back to 1925.
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THE MAIL

THE HEALTH-CARE PROBLEM

I enjoyedJill Lepore's briefhistory ofthe
variousfailed attempts to enact national

health insurance (The Talk ofthe Town,

December7th). I participated in oneat-

tempt that wasn’t mentioned: In Sep-

tember, 1971, at the age of eighteen, |

washired by the Committee for National

Health Insurance, a union-supported or-

ganization designed to win passage of

Senator Edward Kennedy's Health Se-

curity Act. The H.S.A. would have pro-

vided health-care insurance to all Amer-

icans. | stayed on through the following

year—anelection year—since national

health insurance was to be a top domes-

tic issue. During that era, health-care

costs constituted what was then consid-

ered an outrageous percentage of the

gross domestic product—almost eight

per cent. Walter Reuther, the brilliant

leader ofthe United Auto Workers, had
visited Kennedy and explained that pas-

sage of the act was the only wayto give

workers—andall Americans—freedom

as well as control of health-care costs.

Manyyears later, Kennedytold me that
it was tragic that the H.S.A. had not

passed in the early seventies. Today,

health-care costs consume upward of

seventeen per cent ofthe gross domestic

product—more than double whatit was

in the seventies.

MarcE. Chafetz

Washington, D.C.

 

RULES OF COMPETITION

Ariel Levy's article about the élite South

African runner Caster Semenya wasfas-

cinating (“Either/Or,” November 30th).

As a running coach, | was reminded of

the ongoing case of Oscar Pistorius, a
challenged runnerwhois also from South
Africa. Pistorius, a gifted sprinter who

has prosthetics that maybe performance-
enhancing, has been crusading for the
right to run against able-bodied athletes.
For both Pistorius and Semenya, the
issue isn’t as simple as the right of these
athletes to define themselves andtopar-
ticipate in the sports theylove;it’s also

about the other athletes they want to

compete against. Thecritical questionis

whether these twoindividuals, through

nofault oftheir own, have unfair advan-

tages overotherathletes. In considering

these cases, we have to remember that

Semenya and Pistorius are fighting not

just for the right to participate butfor the

right to win—andthat means that some-

one else will lose. On behalf of these

other athletes, we are required to ques-

tion whether Semenya’s andPistorius’s
participationis fair, and cannot, as some

South African officials and commenta-

tors would apparently like to do, simply
dismiss the inquiry as inappropriate.I
don’t meanto imply that Semenya and

Pistorius should necessarily be denied

the right to compete; I just don’t want

anyonetolose sight of the fact that the

tights of other athletes are at stake here

as well.

JeffHorowitz
Washington, D.C.

 

WORLD LEADERS

The moststriking characteristic of Pla-

ton’s elegant “Portraits of Power” was

its depiction ofpoweras masculine (Port-

folio, December 7th), Of the dozens of
faces chosen to represent poweracross

the world, only three were those of

women. While we mightlike to think

that gender inequalityis behind us, Pla-

ton’s portraits showusthatthisis notso.

Quite frankly, I found the clarity and the
accuracy of this representation some-

where between disheartening and terri-

fying. As a woman working in a male-

dominated discipline, I look forward to
the year when TheNew Yorker can print

a similar picture ofpower embodied in

females’ faces.

Kascha Semonovitch

Professor ofPhilosophy

Seattle University

Seattle, Wash.

Letters should be sent with the tweriter’s name,
address, and daytime phone numbervia e-mail
to themail@newyorker.com. Letters may be
edited for length and clarity, and may be putb-
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.

/reasons tofallin
love with the Met

Elina Gar s Carmen

Hansel and Gretel
FINAL 2 PERFORMANCES!

DEC 30 mat JAN 2 mat

ToeMaL
nie JOSEPH CALLEJA & ANNA NETREBKO

DEC 30 eve JAN 2 eve

Carmen
IEW PRODI ea

WITH ELINA GARANCA
DEC 31 JAN 5, 8, 12, 16 mat, 21, 27, 30 eve
FEB 1, 5, 9, 13 eve

Der Rosenkavalier
WITH RENEE FLEMING & SUSAN GRAHAM

JAN 1,6, 9 mat, 15

Turandot
WITH MARIA GULEGHINA

JAN 4, 7,9 eve, 13, 16 eve, 20, 23 mat, 28

Stiffelio
WITH JOSE CURA & SONDRA RADVANOVSKY

ON RRR Arenener

Simon Boccanegra
WITH PLACIDO DOMINGO

JAN 18, 22, 25, 29 FEB 2, 6 mat

Met

Oystar.
metopera.org | 212-362-6000
iy N RELJIN/ oO]C NFNel sts 

The New Yorker, Jan 04, 2010 http://archives.newyorker.com/global/print.asp?path=/djvu/Conde%20Na...

5 of 84 12/28/2009 4:41 PM



 
GOINGS ON ABOUT TOWN

§S-*+M-s: T+ W s T . F * 5
 

 3 4
fg fee ee

 

THIS WEEK

THE THEATRE
WAR STORIES

Donald Margulies (“Dinner

with Friends”) presents a
new drama about out-of-
commission warjournalists.
Laura Linney, Alicia
Silverstone, Brian d’Arcy
James, and Eric Bogosian
star in “Time StandsStill,”

a Manhattan Theatre Club
production,at the Samuel J.
Friedman; Daniel Sullivan

directs. (See page 6.)

NIGHT LIFE
DOUBLE PLEASURE

NewYears Eve celebrations

are often big-ticket events

with a single act. You pay
your money and you're stuck
with the show. At the Bell
House, in Brooklyn, there’s
a doublebill that costs no
more than a regular night
out, featuring the local post-

punkers ofObits and the
Boston-based blue-eyed
soul singer Eli (Paperboy)
Reed. (See page 7.)

ART
HEAD OF THE GLASS

Among the medieval gems
at the Cloisters are some
exceptional panels in stained
glass, from a mercifully
ungrisly rendition ofthe
martyrdom ofSt. Lawrence,
crafted in Canterbury in
the early twelfth century,

4 THE NEW YORKER, JANUARY 4, 2010

to a German depiction of
the Angel Gabriel and the
Virgin Mary, from around
1300. OnJan. 2 at noon and
2, the medievalist Sigrid
Goldinerwill deliver a talk
(free with admission)

entitled “Radiance and
Reflection.” (See page 9.)

CLASSICAL MUSIC
STRUNG ALONG

Classical music on New

Year's Eve usually involves
waltzes by some member
ofthe Strauss family. The

92nd Street Y, however,
is promoting a different

family: the guitar virtuosos

ofLos Romero, who will

bring their high style to

music by Torroba, Albéniz,

and Sor. Free champagne at
intermission is an added
enticement. (See page 10.)

MOVIES
LOUIS, LOUIS

Film Society ofLincoln
Center begins the year
with favorites and rarities by
Louis Malle, including his
early dramas “The Lovers”
and “The Fire Within,”

the American films “My
Dinner with Andre” and
“Vanya on 42nd Street,”
and his documentary
series “Phantom India.”
(See page 14.)
 

‘Artofthe Samurai,”at

the Met. Photograph by

Landon Nordeman.
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THE THEATRE
OPENINGS AND PREVIEWS

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

LITTLE GEM
The winner of the Carol Tambor Best of Edinburgh
Award, written by Elaine Murphy and directed
Paul Meade, centers on the adventures of three gen-
erations of women in Dublin. Previews begin Jan.
5. (Flea, 41 White St. 212-352-3101.)
PRESENT LAUGHTER
Victor Garber stars in Noél Coward's farce, about a
British actor preparing for a trip to Africa. Nicholas
Martin directs, for the RoundaboutTheatre Company.
Previews begin Jan. 2. (American Airlines Theatre, 227
W. 42nd St. 212-719-1300.)

NOW PLAYING

DO NOT GO GENTLE
In Leon Pownall’s thoroughly mellifluous one-man
play, which he also directed (realized in this produc-
tion by Dean Gabourie), Dylan Thomas is the very
definition of a troubled soul. “They loved me in
America,” he says. “Loved me to death.” Theset-
ting is Purgatory, and the wrinkled, rumpled Welsh
poet pads about restlessly, drinking as heavily as
ever, remembering, raging, reciting passages of his
work, and examining his life with an unforgiving
self-regard. As Thomas, Geraint Wyn Davies creates
a rousing, complex portrait, sometimes bawdy, some-
times tender, always gorgeously spoken. This is an
uncommon construction for a one-man play, more
impressionistic than narrative. It’s a tribute to both
playwright and player that the text flows easily be

 

 

DVD NOTES
BOXING DAY

Late 2009 saw the release of some exceptional DVD
boxed sets that deserve mention before the arrival
of the new year’s crop.

The Soviet director and actor Boris Barnet’s
wannhearted, clear-eyed comic sensibility is show-
cased in the 1926 serial “Miss Mend” (Flicker Alley),
which he co-directed with Fedor Ozep. Responding
to the popularity of American movies in the early
Bolshevik era, Barnet and Ozep adapted a 1923 faux-
American novel written in Russia and turned its ag-
itprop setup into what is surely one of the earliest
movie- tial movies. The story concerns a typist
ina cork factory, a single mother, who becomes class-
conscious upon seeing the police brutally repress a
strike. Meanwhile, three antic journalists (including
Barnet} who are sent to cover the strike befriend the
heroine, who is rescued from danger by none other
than the heir to the firm. When the diabolical Chiche,
the head of a vast capitalist conspiracy, plots colos-
sal acts of anti-Soviet terrorism, the cast of charac-
ters heads to Leningrad to stop him. The wild com-
plications are set off by references to everything from
the Keystone Kops and German Expressionist mas-
terworks to Eisenstein’s “Potemkin”; with their whiz-
banggags and over-the-top reversals, Barnet and Ozep
send up genre conventions even as they honor them.

Jonathan Nossiter’s ten-part documentaryseries
“Mondovino” (Kino), from 2004,treats the world
of winemaking as an exemplary battleground in the
conflict between globalization and local tradition.
Each episodeis organized around a single topic, such

as the attempt by California’s Mondavi family to
make wine in Languedoc, or the worldwide influ-
ence of the American winecritic Robert Parker, but
the series gets its energy fromthe extraordinary peo-
ple Nossiter tracks down onhis travels. Though the
globalists have their eloquent say, Nossiter’s sympa-
thies clearly lie with such traditionalists as the epi-
curean winemaker Aimé Guibert, whose noble ex-
pressions of the philosophy of taste are the movie's
moral center.

The wrenching, epic documentary “The Battle
of Chile” (Icarus) has an eerily clairvoyant quality.
Patricio Guzman beganfilming early in 1973,as the
right-wing opposition sought to destabilize the gov-
ernment of Feeelic President, Salvador Allende.
The movie begins with the threat of civil war, and
the climactic episode, the military coup of -
ber 11, 1973, which deposed and killed Allende and
brought to power a junta headed by Augusto Pi-
nochet, seems inevitable, even in its most shocking,
details. Guzman always seems to know where to he,
as he captures not only strikes and protests but a
prior, failed coup—at which, horrifically, the cam-
eraman Leonardo Henricksen was shot and killed
by a soldier he was filming. The ideological slant of
the director’s voice-over(the film was completed in
Cuba in the late nineteen-seventies) doesn’t dimin-
ish the elegiac power of his images of a democracy
at the edge of the abyss.

—RichardBrody

 

TIME STANDS STILL
In Donald Margulies’s newplay, a journalist and a
photographer whothrive on their dangerous work
are forced by injuries to settle down in New York.
Laura Linney,Alicia Silverstone, Brian d’Arcy James,
and Eric Bogosian star in the Manhattan Theatre
Club production. Daniel Sullivan directs. Previews
begin Jan. 5. (Samuel J. Friedman, 261 W. 47th St.
212-239-6200.)
A VIEW FROM THE BRIDGE

Liev Schreiber and Scarlett Johansson star in Ar-
thur Miller’s drama, directed by Gregory Mosher,
about a Brooklyn dockworker who is obsessed
with his seventeen-year-old niece, In previews. (Cort,
138 W. 48th St. 212-239-6200.)
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tween the script and generous passages of Thomas's
poems, stories, and letters. On this lovely, rumina-
tive evening, it’s all music. (Clurman, 410 W. 42nd
St. 212-279-4200.)
ERNEST IN LOVE
Charlotte Moore directs a musical adaptation of
Oscar Wilde’s “The Importance of Being Ear-
nest,” with a book and lyrics by Anne Croswell
and music by Lee Pockriss. (Irish Repertory, 132
W. 22nd St. 212-727-2737.)
FELA!
This musical, directed byBill T. Jones, tells the life
story of Fela Kuti, the father of Afrobeat and, in
the nineteen-seventies, one of the most popular mu-
sicians in West Africa. Like all after-stories of be-

loved leaders, the musical’s account of Fela has no-
table omissions, especially regarding his religious
and sexual politics. But there are two great things
in the show: one is Sahr Ngaujah, the man who,
for most of the week, plays Fela. How did the pro-
ducers find a performer who matched Fela in charm,
wit, and insolence? Neaujah is a thrilling actor, with
enough moods and tones and nuances that you
have no trouble listening to him for more than two
hours straight. The second glory of “Fela!” is the
dancing, created by Jones. It’s hard to make West
African dance look bad, bur oh how good Jones
and the dancers, more than half of them American-
born (the others are African or Caribbean), have
made it look. (Reviewed in our issue of 12/7/09.)
(Eugene ONeill, 230 W. 49th St. 212-239-6200.)
LET ME DOWN EASY

In the brilliant tracery of her one-womanshows,Anna
Deavere Smith listens, watches, records, then acts out
both the verbatim testimonyand thetelltale evasions
of each of her many subjects’ syntax. Out of this
vaudeville of observations—her Ses lies in the
juxtaposition—shecreates a vivid collaged world, Her
newest work (well directed by Leonard Foglia) is an
inquiry notinto a big public event but intoa big spir-
itual one: how we die, It has a terrific cumulative im-
pact. She looks at everything from wounded ma-
chismo (a maimed bull rider, a boxer battered into a
four-day coma) to the people who tend those wounds.
Smith is doing more than opening up a much needed
discussion about the dying and those who minister
to them. The purpose of the enterprise, we realize, is
for the playwright herself to learn how to die.It’s
bracing, poetic stuff. (10/19/09) (Second Stage, 307
W. 43rd St. 212-246-4422. Through Jan. 3.)
A LITTLE NIGHT MUSIC

Catherine Zeta-Jones, Angela Lansbury, and Alexan-
der Hanson star in Stephen Sondheim and Hugh
Wheeler's musical, based on IngmarBergman's “Smiles
of a Summer Night,” a romantic comedyrevolving
around the affairs of an actress at a Swedish country
house. Trevor Nunndirects. (Walter Kerr, 219 W. 48th
St. 212-239-6200.)
MISALLIANCE

The Pearl Theatre Company, under the new artistic
directorship of J. R. Sullvan, revives George Bernard
Shaw’s 1909 play, about the nutty shenanigans and
romantic interminglings among a group of English aris-
tocrats in the course of an afternoon. A plane crash, a
broken engagement, and an attempted murder-suicide
are among the many bleak events presented with a far-
cical wink in this social satire of marriage, courtship,
and generational conflict. Unsurprisingly, the play—
one of Shaw’s lesser works—reads somewhat like
a museum piece (and uninspi s don't
do it any favors), but for the Shaw enthusiast there
are still pleasures to be had in the playwright’s wit
and terse mas of plot, albeit in a minor
Center Stage II, 131 Wi 55th Se. 212-581- 1212.)
THE ORPHANS" HOME CYCLE: PART 2
“| think of myself as anoe, belonging to no
one but you,” Horace Ro ux (Bill Heck) says to
his wife, Elizabeth (Maggie Lacey). It is 1917, and
the couple, married earlier that year, live in a board-
ing house full of boisterous neighbors in their home
town of Harrison, Texas, They're very happy, but
their happiness is hard-won: Horace had a tough,
lonely childhood and has been poorall his life; Eliz-
abeth married him for love, alienating her entire
family. The second play in Horton Foote’s trilogy,
whichhecondensed Fon nine full-lengthplays based
onthe life of his father, is characteristically poignant,
funny, and winning, with sensitive direction by Mi-
chael Wilson (the artistic director of Hartford Stage,
which co-produced with Signature Theatre Com-
pany) and a terrific ensemble cast that features the
playwright’s daughter and muse, Hallic Foote. (Peter
Norton Space, 555 W. 42nd St. 212-352-3101.)
RACE
Ruthlessness of a rhetorical kind is part of the fun of
David Mamet's new play (directed by the author), his
latest exercise in contrarian provocation. “Do you
knowwhat you can say? To a black man. Onthe sub-
ject of race?” Henry Brown (David Alan Grier), a black
lawyer, says to Charles Strickland (Richard Thomas},
a rich, white potential client who is accused of raping,
a black woman. “Nothing,” Charles says. “That is cor
rect,” Henry replies. Henry’s firm has three lawyers— O
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two of them black—which is the reason that Charles
has sought them out. “We have won. By being quick
and being brutal. Being fast and first, and tear-
ing off the ete Band-Aid,” the hard-bitten
white partner, Jack Lawson (the expert James
Spader), explains to Charles. The lawyers’ rebar-
bative style happens also to be Mamet's. Having de-
clared recently, in a piece he wrote for the Ties, that
debates about race are, for the most part, “nothing
but sanctimony,” Mamctoffers instead nothing, but
cynicism.In this, he is an equal-opportunity employer.
(12/14/09) (Barrymore, 243 W, 47th St, 212-239-6200,)
ROMEO AND JULIET
NatureTheatre of Oklahomapresents this meditation
on the Shakespeare play, derived from phone calls to
several people who were askedtotell the story of
“Romeo and Juliet.” Conceived and directed by Pavel
Liska and Kelly Copper. (The Kitchen, 512 W. 19th
St. 212-255-5793, ext. 11.)
THIS

Melissa James Gibson’s play, about neurotic New York
thirty-somethings,is less grating than that description
might suggest, and far cleverer. The best lines belong,
naturally, to Alan (Glenn Fitzgerald), the self-loathing
gay best fnend (“I have no problem with selFinvolve-
ment—except in others”), but we are meant to focus
on Jane (the alluring Julianne Nicholson), a young,
widowed poet who crosses the line with a marred
friend. The play starts out like a brooding rom-com—
imagine a “Friends” episode with a Hamlet complex—
but its conternplative streak soon pays off. Gibson has
insightful things to say about marriage, grief, and Brita
filters; on these subjects and others, the play’s droll
wisdom feels hard-won. (Playwrights Horizons, 416
W. 42nd St. 212-279-4200. Through Jan. 3.)

Also Playing

AVENUE @: New World Stages, 340 W. 50th St.
212-239-6200. BILLY ELLIOT THE MUSICAL: [m-
perial, 249 W. 45th St. 212-239-6200, BRIEF EN-
COUNTER:St. Ann’s Warchouse, 38 WaterSt., Brook-
lyn. 718-254-8779. BYE BYE BIRDIE: Henry Miller,
124 W. 43rd St. 212-239-6200. CIRCLE MIRROR
TRANSFORMATION: Playwrights Horizons, 416 W.
42nd St. 212-279-4200. THE EMPEROR JONES:
SoHo Playhouse, 15 Vandam St. 212-691-1555,
FINIAN'S RAINBOW: St. James, 246 W. 44th St.
212-239-6200. GOD OF CARNAGE: Jacobs, 242
W. 45th St. 212-239-6200. HAIR! THE AMERICAN
TRIBAL LOVE-ROCK MUSICAL: Hirschfeld, 302 W.
45th St. 212-239-6200. IN THE NEXT ROOM OR
THE VIBRATOR PLAY: Lyceum, 149 W. 45th St.
212-239-6200. IRVING BERLIN'S WHITE CHRIST-
MAS: Marquis, Broadway at 45th St. 212-239-
6200. Through Jan. 3. THE LION KING: Minskoft,
200 W. 45th St. 212-307-4747. LOVE, LOSS, AND
WHAT | WORE: Westside, 407 W. 43rd St. 212-
239-6200. MEMPHIS: Shubert, 22.5 W. 44th Se. 212-
239-6200, NEXT TO NORMAL: Booth, 222 W. 45th
St. 212-239-6200. OUR TOWN: Barrow Street The-
atre, 27 Barrow St. 212-868-4444. RAGTIME: Neil
Simon, 250 W, 52nd St. 212-307-4100, ROCK OF
AGES: Brooks Atkinson, 256 W. 47th St. 212-307-
4100. SOUTH PACIFIC: Vivian Beaumont, 150 W.
65th St. 212-239-6200, SUPERIOR DONUTS: Music
Box, 239 W. 45th St. 212-239-6200. Through Jan.
3. THE 39 STEPS: Helen Hayes, 240 W. 44th St.
212-239-6200. THE UNDERSTUDY: Laura Pels, 111
Wi 46th St. 212-719-1300. WEST SIDE STORY: Pal-
ace, Broadway at 47th St. 212-239-6200. WICKED:
Gershwin, 222 W. Sist St. 212-239-6200. WISH-
FUL DRINKING: Studio 54, at 254 W. 54th St. 212-
719-1300. ZERO HOUR: Theatre at St. Clerment’s,
423 W. 46th St. 212-279-4200.

 

NIGHT LIFE
ROCK AND POP

Musicians and night-club proprietors live com-
plicated lives; it’s advisable to call abead to

@ Confirm engagements.

THE BELL HOUSE

149 7th St., between Second and Third Aves., Brook-
lyn (718-643-6510}—Dec. 31: Obits plays high-PA
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octane angular music and features the guitarist Rick
Froberg, famous for his work with the Hot Snakes
and Drive Like Jehu. Sharing the bill is the blue-
eyed soul smger Eli (Paperboy) Reed.
BLUE NOTE

131 W. 3rd St., near Sixth Ave. (212-475-8592)—
Dec. 31: New Year's Eve celebrations never end at
midnight, and this year one of the finest showsis
taking place well after the big moment. The local
soul singer Stephanie McKay will keep the party
going in gritty yet elegant fashion, starting at 1:30
A.M., accompanied by her husband, the saxophon-
ist and composer Jacques Schwarz-Bart.
BOWERY BALLROOM

6 Delancey St. (212-533-2111}Dec. 29-31: In 1971,
at New York’s historic St. Mark’s Church, the then
unknown Patti Smith gave her first public reading,
accompanied by the guitarisr Lenny Kaye. Nearly
forty years later, the influential punk poet, who turns
sixty-two on Dec, 30, is still performing with Kaye,
who plays in her band along with Jay Dee Daugh-
erty, Tony Shanahan, and Patti’s son, Jackson Smith.
FILLMORE NEW YORK AT IRVING PLAZA

17 Irving PL, at 15th St. (212-777-6800}—Dec. 31:
New York’s Fischerspooner made a flamboyant, col-
orful splash in the late nineties, in shows that com-
bined the electronic pulse of Reagan-era synth pop
and the garish stage theatrics of vintage Bowie. A
decade later, the shtick seems a bit played out (es-
pecially when countless other groups have plied the
same formula more successfully), but the band’s most
recent release, “Entertainment,” proves thatits knack
for catchy electro-ditties remains undiminished.
KNITTING FACTORY
361 Metropolitan Ave., Williamsburg, Brooklyn
(347-529-6696)—Dec. 31: It’s hard enough toget
the members of a power trio to show up at prac-
tice ontime. So it’s a wonder that the dozen-piece
Afrobeat sensation Antibalas can provide the back-
beat for the Fela Kuti musical “Fela!” and also find
the time to participate in thrilling collaborations
with other top talent. This summer, Paul Simon
made expert use of Antibalas’s stellar horn section
in a spot on “Late Night with Jimmy Fallon,” add-
ing, those players to Fallon’s house band, the Roots.
This NewYear’s Eve show concludes the group's
monthlong residency at the new, outer-borough le
cation of this legendary club. Expect them to tear
the roof off.
MADISON SQUARE GARDEN

Seventh Ave. at 33rd St. (800-745-3000)—Dec.31:
Mariah Carey. The actress and melismatic pop diva
has a voice as high as her standing on the Bill-
board charts—she is one of the most successful fe-
male recording artists of all time. For this show,
she will perform a selection of her hit singles, as
well as songs from her new studio album, “Mem-
oirs of an Imperfect Angel.” With a special guest,
the hip-hop and R. & B. artist ‘Trey Songz.
MAXWELL'S

1039 Washington St., Hoboken (201-653-1703)—
Dec. 31: Roky Erickson was the radical voice of
Austin’s 13th Floor Elevators, an influential band
known for, among other things, printing the term
“Psychedelic Rock” on its business cards, in the
mid-sixties. Erickson, whowasinstitutionalized and
given a diagnosis ofschizophrenia nearlyforty years
ago, has overcome his personal demons and the
demonic behavior of some of his handlers to forge
a remarkable solo career, The monsters in his guitar-
heavy anthems—be they vampires, zombies, or two-
headed dogs—maysound like they come from hor-
ror films, but Erickson has his own sources for
such things. With Boston’s Muck & the Mires, a
slightly younger garage-rock outfit.
MERCURY LOUNGE

217 E. HoustonSt. (212-260-4700)}—Dee. 31: The
Detroit Cobras. Rock-and-roll cover bands walk a
fine line between authenticity and illegitimacy, and
it doesn’t take much to end up playing by the bath-
rooms at some all-you-can-eat buffet upstate. But
the members of this Motor City five-piece, archi-
vists at heart, have curated a fine selection of ob-
scure soul, garage, and R. & B. singles, digging
through crates of 45s in musty Detroit record shops
so you don’t have to. Expect them to party like its
1962 at this New Year's Eve show. With the A-Bones.
Jan. 5: Once the front man ofthe British shoegaze

CRITICS NOTEBOOK
LIEBER AUGUSTIN

Ifa layer ofsurface noise
were added to Augustin
Hadelich’s recent solo-violin
recording on the Avielabel,
you might think you were
hearing a virtuoso outofthe
Golden Age. Hadelich, who
is twenty-five, hasall the
fast-fingered brilliance that

 

modern conservatory culture
requires; the musicality and
the freewheeling fantasy
that he brings to bear,
though, cannotbe taught.
With the pianist Rohan
DeSilva, Hadelich gave a
rivetingrecital at the Frick
on Dec. 13, in which he

ranged from Beethoven's
Sonata in G Major, Op. 30,
No.3, to showpieces by
Sarasate and Ysaye, and
on to Prokofiev's Second
Sonata and Alfred
Schnittke’s First Sonata,
from 1963. Thecrucial
thing was the command
ofcolor: luminous

sweetness in Beethoven and
Prokofiev, a wide, ruddy
tone in Sarasate’s “Carmen
Fantasy,” and savage sounds
for Schnittke, including
somethinglike electric-

guitar fuzz. Hadelich shows
similar versatility on the
Avie disk, combiningclassic
and modernfare. Here is a
youngartist with no evident
limitations,

—Alex Rass
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luminaries Swervedriver, Adam Franklin continues
to produce alternative rock with his unfortunately
named backing band, the Bolts of Melody, in a
similar atmocphetic and dreamyvein. Although the
project has its high points, ultimately it may be
more rewarding to pick up the excellent reissues
of the first three Swervedriver LPs, released on Hi-
Speed Soul and Second Motion Records.
SOUTHPAW
125 Fifth Ave., Park Slope, Brooklyn (718-230-
0236)—Jan. 1: Roky Erickson (see Maxwell’s). With
the Fleshtones, America’s great garage band, which
started out at CBGB in the seventies and was the
subject of the recent documentary “Pardon Us for
Living, but the Graveyard Is Full.”

 

JAZZ AND STANDARDS

ALGONQUIN HOTEL

59 W. 44th St. (212-840-6800)—Jan. 5-16: The
pianist Bill Charlap and his mother, the singer
Sandy Stewart, are equally devoted to the art of
song, as they proved on their bracing 2005 collab-
orative album, “Love Is Here to Stay.” Their new
program, “Somebody Loves Me,” spotlights tried-
and-true classics—familiar, perhaps, but rendered
perfectly.
BIRDLAND
315 W. 44th St. (212-581-3080)—Dee. 29-30 and
Jan. 1-2: With the Cannonball Adderley Legacy proj-
ect, the drummer Louis Hayes salutes the fervent
hard-bop sound of his former boss. Julius Tolentino
holds downthe essential alto-saxophone position.
Dec. 31: Two Birdland regulars—the singer Hilary
Kole and the Chico O’Farrill Jazz Orchestra, under
the direction of Chico’s son Arturo Q’Farrill—join
forces,
DIZZY'S CLUB COCA-COLA

Broadway at 60th St. (212-258-9595)}—Dec, 28-
Jan. 3: The Cuban émigré Paquito D’Rivera, here
with his ensemble Brazilian Dreams, makes mellif-
luous sounds with his saxophone and clarinet.
D’Rivera and the band once again hook up with
the noted vocal quartet New York Voices, with
whomthey recorded a Latin-themed album, “Bra-
zilian Dreams,” in 2002.
EDISON BALLROOM

240 W. 47th St. (212-201-7650)—Dec. 31: Joe
Battaglia and the New York Big Band ring in the
New Year in highstyle.
FEINSTEIN'S AT LOEWS REGENCY

540 Park Ave., at 61st St. (212-339-4095)—Dec.
31: A cabaret summit meeting of two champions
of great American song, Barbara Cook and Mi-
chael Feinstein.
IRIDIUM
1650 Broadway, at 51st St. (212-582-2121})—Dec.
30-Jan, 3: The guitarist Mike Stern welcomes the
fusion veterans Randy Brecker, on trumpet, and
Dennis Chambers, on drums, as well as the daz-
zling bassist Victor Wooten, who is on leave from
Bela Fleck’s Flecktones unit.
JAZZ STANDARD

116 F, 27th St, (212-576-2232}Dec, 29-Jan,3:
New Orleans music is the themefor a sextet fea-
turing the pianist Henry Butler, the trumpeter Sean
Jones, the trombonist Wycliffe Gordon, and the
saxophonist Donald Harrison, Jr., whose official
title back home ts Big Chief of the Congo Nation
Afro-New Orleans Cultural Group.
ROSE LIVE MUSIC

345 Grand St., Brooklyn (718-599-0069)—Hav-
ing recently finished a wonderfullytitled new album,
“Gentlemen, | Neglected to Inform You You Will
Not Be Getting Paid” (which comes out Jan. 12),
the guitarist Charlie Hunter settles in for a residency
on Tuesdays in January. Calling on a feisty brass
section and indulging his love ofjars, R. & B., and
blues, Hunter has produced an unashamedly groovy
albumthat combines his own snaky virtuosity with
sharp songcraft. The drummer Eric Kalb and the
trombonist Curtis Fowlkes, both featured on “Gen-
tlemen,” will join him here.
VILLAGE VANGUARD

178 Seventh Ave. S., at 11th St, (212-255-4037}—
Dec. 28-Jan. 3: The Bad Plus. Although the trio
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added a singer, Wendy Lewis, for their latest album,
“For All I Care,” the bad boys of jazz will be going
it alone for this important year-end engagement.
Expect quirky originals and spirited deconstruc-
tions of modern pop songs rarely heard within
these hallowed walls.

 

ART
MUSEUMS AND LIBRARIES

METROPOLITAN MUSEUM

Fifth Ave. at 82nd St. (212-535-7710)—*Velazquez
Rediscovered.” Through Feb. 7, # “The “Young Ar-
cher; Attributed to Michelangelo.” Ongoing, ¢ “Art
of the Samurai: Japanese Arms and Armor, 1156-
1868.” ThroughJan. 10. # “American Stories: Paint-
ings of Everyday Life, 1765-1915.” Through Jan.
24, ¢ “Looking In: Robert Frank’s “The Americans,’ ”
Through Jan. 3. ¢ “Sounding the Pacific: Musi-
cal Instruments of Oceania.” Through Sept. 6. #
“Peaceful Conquerors: Jain Manuscript Painting.”
Through March 21, (Open Tuesdays through Sun-
days, 9:30 to 5:30, and Friday and Saturday eve-
nings until 9.)
MUSEUM OF MODERN ART
11 W. 53rd St. (212-708-9400)—*Gabriel Orozco.”
The Mexican sculptor and conceptualist, forty-
seven years old, is easily the best artist to have
emerged on the global biennial circuit of recent
years—a milieu whose chaotic demands for theat-
rical pizzazz and political virtue have wrecked in-
numerable promising talents. ‘This show confirms
that Orozco is, in fact, the one artist of his ilk and
time who stands up to really rigorous scrutiny—
incidentally rejuvenating art history as a going, con-
cern—and justifies the effort by being delightful.
His works aren’t invariably beautiful, but they all
bespeak beauty as an operating principle: the catch
in consciousness when mind and body mergein a
state of praise for existence, just as it is. Through
March 1. ¢ “Bauhaus 1919-1933: Workshops for
Modernity.” Through Jan. 25. ¢ “Tim Burton.”
Through April 26. ¢ “Monet’sWater Lilies.” Through
April 12. ¢ “New Photography 2009: Walead Beshty,
Daniel Gordon, Leslie Hewitt, Carter Mull, Ster-
ling Ruby, Sara VanDerBeck.” Through Jan. 11. #
“Performance 7: Mirage by Joan Jonas.” Through
May 31. # “The New Typography.” Through July
12. (Open Wednesdays trou Mondays, 10:30
to 5:30, and Friday evenmgs until 8.)
GUGGENHEIM MUSEUM

Fifth Ave. at 89th St. (212-423-3500)—*Kandin-
sky.” Through Jan. 13. ¢ “Anish Kapoor: Mem-
ory.” Through March 28. (Open Fridays through
Wednesdays, 10 to 5:45, and Saturday evenings
until 7:45.)
WHITNEY MUSEUM OF AMERICAN ART

Madison Ave. at 75th St. (212-570-3600}—“Roni
Horn aka Roni Horn.” Through Jan. 24. ¢ “Geor-
gia O'Keeffe: Abstraction.” Through Jan. 17. ¢
“Omer Fast: Nostalgia.” Through Feb, 14. # “A
Few Frames: Photography and the Contact Sheet.”
This small, smart show of photographs from the
Whitney's collection uses the grid formatofthe con-
tact sheet as its organizing principle and jumping-
off point. A few actual contact sheets (notably
Fd Ruscha’s test shots for his book “A Few Palm
Trees”) are part of a lively mix of other stacked
and sequential arrangements, by Bernd and Hilla
Becher, Francesca Woodman, David Wojnarowicz,
and Wallace Berman.Serial imagery by Andy War-
hol and Ray K. Metzker is juxtaposed with more
cinematic or narrative grids, including frames from
Robert Frank’s Rolling Stones film, “Cocksucker
Blues,” Harold Edgerton’s four-part image of a bul-
let shattering a light bulb, and a Collier Schorr col-
lage that suggests the seductive swirl of a daydream.

rough Jan. 3. (Open Wednesdays, Thursdays,
and weekends, 11 to 6, and Fridays, 1 to 9.)
BROOKLYN MUSEUM

200 Eastern Parkway (718-638-5000)—*Who Shot
Rock & Roll: A Photographic History, 1955 to the
Present.” Through Jan. 31. # “James Tissot: “The
Life of Christ.” Through Jan. 17. (Open Wednes-
days through Fridays, 10 to 5, and weekends, 11
to 6.)

CRITIC’S NOTEBOOK
LOVE AND HAITI

During the nineteen-

thirties, the pioneering
ethnomusicologist Alan

Lomax visited Haiti.

Lomax, whowasjust
starting his career, wanted
to documentthe African-
influenced music ofthe
Americas, and he recorded
roughlyfifteen hundred

 

pieces of music, ranging
from vodou chants to work
songs to children’s rhymes.
Now Lomax’s work has
been broughtinto the light
by a group thatincludes
his daughter, Anna; the
historian Gage Averill; and
the record producer David
Katznelson. The ten-disk
set “Alan Lomax in Haiti,”
designed by Barbara
Bersche,includes a map
of the country, a paperback
book ofLomax’s Haitian
journals and correspondence,
and elaborateliner notes, but
whatis most important (and
most enjoyable)is the music:
three hundred songs about
politics, sex, poetry, money,
religion, and death. At once
monumental and intimate,

the set is the equal ofrecent
landmarkreleases such as
Dust-to-Digital’s gospel box
“Goodbye, Babylon” and
Revenant’s Charley Patton
anthology, “Screamin’ and
Hollerin’ the Blues.”

—Ben Greenman
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www.spain.info 
TOURIST OFFICES OF SPAIN

Water TowerPlace, suite915 East 845 North Michigan Ave. Chicago, IL60611 Tel. 1.312.642.1992 Fax: 1.312.642.9817 e-mail: chicago@tourspain.es

8383 Wilshire Blvd., Suite 960 Beverly Hills,CA 90211 Tel: 1.323.658.7188 Fax: 1.323.658.1061 e-mail: losangeles@tourspain.es

1395 Brickell Avenue, suite 1130 Miami, FL 33131 Tel: 1.305.358.1992 Fax: 1.305.358.8223 e-mail: miami@tourspain.es

666 Fifth Avenue, 35th floor New York, NY 10103 Tel: 1.212.265.8822 Fax: 1.212.265.8864 e-mail: nuevayork@tourspain.es
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Along the Way ofSaint James

SPAIN’S FAMED EL CAMINO DE SANTIAGO,or the
Wayof Saint James, is not one route, it is many. All cul-

minate in one spectacular and, for many, sacred destination.
This year, the route will attract ten million visitors with

its Jubilee Year, a twelve-month celebration including

hundreds of concerts, art exhibitions, sporting events,

theatre, dance, and film programs.
For centuries, Christian pilgrims have made their way

across the Spanish border toward the medieval city of

Santiago de Compostela in northwest Spain. Their ulti-
mate destination was the Cathedral of Santiago de

Compostela in Galicia, the gravesite of Saint James. The

remains of the first martyred apostle are believed to have

beenat rest here since the early ninth century.

The church is the centerpiece of one of the

world’s great squares, the Praza do Obradoiro,

whichis also bordered by such historic sites

as the fifteenth century Hospital Real (now

a luxury hotel), the Palacio de Rajoy, and

the twelfth century Gelmirez Palace, one of

Spain’s great Romanesque buildings.

El Camino de Santiago is one of the most

revered and popular pilgrimages in history. A

major force for cross-cultural exchange during

the medieval period, the World Heritage Site now attracts

more than just the devout with such secular pleasures
as distinct regional foods like androlla sausage andArztia-

Ulloa cheese, historic and vernacular architecture, and

the nondenominational salvation of fresh air. Galicia’s

natural setting of verdant mountains, epic seascapes,

and easily traversed lowlands makes adventure travel

—_———

accessible to all.

Over the centuries, the masses of people crossing

throughtheterritory gave rise to new building types, new

architectural styles, and a whole rangeof services created

to provide for the basic needs of pilgrims. Simple houses

in a local motif of stacked stone, slate, and tile can still be

found, along with golden granite mansions and some of

the earliest examples of Romanesque architecture (the

style’s wide archways were perfectly suited for the great

crowds that passed through). The tradition of albergues

de peregrinos also emerged to give a free night’s stay to

wearypilgrims. More dependable—and indulgent—-accom-

modations can be found today at paradors, historic sites
that nowoperate as luxury hotels. Theseoffer the traveller’s

trinity of authentic experience, modern convenience, and
sumptuous comfort. The Hospital Realis just one example.

Throughout the Camino’s Jubilee Year, known locally as

Xacobeo 2010, travellers of every sort will enjoy a host of

cultural events. From Zubin Mehta conducting to the

Sénar Festival of electronic music, photography exhibits

commissioned expresslyfor the Jubilee to the First Inter-

national Travel Literature Conference, the region will

once again bethe site of a massive migration of searching

souls. The Feast of the Apostle itself will be celebrated
July 19th through 25th, with a fireworks display over the

cathedral on July 24th. More information about the year’s

seemingly countless events can be found at www.xacobeo.es.
Whether you make the trip for absolutely cultural reasons

or simply for absolution, it would be a sin to miss this
historic celebration.

Visit www.spain.info when planning your next trip to Spain.
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AMERICAN MUSEUM OF NATURAL HISTORY

Central ParkW. at 79thSt. (212-769-5100)}—*Trav-
eling the Silk Road: Ancient Pathway to the Mod-
ern World.” Through Aug. 15. ¢ “Extreme Mam-
mals: The Biggest, Smallest, and Most Amazing
Mammals of All Time.” Through Jan. 3. (Open
daily, 10 to 5:45.)
AMERICAN FOLK ART MUSEUM

45 W. 53rd St. (212-265-1040)—*Up Close:
Henry Darger and the Coloring Book.” Through
Sept. 13. #¢ “Thomas Chambers (1808-1869):
American Marine and Landscape Painter.” Through
March 7. ¢ “Approaching Abstraction.” Through
Sept. 6. (Open Tuesdays through Sundays, 10:30
to 5:30, and Friday evenings until 7:30.)
BRONX MUSEUM OF THE ARTS

1040 Grand Concourse (718-681-6000}—*Katie
Holten,” ThroughJan.3. ¢ “Intersections: The Grand
Concourse Commissions.” Through Jan. 3. (Open
Thursdays through Mondays, 11 to 6, and Friday
evenings until 8.)
THE CLOISTERS

Fort Tryon Park (212-923-3700)—*Christmas-
tide at the Cloisters.” Through Jan. 5. (Open Tues-
days through Sundays, 9:30 to 5:15.)
FRICK COLLECTION

1 E. 70th St. (212-288-0700)—*Watteau to Degas:
French Drawings from the Frits Lugt Collection.”
Through Jan. 10. # “Exuberant Grotesques: Re-
naissance Maiolica from the Fontana Workshop.”
Through Jan. 17. (Open Tuesdays through Sat-
urdays, 10 to 6, and Sundays, 11 to 5.)
INTERNATIONAL CENTER
OF PHOTOGRAPHY

1133 Sixth Ave., at 43rd St. (212-857-0000)—
“Dress Codes: The Third ICP Triennial of Photog-
raphy and Video.” Through Jan. 17. (Open Tues-
days through Sundays, 10 to 6, and Friday evenings
until 8.)
JAPAM SOCIETY

333 E. 47th St. (212-832-1155)—*Serizawa: Master
ofJapanese Textile Design.” Through Jan. 17. (Open
Tuesdays through Thursdays, 11 to 6, Fridays, 11 to
9, and weekends, 11 to 5.)
JEWISH MUSEUM

Fifth Ave. at 92nd St. (212-423-3200)—*Alias
Man Ray: The Art of Reinvention.” Through
March 14, ¢ “Reinventing Ritual: Contemporary
Art and Design for Jewish Life.” Through Feb.
7. (Open Saturdays through Tuesdays, 11 to 5:45,
Thursdays, 11 to 8, and Fridays, 11 to 4.)
MORGAN LIBRARY & MUSEUM

225 Madison Ave., at 36th St. (212-685-0008)}—
“A Woman’s Wit: Jane Austen’s Life and Legacy.”
Through March 14. # “William Blake’s World: ‘A
New Heaven Is Begun.’ * Through Jan. 3. # “Ro-
coco and Revolution: Eighteenth-Century French
Drawings.” ThroughJan.3. (Open Tuesdays through
Thursdays, 10:30 to 5, Fridays, 10:30 to 9, Satur-
days, 10 to 6, and Sundays, 11 to 6.)
MUSEUM OF ARTS & DESIGN

2 Columbus Circle (212-299-7777}—“Read My
Pins: The Madeleine Albright Collection.” Through
Jan. 31. ¢ “Slash: Paper Under the Knife.” Through
April 4. (Open Wednesdays through Sundays, 11
to 6, and Thursdayevenings until 9.)
MUSEUM OF THE CITY OF NEW YORK

Fifth Ave. at 103rd St. (212-534-1672)—“Eero
Saarinen: Shaping the Future.” Through Jan. 31. ¢
“Legacy: The Preservation of Wilderness in New
York City.” Through March 21. ¢ “Only in New
York: Photographs from Look Magazine.” Through
Jan. 18. (Open Tuesdays through Sundays, 10
to 5.)
NATIONAL MUSEUM OF THE

AMERICAN INDIAN

1 Bowling Green (212-514-3700)—*A Song for
the Horse Nation.” Through July 7. (Open daily,
10 to 5, and Thursday evenings until 8.)
NEW MUSEUM
235 Bowery, at Prince St. (212-219-1222}—*Urs
Fischer: Marguerite de Ponty.” Frail japes by the
mildly talented Swiss-born sculptor—the interna-
tional art world’s chief gadfly wit since Maurizio
Cattelan faded in the role—are jacked up toepic,
flauntingly expensive scale. There are huge alumi-
num casts of tiny clay lumps (youcantell by the
giant thumbprints), walls and a ceiling papered

with photographs of themselves, and big mirrored
blocks that bear images of common objects. When
a hole in a wall is approached, a realistic tongue
sticks out of it. A faux cake is suspended in the
air by hidden magnets. It’s all nicely diverting—
but from what? If you spend more than twenty
minutes with the three-floor extravaganza, you're
loitering. Through Feb. 7. ¢ “Nikhil Chopra: Yog
Raj Chitrakar, Memory Drawing [X.” Through
Feb. 14. (Open Wednesdays and weekends, noon
to 6, and Thursdays and Fridays, noon to 10.)
NEW YORK BOTANICAL GARDEN
Bronx River Parkway at Fordham Rd., the Bronx
(718-817-8700)—*Holiday Train Show.” Through
Jan. 10. (Open Tuesdays through Sundays, 10
to 6.)
P.S. 1 CONTEMPORARY ART CENTER

22-25 Jackson Ave., at 46th Ave., Long Island City
(718-784-2084}—*1969,” Through April 5, ¢ *Be-
tween Spaces.” Through April 5. ¢ “Robert Berg-
man: Selected Portraits.” Through Jan. 4. (Open
Thursdays through Mondays, noon to 6.)
QUEENS MUSEUM OF ART

Flushing Meadows-Corona Park (718-592-9700)—
“O Zhang: Cutting the Blaze to New Frontiers.”
Through March 13. ¢ “Duke Riley: Those About
to Die Salute You.” Through March 13. # “Dan-
icl Bozhkov: Republic of Perpetual Reconstitu-
tion and Rebuild.” Through March 13. (Qpen
Wednesdays through Fridays, 10 to 5, and week-
ends, noon to §.)
RUBIN MUSEUM OF ART

150 W. 17th St. (212-620-5000}—*The Red Book
of C. G. Jung.” Through Jan. 25. ¢ “Victorious
Ones: Jain Images of Perfection.” Through Feb. 15.
(Open Mondays and Thursdays, 11 to 5, Wednes-
days, 11 to 7, Fridays, 11 to 10, and weekends, 11
to 6.
are MUSEUM IN HARLEM
144 W. 125th St. (212-864-4500)—*30 Seconds
Off an Inch.” Through March 14. # “Wardell
Milan: Drawings of Harlem.” Through March
14. # “A Delicate Touch: Watercolors from the
Permanent Collection.” Through March14. (Open
Wednesdays through Fridays, and Sundays, noon
to 6, and Saturdays, 10 to 6.)

 

GALLERIES—UPTOWN

JOHN ZINSSER
It’s a slight conceit, but a charming one: take a ran-
dom sampling of New York galleries—from Ca-
stelli, in the sixties, to Nosei, in the eighties, to
Reena Spaulings, in the aughts—and draw them
as islands, in a maplike palette of pink, yellow, and
green. Mark with artists’ names in lieu of cities’,
then install on the wall in an archipelago-like clus-
ter, It’s said that no manis anisland, but someart-
ists are islets: note Jeff Koons, off the northeast
coast of Sonnabend. Through Jan. 17. (Graham,
32 E. 67th St. 212-535-5767.)

Short List

PHILIP GUSTON: McKee, 745 Fifth Ave., at 57th
St. 212-688-5951. Through Dec. 31. RAY PARKER!
Washburn, 20 W. 57th St. 212-397-6780.Through
Jan. 9. FRANCIS PICABIA / FAIRFIELD PORTER:

De Nagy, 724 Fifth Ave., at 57th St. 212-262-
5050, Through Jan. 23. GERHARD RICHTER: Mar-
ian Goodman, 24 W. 57th St. 212-977-7160.
Through Jan. 9. "THE METROPOLIS BETWEEN
YOUR EARS": James Gallery, CUNY Graduate
Center, 365 Fifth Ave., at 34th St. 212-817-7138.
Through Jan. 3. "THE ORIGINS OF EL GRECO:
ICON PAINTING IN VENETIAN CRETE™: Onas-
sis Cultural Center, 645 Fifth Ave., at 51st St. 212-
486-4448. Through Feb. 27.

 

GALLERIES—CHELSEA

SYLVIA SLEIGH

Portraits by the nonagenarian British painter, a
NewYorker for more than fifty years, appeal mostly

as flashbacks to the art world of the sixties and
seventies, when they were made. In the beginning,
things look buttoned up. In 1962, Arnold Glim-
cher, the dynast of Pace, wears a crimson cravat
and a natty blazer. In 1963, the grande-damedealer
Betty Parsons glares, steely-eyed, with pearls at her
throat, a brooch on her jacket, and her pursed lips
the same tomato shade as the Arne Jacobsen womb
chair she sits in. By the seventies, that chair is oc-
cupied by a slender young man, wearing nothing
at all. Through Jan. 9. (I-20, ac 557 W. 23rd St.
212-645-1100.)
ALEX WEBB AND REBECCA NORRIS WEBB

This married couple showscolor photographs from
several trips to Cuba that emphasize the easy com-
patibility of their distinct visual styles. Alex usu-
ally takes a broad view of strectscapes complicated
by shadows, reflections, and arrested movement;
he has a filmmaker’s ability to find the skewed
but perfect balance in a scene that threatens to
spin out of control. Rebecca tends to focus on de-
tails, framing intriguing still-lifes and capturing
marvellous shots birds, including a pigeon that
appears to be flying away from a freshlylaid egg.
Both Webbs use color like the Fauves—in hot, vi-
brant swatches and pungent accents. The results
are the opposite of tourist views: pictures that are
generated and animated bytheir subjects, never
imposed on them.Through Jan. 2. (Ricco/Maresca,
529 W. 20th St. 212-627-4819.)
MICHAEL WOLF / BARBARA CRANE
Chicago is the subject of both these photogra-
phers—Wolf focusses on the city itself, in works
from 2007, while Crane zeroes in on its people,
ina knockout series of Polaroids madein the early
eighties. Details of Wolf's large-scale pictures of
glowing glass skyscrapers afford us views nearly
as intimate as Crane’s. By enlarging telephoto shots
of people caught unawaresin their offices or apart-
ments, he creates grainy portraits that look like
stills from surveillance feed. Crane actually gets
right up next to the people in her pictures—so
close you can practicallyfeel their body heat. Like
Mark Cohen and Jessica Craig-Martin, she shows
only fragments of her subjects, but she doesn’t
leave you unsatisfied. Through Jan. 21. (Aperture,
547 W. 27th St. 212-505-5555.)

ShortList

WALLACE BERMAN: Klagsbrun, 526 W. 26th St.
212-243-3335. Through Jan. 9. BRIAN CALVIN:
Kern, 532 W. 20th St. 212-367-9663. Through
Jan. 16. ROZ CHAST: Saul, 535 W. 22nd Sr. 212-
627-2410. Through Jan. 9. RICHARD HAWKINS:
Greene Naftali, 508 W. 26th St. 212-463-7770.
Through Jan. 23. SHARON LOCKHART: Glad-
stone, 515 W. 24th St. 212-206-9300. Through
Jan. 30. "THE BRUCE HIGH QUALITY FOUNDA-
TION UNIVERSITY": Inglett, 522 W. 24th St. 212-
647-9111. Through Jan. 23. "IN NUMBERS: SE-
RIAL PUBLICATIONS BY ARTISTS SINCE 1955":
X Initiative, 548 W. 22nd St. 917-697-4886.
Through Jan. 30. "MORPHOLOGICAL MUTINY":
Nolan, 527 W. 29th St. 212-925-6190, Through
Jan. 23.

 

GALLERIES—DOWNTOWN

“BANDE A PART"

‘This energetic group show on the NewYork under-
ground overlaps nicely with the great exhibition of
rock-and-roll photographers at the Brooklyn Mu-
seum, but the subject here is broader—Patt Smith,
Joey Ramone, and Iggy Pop are joined by a whole
other crew of party people. Here, inevitably, are
Andy Warhol, Edie Sedgwick, Candy Darling, and
Lou Reed, most of them shot by the Factory regu-
lar Billy Name. Also in this cast of characters: Wil-
liam Burroughs (whom Marcia Resnick caught at
dinner with Warhol and Mick Jagger), Jean-Michel
Basquiat (photographed by Bobby Grossmanin
front of early Samo pratt), and a group of anon-
ymous teen hustlers (by DannyFields, who also con-
tributed a classic Rolling Stones collage). Through
Jan. 17, (Clic, 424 BroomeSt. 212-219-9308.)
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“FROTTAGE™

The gem of this exhibition, inspired by a fusty Sur-
realist technique (cover a surface with paper and
rub with pencil), is its catalogue, conceived by the
curator Alex Kitnick—a subversive whisper of a
booklet, printed in silver ink. Frottage was popu-
larized by Max Ernst (1891-1976), so it’s no big
surprise that he wins best in show:inspecting plates
from his portfolio “Histoire Naturelle” islike cloud-
gazing. (Look, a rhinoceros!) The Belgian poet-
artist Henri Michaux (1899-1984) runs a close
second, with secretive little drawings, the best made
by caressing bedsheets with graphite upon wak-
ing. The contemporary artists here include Sam
Lewitt, whose cockamamie diagramlinking Ice-
land, De Beers diamonds, and ancient Chinese
coins adds a welcome jolt of color (canary), and
Melanie Gilligan, whose grid derived from lava-
torytiles is a bit of bathroom humor of which
Ernst would surely approve. Through Jan. 17.
(Abreu, 36 Orchard St. 212-995-1774.)

Short List

DAVID BROOKS: Museum 52, at 4 E. 2nd St. 347-
789-7072. Through Jan. 16. MATTHIAS DORN-
FELD / VIRGINIA POUNDSTONE: Harris Lieber-
man, 89 Vandam St. 212-206-1290. Through Jan.
16. VOLKER HUELLER: Eleven Rivington, 11 Riv-
ington St. 212-982-1930. Through Jan. 8. Jo-
ANNA MALINOWSKA: Canada, 55 Chrystie St.
212-925-4631. ThroughJan. 24. WARDELL MILAN:
Taxter & Spengemann, 123 E. 12th St. 212-
924-0212. Through Jan. 23. SPENCER SWEENEY:
Brown, 620 GreenwichSt. 212-627-5258. Through
Jan. 16, "ALMOST": Beauchene, 21 Orchard St.
212-375-8043. Through Jan. 17. "SKULTURE":
Feature, 131 Allen St. 212-675-7772. Through
Jan. 23,

 

DANCE

NEW YORK CITY BALLET

As the “Nuteracker” season winds down, the rep-
ertory scason begins. Leading into a week of Bal-
anchine’s glorious “Midsummer Night’s Dream,” the
first of several full-evening story ballets, the com-
pany presents a program called “Tradition and In-
novation.” Peter Martins’s newest, but certainly not
his most original, ensemble piece, “Naive and Sen-
timental Music,” is his ninth ballet ser to the music
of John Adams.Ir will join Balanchine’s 1970 trib-
ute to Gershwin, “Who Cares?,” which is set to such
standards as “I Got Rhythm” and “’S Wonderful”
and builds to a razzle-dazzle finish. # Dec. 29 at 6,
Dec. 30 at 2 and 6, Dec. 31 at 3, Jan. 2 at 2 and
8, and Jan. 3 at 1: “The Nutcracker.” # Jan. 5 at
7:30; “Naive and Sentimental Music” and “Who
Cares?” (David H. Koch, Lincoln Center. 212-721-
6500. Through Feb. 28.)
ALVIN AILEY AMERICAN DANCE THEATRE

The concluding week of the annual Ailey encamp-
ment at City Center offers a few more chances to
catch the magnificent dancers in this year’s premiéres:
Matthew Rushing’s first work, the didactic Harlem
Renaissance pageant “Uptown”; what Judith Jam-
ison says is her last piece, “Among Us”; and Ron-
ald I. Brown's tribute to Jamison, “Dancing Spirit.”
It’s also a week for compilations: an anniversary
sampler of Jamison commissions, a best-of primer
of Ailey choreography, and, on Sunday night, a sea-
sonal roundup followed by one last performance of
“Revelations.” (131 W. 55th St. 212-581-1212. Dec.
29 and Dec. 31 at 7, Dec. 30 and Jan. 1 at 8, Jan.
2 at 2 and §, and Jan. 3 at 3 and 7:30.)
"RASTA THOMAS’ ROCK THE BALLET”
The Bad Boys of Dance present this show, the brain-
child of the onetime classical dancer and “Movin’
Out” star Rasta Thomas and his wife, Adrienne
Canterna-Thomas.(Joyce Theatre, 175 Eighth Ave.,
at 19th St. 212-242-0800. Dec. 29 at 7:30, Dec. 30
and Jan. 3 at 2 and 7:30, Dec. 31 at 5, and Jan. 2
at 2 and 8.)
SOLEDAD BARRIO & NOCHE FLAMENCA

Although the company is from Spain, you'd be
hard pressed to find a flamenco aficionadointhis
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city who doesn’t embrace the troupe, season after
season, as a home-town favorite. Perhaps it’s in
gratitude, then, that Martin Santangelo, the artis-
tic director, offers a new piece honoring the Abra-
ham Lincoln Brigade, a group of Americans who
fought against Franco in the Spanish Civil War.
Santangelo’s cho aphic efforts tend to be slight,
as if he understood that the essential gift is not
novelty but, rather, the musicians, the dance solos
of Antonio Jimenez and Juan Ogalla, and, above
all, the sievirzya and soled of the incomparable Sole-
dad Barrio, (Lucille Lortel, 121 Christopher St,
212-279-4200. Dec. 29-30 at 8, Dec. 31 and Jan.
2 at 5 and 8, and Jan. 3 at 5. Through Jan. 16.)
PACIFIC NORTHWEST BALLET

The Seattle-based company’s début at the Joyce is
also a homecoming: its youngartistic director, Peter
Boal, and two of his top dancers, Carla Korbes
and Seth Orza, are former, well-loved New York
City Ballet members. Boal, in particular, was a star,
a classicist of the utmost purity and intelligence
until he retired, in 2005. Since he took the reins
at P.N.B., later that year, the company has thrived;
now it’s here to showits stuff, in dances that in-
clude two Boal commissions: “Opus 111,” a piece
by Twyla Tharp set to a Brahms quintet, and “3
Movements,” a large ensemble work by the seem-
ingly ubiquitous Benjamin Millepied. (175 Eighth
Ave., at 19th St. 212-242-0800. Jan. 5 at 7:30.
Through Jan. 10.)

 

CLASSICAL MUSIC
OPERA

METROPOLITAN OPERA

The Met’s revival of Humperdinck’s “Hansel and
Gretel” proves that Richard Jones’s outlandish,
food-obsessed staging promises to become a house
favorite. Jones’s ghoulish fantasy world is con-
vincingly inhabited by equally eccentric charac-
ters: Angelika Kirchschlager and Miah Persson
as the enchanting, badly behaved siblings, Rosa-
lind Plowrightas their pill-popping mother, Dwayne
Croft as their flawed yet charismatic father, and,
best of all, Philip Langridge in a masterly turn as
the Witch, a bizarro-world Julia Child who whips
up dangerous delights for the children in her
jumbo cooking-show kitchen. Fabio Luisi con-
duets the opera as if it were a Wagner miniature,
making a tiny epic of the children’s plight. (Dec.
30 at 11a.M. and Jan. 2 at 1. These are the final
performances.) ¢ Making a supreme effort, the
young Maltese tenor Joseph Calleja brings not
only his honeyed voice to the title role of “Les
Contes d’Hoffmann” but also a genuine willing-
ness to meet the demands of Bartlett Sher’s com-
plex and colorful newstaging.(It’s a big improve-
ment over Otto Schenk’s stolid production from
1982.) Anna Netrebko, as Antonia, is easily the
finest of Hoffmann’s three imaginary lovers; Kate
Lindsey is a sleek and evasive Nicklausse; and
Alan Held sings the roles of the four villains with
unfailing authority (and intelligible French dic-
tion). The majesty and fire of James Levine’s con-
ducting make one forget the posthumous patch-
ups made to Offenbach’s incomplete score. (John
Keenan conduets the first performance this week.)
(Dec. 30 and Jan. 2 at 8. These are the final per-
formances.) # With successful new productions
of “Hoffmann” and “From the House of the
Dead” under the Met’s belt, the fiasco that was
the opening-night “Tosca” is becoming a distant
memory. Next up is a new production of “Car-
men” by the distinguished British director Rich-
ard Eyre, whose Broadway and film work has
made him familiar to New York audiences. (It’s
high time: the Zeffirelli production has long been
an embarrassment.) The companyis lavishing tal-
ent on the premiére run; the first performances
feature Elina Garanéa (in the title role), Barbara
Frittoli, Roberto Alagna, and Mariusz Kwiecien,
conducted by the dynamic young Canadian mae-
stro Yannick Nézet-Séguin. (Dec. 31 at 6:30 and
Jan. 5 at 8.) # Edo de Waart, replacing James
Levine, conducts the January performances of

“Der Rosenkavalier.” The cast—which includes
Renée Fleming, Susan Graham, Christine Schafer,
and Kristinn Sigmundsson—could hardly be bet-
tered. (Jan. 1 at 7:30.) # Another house favorite,
the spectacular Zeffirelli production of “Turan-
dot,” returns, with Maria Guleghina, Maija Kova-
levska, Salvatore Licitra, and Hao Jiang Tan; An-
dris Nelsons. (Jan. 4 at 8.) (Metropolitan Opera
House. 212-362-6000.)

 

ORCHESTRAS AND CHORUSES

NEW YORK PHILHARMONIC

There’s not an ounce of Strauss in the orchestra’s
year-end concert. Instead, Alan Gilbert will con-
duct a festive programstarring the Philharmon-
ic’s artist-in-residence, the baritoneThomas Hamp-
son, that features much Copland (the “Appalachian
Spring” Suite and several of the “Old American
Songs”) as well as Gershwin’s “An American in
Paris” and a clutch of favorite Broadwaytunes.
vey Fisher Hall. 212-875-5656. Dec. 31 at
7:30,
"CANTATAS IN CONTEXT” SERIES

The second of three winter concerts—a collabo-
rative series offered by the Orchestra of St. Luke’s
and Mary Greer’s New York Baroque Soloists cho-
rus—is a mixture of sacred and secular music for
NewYear's Eve, all of it by Bach. The program
features the Brandenburg Concerto No. 5, the Or-
chestral Suite No. 3, and the Concerto for Oboe
and Violin in C Minor, in addition to the jubilant
cantata “Jauchzet Gott in Allen Landen!” (with
the soprano Tana Davidson). (Park Avenue Chris-
tian Church, Park Ave. at 85th St. www.smarttix.
com. Dec. 31 at 8.)
“GREEN MOUNTAIN PROJECT":

MONTEVERDI'S VESPERS OF 1610

No, they’re not from Vermont. “Green moun-
tain” is, roughly, the English translation of the
name ofItaly’s gran mraestro of the early Baroque,
whose greatest choral work was published four
hundred years ago. Scott Metcalfe, from the con-
certmaster’s chair, leads an ensemble of twenty-
five singers and players (including the soprano
Jolle Greenleaf and the tenor Marc Molomot),
who offer a period-instrument performance at
the Church of St. Mary the Virgin, near Times
Square. (145 W. 46th St. Jan. 3 at 7. A donation
is suggested.)

 

RECITALS

BARGEMUSIC

Dec. 31 at 7:30: The floating chamber-music se-
ries says goodbye to 2009 with one of those oc-
casional concerts which stretch the barge’s cozy
space to its limits. New Year’s Eve is all-Bach,
with an ensemble of some of New York’s finest
musicians (including the violinists Mark Peskanov
and Tom Chiu, the cellists Edward Arron and
Nicholas Tsavaras, and the flutist Sofia Anastasia)
performing the Concerto for Violin and Oboe and
the Brandenburg Concertos 2-6. Complimentary
cookies (and a glass of champagne) sweeten the
deal. # Jan. 2 at 8 and Jan. 3 at 3: Across two
concerts, the pianist Nicolas Sivelév surveys the
twenty-four preludes and fugues of Bach’s Well-
Tempered Clavier, Book IL. (Fulton Ferry Land-
ing, Brooklyn. 718-624-2083.)
LOS ROMERO

The first family of classical guitar—featuring Pepe,
Celin, Celino, and Lito Romero—offers a Span-
ish New Year's Eve concert at the 92nd Street Y
that features works by Torroba, Sor, Albéniz, and
Pepe and Celedonio Romero; complimentary cham-
pagne will be offered at intermission. (Lexington
Ave. at 92nd St. 212-415-5500. Dec. 31 at 8.)
(LE) POISSON ROUGE
Two formidable African-American musicians take
the stage this week. Jan. 3 at 7: In “TwoSides of
Don Byron,” the compelling avant-garde jazz com-
poser (and master of the clarinet and the saxo-
phone) reveals the full range of his creativity. Lisa
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Moore performs the composer’s solo-piano work
“Seven,” followed bya jazz set offered by the Don
Byron Quartet. ¢ Jan. 5 at 7:30: The Metropoli-
tan Opera bass Eric Owens dips into another as-
pect ofhis talent by offering a showofstandards
from the American Songbook by Berlin, Porter,
Gershwin, Kern, and Rodgers and Hart, accom-
panied by the Randy IngramTrio. (158 Bleecker
St. www.lprnyc.com.)
JUPITER SYMPHONY CHAMBER PLAYERS

Frank Morelli, one of the city’s premier bassoon-
ists, dominates Jupiter's first concert of the year
ina perky program(alsofeaturing the violist Cyn-
thia Phelps andthe cellist Joshua Roman, among
others) that includes music for his instrument by
Mozart, Weber (the Andante and Hungarian
Rondo), Giardini, and Janacek (the Concertino,
with the pianist Einav Yarden). Dvorak’s warm-
hearted String Quartet No. 12 (“American”) com-
pletes the bill. (Good Shepherd Presbyterian Church,
152 W. 66th St. 212-799-1259, Jan. 4 at 2 and
7:30.)

Ary AIC ft

OPENING

CASE 39
Renée Zellweger stars in this thriller as a social
worker who attempts to rescue a child (Jodelle
Ferland) from abusive parents. Directed by Chris-
tian Alvart. Opening Jan. 1. (In wide release.)
THE CHASER

Na Hong-Jin directed this drama, from South
Korea, about a policeman who becomes a pimp
and confronts the serial killer who targets his
prostitutes. In Korean. Opening Dec. 30. (IFC
Center.)

SPLASHES

ee ITS INVISIBLE LATER OF PROTECTION.

E-READING EXPERIENG

A FILM WITH ME IN IT

In this comedy, fromIreland, Mark Dohertystars
as a failed actor who attempts to reimagine his
problems as a screenplay. Directed by Ian Fitzgib-
bon. Opening Jan. 1. (IFC Center.)
THE LOSS OF A TEARDROP DIAMOND

A drama,directed by Jodie Markell from a screen-
play by Tennessee Williams, about a rebellious heir-
ess (Bryce Dallas Howard) who begins a relation-
ship with a poor man (Chris Evans). Opening Dec.
30. (In limited release.)
THE WHITE RIBBON

Reviewed below in Now Playing. Opening Dec.
30. (In limited release.)

 

NOW PLAYING

BAD LIEUTENANT: PORT OF CALL

NEW ORLEANS

Snakes, in their sinister side-to-side way, swim through
floodwaters, menacing a man held in an under-
groundjail; alligators climb onto the freeway, caus-
ing, automobiles to smash into one another; igua-
nas lounge on coffee tables, turning their loathsome
eyes on the humans standing around them. Inbrief,
Werner Herzog has checked into New Orleans and
metaphysical despair is loosed upon Bourbon Street.
It’s a police procedural, sort of. A local drug king-
pin is killing African-born interlopers in the white-
powder trade; Detective Terence McDonagh(Nico-
las Cage) tries to stop him while grabbing as much
cocaine for himself as he can, Cage, his face screwed
up with rage, one shoulder hitched higher than the
other from a back injury, looks like Quasimodo
without a bell rope to hang on to. Herzog has no
interest in telling a story straight, and he lets his
star run wild, The result is a mess, butit’s far from

THE OLD MAN AND THE SEA.

HIGH AND DRY.

AND SAND ARE NO M CH FOR OUR LEISURE

eteeee ecee

JAC

STANDS,

boring, With Eva Mendes and Val Kilmer, who seem
to be in another picture. Loosely based on Abel Fer-
rara’s “Rad Lieutenant,” from 1992, which Herzog,
denies ever having seen.—David Deny (Reviewed
in our issue of 11/30/09.) (In wide release.)
THE BLIND SIDE

The director and screenwriter John Lee Hancock's
adaptation of Michael Lewis’s nonfiction book is
a multimillion-dollar cheeseburger—hardtoresist,
savory, comforting, and fundamentally unwhole
some. The story, which takes place in Memphis,
Tennessee, concerns the transformation of Michael
Oher, a black teen-ager whose mother was a crack
addict, from a street kid to an All-American col-
lege football player, thanks to the intervention of
the wealthy white Tuohy family. Sandra Bullock
gleefully tears into the role of Leigh Anne Tuohy,
the fierce, salty, flamboyant young matriarch who
takes Michael into her home and her family and
becomes both his protector and his mentor, and
Quintin Aaron brings a calm grace to the role of
Michael, The movie is done with crispness, vigor,
down-home humor, and an over-all tang of good
feeling, but the pushing of buttons is extraordi-
narily calculated. Hancock’s extremely selective
view of Southernlife offers a vision of anti-racism
devoid of liberalism and presents young Michael
as a living tabula rasa on which to project Tuohy-
family values—Richard Brody (In wide release.)
BROKEN EMBRACES

The new Pedro Almodovar film is a complicated
business, with stories built inside one another and
subplots leading off in furtive directions, like tun-
nels, We meet Harry Caine (Lluis Homar)}, a blind
screenwriter and former director, who, when he is
not undressing strangers in his apartment, is con-
cocting screenplays with his assistant, Diego (Tamar
Novas), or revisiting and recutting a movie that was
taken out of his hands manyyears before. Much of

INNOVATIVE

ATTRACTIVE
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the action is set in that tme—the chronicle of a love
affair berween the director and his star (Penélope
Cruz), the mistress of a jealous financier ( José Luis
Gémez). The two periods intersect, as so often in
Almodévar, via parents and children; Diego's mother
and the financier’s pushy son, it turns out, both have
a substantial role to play. The clarity and sheen of
the film are typically startling, and no living di-
rector is more expert in the weaving of matching
details; this time, however, the lusts and disappoint-
ments of the characters come close to being, smoth-
ered—andrendered strangely unmoving—by the sur-
feit of cleverness and cool. In Spanish—Anthborry
Lane (11/23/09) (In wide release.)
BROTHERS
The new home-from-the-war movie, written by
David Benioff and directed by Jim Sheridan, has
been made with great devotion and sincerity, but
nothing in it quite works. Sam Shepard is the dom-
inating alcoholic father, a former marine who has
tormented his two sons, turning one, Sam (Tobey
Maguire), into a perfect high-achiever, both athlete
and war hero, dutifully serving multiple tours in
Afghanistan; and the other, Tommy (Jake Gyllen-
haal), into a resentful, alcoholic, unemployable mess.
When Sam gets captured by the Taliban, his wife,
Grace (Natalie Portman), believing he’s dead, leans

CRAZY HEART

Jeff Bridges is Bad Blake, a well-travelled country
singer and a barely functioning mess with a ratty
beard and ponytail, a large belly, and a constant
cigarette and glass of bourbon. He drives alone
through vast stretches of rhe Southwest, drifting
from saloon to bowling alley, performing with
ragged pickup bands. He can still sing, and play, a
little, though he may not make it through a set
without heaving in an alley. The rest of the time
he lies on his back in a squalid motel. Bridges lux-
uriates in indolence, though, unlike the sublime
Dude in “The Big Lebowski,” Bad is not pleased
with himself; there’s an irritable pride churning
around inside the man. Maggie Gyllenhaal, ardent
and looking great, turns up as Jean Craddock, an
arts journalist and single mother who penetrates
the gloom of Bad’s motel room for an interview.
Jean wakes up the decrepit singer, but this is not
a movie about miracles (the general theme of Bad’s
songs is “Everything is screwed up, but nothing
can be done about it”). Nor is the movie quite a
miracle itself. It has an easy, unforced rhythm, yet
it needs more plot, more complication, more con-
flict. Written and directed by Scott Cooper, from
Thomas Cobb’s novel.—D.D. (12/14/09) (In lim-
ited release.)

 

TABLES FOR TWO
SUSHI UO

151 Rivington St. (212-677-5470)It takes guts to
open a serious sushi restaurant in a bad economy,
all the more so if you're not Japanese and are only
twenty-three years old, But David Bouhadana, who
grewup in Florida, of French and Moroccan par-
entage, clearly has plenty of ambition, as well as
an appealing personality and considerable flair with
a sushi knife. During the past five years, he has ap-
prenticed with various sushi masters in the States
and in Japan. Sushi Uo,hisfirst restaurant, is a tiny
operation, just a small sushi bar and a dozen ta-
bles, up an unmarked flight of stairs on the Lower
East Side.

The menu features both traditional sushi and
more inflected dishes, some of which don’t avoid
the vagaries of Asian fusion. Salmon skin—trich,
fatty, cooked almost to the consistency of pork
rind—worked quite well with wasabi gnocchi,
though without convincing you thar Italian and
Japanese cuisines ought to get together more often.
(On another night, the skin made a satisfying com-
bination with a salad of arugula, apple, and pine
nuts.) One inventive dish is a so-called tartare, con-
sisting of edamame chopped with shiso and citrus.
The preparation foregrounds the beans’ nutty fla-
vor, and is an antidote toall the edamamethat one
has sucked from salty pods withouteverreallytast-
ing. Ultimately, though, you sense that unadulter-
ated sushi is Bouhadana’s real interest. His restau-
rant doesn’t provide the almost intimidating flaw-

 

 

lessness of the best midtown sushi temples, but its
food’s quality is consistently higher thanthat of al-
most any comparably priced establishment and far
removed from that of ordinary neighborhood joints,
with their cloudy hunks of tuna and cardboardlike
eel. Here, tuna is a brilliant, clear red, like stained
glass, and eel is soft and pliant. Bouhadana makes
subtle tastes register—like the Japanese citron that
he zests in microscopic quantities overlive scal-
lops—and his presentation is deft: the body of a
mackerel, its meat filleted into neat rectangles, is
bent back with a bamboo skewer, as if turning in
the water.

Barking outinstructions in Japanese, Bouhadana
works with just one sushi assistant and one cook.
This probably helps keep prices down, though when
the restaurantis full you fear for his sanity, and his
fingers. On calmer nights, he holds court for who-
ever is at the sushi bar, explaining the difficulties of
sourcing, ingredients, or why he finds mackerel more
interesting than tuna belly, or why, when preparing
live orange clams, one must not only cut them into
strips but fling each piece down dramatically on
the counter, where it visibly recoils on impact. A
parently, the jolt causes the muscle fibres, still alive,
to tense, giving the clam a new texture, sinewy and
strange, (Open Mondays through Saturdays for din-
ner. Dishes $4-$15.50; sushi $3-$46.)

—Leo Carey

 

toward Tommy, who pulls himself together and
helps her raise her two kids. Then Sam returns.
The script feels mechanical and obvious, and, ex-
cept for Gyllenhaal, the movie is disastrously mis-
cast. Maguire’s Sam is humorless and odd-looking
in his high-and-tight military haircut even before
he goes away, and Portman, an elfin, improbably
pretty thing, is unconvincing as a former cheer-
leader and young mother of two; they don’t set off
the dimmest of sparks in each other. You wait for
Maguire to blow, and blow he does, shrieking and
smashing things, in a display that seems more like
pyrotechnics than acting.—D.D, (12/14/09) (In
wide release.)
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EASY LIVING

One of the most pleasurable of the romantic slap-
stick comedies of the thirties, and full of surprises.
Jean Arthur is the working girl whose life is com-
pletely changed when a sable coat, thrown out a
millionaire’s window, lands on her head.The movie
is a wonderful fluke: the script, by Preston Sturges,
is in his manic, everybody-with-something-to-say
style; the director, Mitchell Leisen (once De Mille’s
art director), tempered it with smooth takes and
elegant clothes and sets, including a lily-shaped
bathtub. The film has impish, sweet moments
(such as the half-asleep heroine's delayed reaction
after a kiss from the hero—Ray Milland) and at

least one classic slapstick sequence (the little glass
doors in an Automat fly open and people lunge
for the free food). With Edward Arnold (a little
louder than necessary—that was alwayshis vice),
and Mary Nash, William Demarest, Luis Alberni,
Franklin Pangborn, and Esther Dale. Released in
1937.—Fauline Kael (Film Forum; Jan. 3.)
FANTASTIC MR. FOX

For his stop-motion adaptation of Roald Dahl’s
book—abouta fox who steals from three grotesque
farmers, who go to absurd lengths to capture him
as he leads his family and friends on increasingly
desperate adventures in order to survive—thedirec-
tor Wes Anderson, co-writing the script with Noah
Baumbach, greatly amplified the story and its emo-
tional spectrum. Mr. and Mrs. Fox (woiced by George
Clooney and Meryl Streep}—he’s a foonnetise she’s
an artist—bringto life a view of marriage that’s as
bittersweet and insightful as that of any recentlive-
action movie, and their idiosyncratic son (Jason
Schwartzman) is set up in a touching nvalry with
his cousin (Eric Anderson, the director’s brother). Vi-
sually, the movie is a wonder, with its profusion of
detail and exquisitely focussed “performances” by
the figurines, whom Anderson frames in images as
precisely composed as those featuring actors in his
live-action work. The voice performances are spar-
kling and apt; the adventure plot is realizecl with a
scenographic splendor that’s as understated asit is
dazzling, and is also invested with a aaperesmoral
weight. Though the emotional realms—and thephil-
osophical twists—that Anderson evokes are unusu-
ally sophisticated for a children’sfilm,its exuberance
is a universal tonic.—R.E. (In wide release.)
THE IMAGINARIUM OF DR. PARNASSUS

A travelling theatre rolls through modern London,
inviting citizens to step up and sharein its wonders;
nobody orchestrates a blast from the past quite like
Terry Gilliam. His newfilm stars Christopher Plum-
mer as the eponymous doctor, whoclaims immor-
tality and has entered into a pact with the Devil
(Tom Waits), although, as often with Gilliam, the
fine print of the story feels elusive. Parnassus is both
Faust and Prospe he even. has a half-obedient,
adoring daughter (Lily Cole), plus a diminutive sprite
(Verne Troyer), to complete the picture. The film
makes theleast impact when it aims for maximum
strangeness (the dreamworlds into which the the-
atre’s customers are plunged are no more than the
fruits of a wandering fancy), whereas its everyday
setting, beside the Thames, has a sad, valedictory grit
that is hard to shake off. With Johnny Depp, Colin
Farrell, Jude Law, and the late Heath Ledger, all in
the same role, as a ponytailed charmer in a white
suit—A.L, (12/21 & 28/09) (In wide release.)
INVICTUS

Clint Eastwood's stirring tribute to Nelson Man-
dela’s moral grandeur and practical wisdom carries
a whiff of the official—bur the importance of this
sort of virtuous public spectacle is itself the subject
of the movie. The drama concerns Mandela’s em-
brace, in 1995—soonafter his election as South AF
rica’s first post-apartheid Presiclent—of the country’s
rugby team (generally loved by whites and hated by
blacks) when the country hosted the sport’s World
Cup tournament, Morgan Freeman bringsa sublime
dignity and self-mastery to the role of Mandela. As
Francois Pienaar, the team captain to whom Man-
dela reaches out, Matt Damon lends good-humored
smarts to the athlete’s quiet rise to enlightenment.
Eastwood's viewof South Africa is sketchy but warm-
hearted and filled withfine-grained details,We mostly
see Mandela at work, exerting power gracefully and
compassionately, and there are no intimate revela-
tions and no ambiguities or ironies. Rather, the movie
takes its place in Eastwood's rigorous series of latter-
day reflections on democratic values—here, the re-
public rests on the shoulders of a virtuous leader
who understands the power of political symbolism
and senses that a country unites not around its ideas
but aroundits images. As such, it’s also a defense of
Eastwood's own popular artistry—and of the sys-
tem that sustains it—R.B. (In wide release.)
IT'S COMPLICATED
Is Nancy Meyers (“Something’s Gotta Give”) the
squarest person ever to make a movie? This new
embarrassment helps make the case. Meryl Streep,
reduced to giggling, fumbling, gossipy ordinariness JE
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“The Loss ofa Teardrop Diamond,” written by Tennessee Williams, opens Dee. 30.

for the first time in her career, is a wealthy divorcée
with a bakery in Santa Monica and a big house in
Malibuthat, for some reason, isn’t big enough. She
wants to build an addition with a large kitchen (even
though half the movie takes place in her existing
kitchen, whichis large enough to yield endless meals
and seat eight). She has an affair with the husband
wholeft her ten years earlier, played by Alec Bald-
win, who comes off as hyperageressive, dull, wet,
and fat. At the same time, Streep flirts with her ar-
chitect, played all milquetoasty by Steve Martin. The
characters are upper-middle-class people whoact
like TV's lower-middle-class people. There are many
scenes devored to the extraordinary news thatsixty-
year-olds actually do it. The dialogue is redundant,
the direction coarse and obvious. John Krasinski,
mugging creatively as Streep’s prospective son-in-
law, is the only one in the movie operating with pro-
fessional skill—D.D. (In wide release.)
THE LAST STATION
Christopher Plummer is Leo Tolstoyin his eighties,
imposing, stentorian, and almost alarmingly active;
Helen Mirren,letting her age showyetstill the most
sexual actress on the screen, is Sofya, Tolstoy’s wife
offorty-eight years. The movieis raised to the level
of greatness byits two acting demons, who goat
each otherfull tilt and produce scenes of Shake-
spearean affection, chagrin, and rage. Shall Tolstoy
leave the copyright and the enormous profits from
his worldly masterpieces to Sofya andtheir children?
Or shall he leave them to the “Russian people,” as
administered by the organization that propagates
his late-in-life obsessions—a cultish neo-Christian,
neo-socialist religion with its communes and schools,
its advocacy of passive resistance to violence? The
entire movie cries outthat exalted, self-denying spir-
ituality, however noble, is less sane than everyday
love and sex and the full adoration of the sensuous
world. With Paul Giamatti (overacting), as Chert-
kov, Tolstoy’s fanatical disciple and administrator;
and James McAvoy, whose vowsof celibacy are no
match for the flirtatious and intelligent fellow-
Tolstoyan, Masha (Kerry Condon), who climbsinto
his bed. The exteriors were shot in a fine old house
in Germany that resembles Yasnaya Polyana, Tol-

stoy’s estate. Michael Hoffman adapted Jay Pa-
rini’s 1990 novel and directed with power and flu-
idity—D_D. (12/14/09)(In limited release.)
THE LOVELY BONES

In the movie, as in Alice Sebold’s 2002. best-seller, Susie
(Saoirse Ronan),a fourteen-year-oldgirl, narrates, from
Heaven or whereverit is, her own murder in 1973 at
the hands of a neighborhood creep (Stanley Tucci);
then she observes her father (Mark Wahlberg), mother
(Rachel Weisz), and sister (Rose Melver) as they mis-
erably cope with her death. But, in Peter Jackson's ad-
aptation, she is not merely present in their minds; she
is there, prompting, warning, claiming a kiss from her
handsome teen boyfriend. The book was brought off
with considerable delicacy—it’s really a detailed por-
trait of a suburbangirl's life in the seventies. Literal-
ized in the movie, the material is closer to a high-toned
ghost story. Jackson intermingles family goings on
with Susie’s gossamer interventions, and some of the
brushed-with-ether imagery comes close to the un-
canny, buta lot ofit is fussy-baroque, redundant, and
undramatic. Jackson’s Heaven has luscious hills and
dales, gleaming lakes, and fields of waving grain. The
picture has been fashioned as a holiday family enter-
tainment abouta grisly murder and grief, and it’s more
than a little sickening. Fran Walsh and Philippa Boy-
ens worked with Jackson on the screenplay. With Mi-
chael Imperioli—D.D, (12/14/09) (In wide release.)
ME AND ORSON WELLES

A vivid view of Orson Welles (Christian McKay)at
twenty-two, as seen through the eyes of a cocky teen-
ager (Zac Efron) from New Jersey whobluffs his
way into Welles’s Mercury Theatre group in 1937.
The plot is conventional: the young man gets initi-
ated into sex and the many other complicated rites
of the grownup world—thatis, he gets warmed up
and then burned by people more experienced and
ruthless than he is. But the details of the production
that Welles stages (a modern-dress “Julius Caesar”)
are fascinating, and at the center of it stands the se-
ductive and bombastic young genius, who applies
his superlative theatrical instincts to an oldclassic.
‘The British actor McKay has the necessary stature
and vaunting authority, an easy way with a cigar, a
sly smile, and a strong voice. “| am Orson Welles!”

he thunders, when challenged. “I own the store.”The
picture has preat spirit and considerable charm.It’s
about the giddiness of promise—the awakening of
young talents to a moment when anything seems
possible. With Claire Danes as Welles’s friendly but
opportunistic secretary. Directed by Richard Link-
later—D.D. (11/30/09) (In wide release.)
THE MESSENGER

Captain Tony Stone (Woody Harrelson), an Army
lifer with a shaved head anda jawlike a stone jetty,
and Staff Sergeant Will Montgomery (Ben Foster), a
coiled, secretive Iraq-war hero, work together at what
is surely the worst job in the armedforces: telling
parents and spouses that a loved one has been killed
in Iraq. There’s an excruciatingly obvious but un-
avoidable irony here: the movie itself has taken on
the unwelcome task of telling its audience what it
doesn’t want to hear—news of the wayfamilies get
hit by an unending war. Yet it doesn’t feel dutiful or
solemn. Thisis a fullyfelt, morally alert, marvellously
acted piece of work. Harrelson, with his eye-popping
glare and acetylene voice, takes his usual wild-man
character deep into melancholy and loneliness; the
mesmerizing Foster, whose eyes seemto look inward
and outward at the same time, eases the tense, guilty
war hero back intolife. The two form an uneasy, ca-
rousing friendship. The visits to the families are done
with great delicacy, but great courage, too, and after
a while we fecl not like voyeurs but like participants.
With a droopy, passive Samantha Morton—the mov-
ie’s only weakness—as a widow whom the sergeant
falls in love with. The director, Oren Moverman (a
veteran of the Israeli Army), is clearly a whiz with
actors.—D.D, (11/16/09) (In wide release.)
MY SON, MY SON, WHAT HAVE YE DONE

The unholy creative marriage of David Lynch (as
executive producer) and Werner Herzog (as direc-
tor and co-writer, along with Herbert Golder) brings
forth a strange, hypnotic film—based on a true
story—about a disturbed man (Michael Shannon)
who kills his mother (the great Grace Zabriskie)
with a sword, takes hostages, and barricades him-
self and theminside his home. After the cops ar-
rive, the story is studded with flashbacks as various
characters recall the events that lead up to the mur-
der. The plot jams ostrich farms, Peruvian jungles,
a staging of Sophocles’ Oresteia, and lots of other
bits of business into the film’s brisk running time,
yet the proceedings, aided by the ominous music
and the actors’ dreamyline readings, have a still-
ness that is queasily involving. Herzog packs the
film witharresting, almost surrealistic images(a roll-
ing can of instant oatmeal, a quivering mass of black
jello) chat give the movie an unnerving sense of the
banal.—Bruce Diones (In limited release.)
NINE

Given howhard it is to get movies off the ground,
whyare so many adapted from works that ery out
not to be madeinto movies in the first place? Just
as it was easytosee that a film of“The Road,” shorn
of Cormac McCarthy’s prose, would—and could
only—slowto a miserable plod, so Rob Marshall’s
new work was, from the start, bowed by the bur-
den ofits origins. It is adapted from a stage musi-
cal, which was in turn adapted from Fellini’s “814,”
which is all about a man whois unable to make a
movie. Forall the high-kicking oomph to which
Marshall’s film aspires, that sense of inertia lingers;
wesee it in Guido Contini (Daniel Day-Lewis), who
doesn’t even have a script on the eve of production.
What he does have is the memory of women crowd-
ing in upon him, and each of them gets to say, or
sing, her piece; the musical numbers are not embed-
ded in the action but float alongside it as a form of
fantastical commentary—again, hardly an incentive
for dramatic pace. The singers are a distinguished
company: Sophia Loren, Penélope Cruz, Nicole Kid-
man, Kate Hudson, Fergie, Judi Dench, and Marion
Cotillard, with the laurels divided between the last
two. But even Day-Lewis, for all his flair and cun-
ning, cannot spice the proceedings with muchjoy,
and we are left with a hynin to regret—A.L. (12/21
8 28/09) (In wide release.)
PRECIOUS: BASED ON THE NOVEL

“PUSH" BY SAPPHIRE

Howyourespond to Lee Daniels’s film is likely to
depend on twovariables: first, to what extent the
preposteroustitle will get your tongue in a twist,
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and, second, whether or not you object to having
extreme domestic abuse waved in frontof your face.
GaboureySidibe plays an obese, unhappy Harlem
teen-ager named Clareece Jones; the task of the
movie is to turn her nickname, Precious, from a
wretched irony to a cause for pride—to surround
her with people who will treasure her as she de-
serves. At the start, this scems a distant dream, since
Precious is pregnant with her second child (by her
ownfather) and trapped at home with her monster
of a mother (Mo’Nique}—a withering portrait of
indolence and wrath, (Might conservatives latch on
to the film as a cautionary tale about an obsessive
reliance on welfare? If so, that hardly seems to be
what Daniels intended.) Precious finds hope in an
alternative-school program, where she meets the
beautiful and saintly—not to say implausible—fig-
ure of Blu Rain (Paula Patton). The tonal blend of
damp-eyed fantasy and gruelling, closeup brutish-
ness is at once morally suspect and highly effective
in its manipulations; what rescues the story from
the brink of the gothic is the poise and purpose of
its leading performers—including Mariah Carey, no
less, who is almost unrecognizable in herrole as a
social worker—A.L. (11/9/09) (In wide release.)
POLICE, ADJECTIVE

Cristi (Dragos Bucur), a young plainclothes officer
in the Romanian town of Vaslui, is assigned to fol-
low a trio of teens, one of whom associates with a
drug dealer.To Cristi’s dismay, he is ordered to make
a case against another kid in the group whois merely
a user. The officer’s struggle to resist his orders is
the soul of this drama, directed by Corneliu Porum-
boiu, a quietly jolting dialectical and lexicographi-
cal masterwork. Porumboiu’s images, all nouns and
verbs, withhold inflection in order to highlight the
moral weight of creating and interpreting, informa-
tion; his taut long takes maintain the tension of in-
cisive scenes featuring debates about language. Cris-
ti’s wife, Anca (Irina Saulescu), is a literature teacher,
and their dinnertime parsing of a pop song and of
his grammar (with the dictates of the Romanian
Academycited as authority) sets the stage for the
climactic showdown with his chief (Vlad Ivanov),
which takes place over a dictionary. With a quietly
scintillating depth, the movie ultimately reveals
the odd title’s chilling implications and casts over
today’s Romania dark shadows from its Soviet-
dommated past. In Romanian—R.B. (IPC Center)
RED CLIFF

The action master John Woo, after years of direct-
ing (mostly middling) American films, returns to
Chinaforthis epic story of a legendary third-century
battle between a powerful emperor-backed general
and two competing warlords. For its American re-
lease, Woo cut in half what was originally a two-
part, five-hourfilm, and there’s not a wasted minute.
Gorgeously shot (by Lu Yue and Zhang, Li) and beau-
tifully acted (by Tony Leung, Zhang Fengyi, and Chi-
ling Lin, among others), the film spreads Kurosawa-
like swordplay onto a David Lean canvas and comes
away with startlingly imaginative battle scenes (in-
cluding one in which thousands of white-shafted ar-
rows are fired at a barge, turning it intoa floating
flower arrangement). The plot, with its unusual bat-
tle plans and political intrigues, may not always be
easy to follow, but Woodelivers supremely entertain-
ing warfare—B.D.(In widerelease.)
RICKY

Francois Ozon’s domestic fantasy, about an infant
whosprouts wings and begins to fly, has the com-
plexity of a television commercial and the moral of
a greeting card. Katie (Alexandra Lamy), a factory
worker and single mother who lives with her young
daughter, Lisa (Mélusine Mayance), in a housing
project, meets Paco (Sergi Lopez), a Spanish immu-
grant, at work. He soon moves in with her, and she
gets pregnant. Their newborn son (Arthur Peyret),
the title character, is first a source of discord; then
of wonder; and, ultimately, of simplistically bitter-
sweet wistfulness. Ozon’s graphic compositions are
eye-catching but trivial; his situations are undevel-
oped; his characters, unrealized; his satire, banal; his
whimsy, forced. In French.—R.B. (IFC Center}
A SINGLE MAN

Tom Ford’s début feature is adapted from the novel
of the same name by Christopher Isherwood, Colin
Firth plays George, who teachesliterature at a col-
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lege in Los Angeles in 1962; we find him bereaved
after the death of his lover, Jim (Matthew Goode),
although the action skips back in time, to show us
the languor of the life they shared. There is barely
enough here to sustain a plot, and muchof the
movie passes in a gleaming, immaculate haze; in
keeping with the director’s other career, as a fash-
ion designer, no chance is missed to deck the char-
acters in the neat, crisp outfits of the period, or to
bathe them in the flattering rose light of the city.
(Does Jim make his first appearance in George’s
life wearing white naval ducks? Of course he does.)
Yet the film is pulled from its dreaminess by two
performances:first, that of Firth, who shows how
a heart can be both tightened and undone bygrief
(especially a grief that needs to be keptsecret), and,
second, that ofJulianneMoore,whoplays hisdrunken
friend. The long evening they spend together, dicing
with love and the knowledge of wasted years, is a
scene not to be forgotten, or denied, With Nicholas
Hoult as a precociousflir-—A.L. (12/21 & 28/09)
(In wide release.)
SOIGNE TON GAUCHE

Lovers of Jacques Tati will be jolted by the begin-
ning of this 1936 short,his first film: the stiff comic
jauntof a rural bicycle postman,played not by Tati
but by one Max Martel. Tati instead turns up as
a farm boy with dreams ofathletic glory (he mimes
a Tour de France champion for the local kids), who,
when shadow-boxing between bales of hay, is
pressed into service (to his mother’s irritation) as a
sparring partnerfor a heavyweightin training. (The
title means “Keep Your Left Hand Up.”) Tati was
already famousin Paris for his onstage mimicry of
athletes; this brief showcase, directed by René Clé-
ment, is merely serviceable, but it’s fascinating to
see Tati squirm as he attempts to portray a char-
acter with a family and a background. When,after
the war, he began to direct himself, he became the
postman (in “Jour de Féte”) as well as a host of
other transients whoseflat, elusive mobility was
a vertiginously shifting mirror of modernity. In
French.—R.B. (MOM; Dee. 30 and Jan. 1.)
SWING TIME

Even between numbers, the sixth Fred Astaire—
Ginger Rogers musical, from 1936, boasts a helter-
skelter goofiness that’s a perfect fit for his offhand
comic dexterity and her sane sense of humor. (When
she isn’t tripping the light fantastic, her feet are
planted firmly on the ground.) He’s a happy hoofer
and a gambler; she’s a dance instructor who teams
up with him. The complication is that he’s alread
engaged. Thedirector, George Stevens,can’t doae
with the ungainly contours and klutzy running jokes
of Howard Lindsay and Allan Scott’s script, but he
manages to capture the stars at their warmest and
loosest, abetted by deft turns from the affection-
ately gruff Helen Broderick and the eccentric Vic-
tor Moore (who gets laughs with a dissembling
whine). And the singing, the dancing, and the Dor-
othy Fields—Jerome Kern score are paradisial. The
tunes include “The Way You Look Tonight,” “A
Fine Romance,” “Bojangles of Harlem,” and “Never
Gonna Dance”; the choreographic high point, set
to the instrumental “Waltz in Swing Time” (arranged
and mostly composed by Robert Russell Bennett),
is a breathless blend of intricacy thatseals the part-
ners’ love in roughly two and a half minutes.—Mi-
chael Sragow(Film Forum; Dec. 30.)
UP IN THE AIR

At long last, George Clooney meets his match. There
have been previous attempts to pair him in romantic
comedies, such as “Intolerable Cruelty,” but, from the
moment when, playing a business traveller named
Ryan Bingham, he picks up Alex Goran (Vera Far-
miga) in a bar, we realize that a battle of equals has
commenced. Binghamfires people for a living (the di-
rector, Jason Reitman, could not have timed his movie
better), while most of his own living is done on planes
and in hotel rooms; he is a rootless soul who mis-
takes his emptiness for freedom, and it takes the ef-
forts of Alex, his occasional lover, and of Natalie
(Anna Kendrick}, his perky new’ colleague, to school
him in the error of his ways. Reitman’s film both sat-
ishies and dismays; the one-liners fly back and forth,
but, if you happen to look down, there are oceans of
hopelessness below.WithJason Bateman as Bingham’s
cynical boss.—A.L. (12/7/09) (In wide release.)

THE WHITE RIBBON

Even those who have resisted—or, indeed, recoiled
from—the work of Michael Haneke mayfind them-
selves drawn into the calm and complicated tale that
he tells in his latest film. We find ourselves in a vil-
lage in northern, Protestant Germany, a year before
the outbreak of the First World War, and there, with
only the briefest of excursions to the world beyond,
we stay. We also come to know, or think we know,
the home lives of its leading citizens, including the
local baron (Ulrich Tukur), the pastor (Burghart
Klaussner), the doctor (Rainer Bock), and his fright-
ened housekeeper (Susanne Lothar). More baffling
are the lives cick various children, who are the
victims of, and, we increasingly suspect, the possi-
ble culprits in, a series of mysterious crimes. This
being a Haneke project, no caseis thoroughlysolved,
and the air of threat that looms over the popula-
tion is never dispelled; we can readily imagine, in
fact, that its malignity might endure for years to
come—perhaps to the verge of another war. The
film, however, should not be read as a plain para-
ble of incipient Nazism; the warning thatit issues,
abourthe fallout of social repression, is a universal
one, and the manner ofits delivery is disarmingly
graceful. The monochrome imagery is not just jewel-
sharp but, unusually for Haneke, touched with mo-
ments of loveliness and hints of peace, as in the sub-
plot of a schoolteacher (Christian Friedel) and his
beloved (Leonie Benesch}. You expect harm to be-
fall them, like a plague, but, for once, it stays its
hand. In German.—A.L. (In limited release.)
THE YOUNG VICTORIA
Jean-Mare Vallée’s account of Queen Victoria’s early
life, which begins in her childhood and ends in
married bliss, is stately, handsome, and dull, though
not quite as factually scrupulous as that descrip-
tion might suggest. It will be news to historians of
nineteenth-century England,for instance, that Prince
Albert (Rupert Friend) nobly took a bullet when
an assassin fired upon Her Majesty, in 1840. (All
reports agree that he missed.) There are entertain-
ing portraits of various whiskered gentlemen, led
by Mark Strong as the hissable Sir John Conroy,
who sought to control the royal household, and
Paul Bettanyas a freakishly young Lord Melbourne.
But the movie is held together and invigorated by
Emily Blunt, in the title role; she delivers both the
animation of youth and a proper horror at bein
besieged by the machinery of state. WithJim Broad-
bent as her splenetic predecessor—A.L, (12/21 &
28/09) (In wide release.)

Also Playing

A CHRISTMAS CAROL: In wide release. DID YOU
HEAR ABOUT THE MORGANS?: In widerelease.
SITA SINGS THE BLUES: [FC Center.

 

REVIVALS, CLASSICS, ETC.

Titles with a dagger are reviewed above.

FILM FORUM
W. HoustonSt. west of Sixth Ave. (212-727-8110)—
“Madcap Manhattan.” Dec. 30 at 1, 4:35, and 8:10:
“Swing Time”(fT). # Dec. 30 at 3, 6:35, and 10:10:
“Bachelor Mother” (1939, Garson Kanin). # Dec.
31 andJan. 1 at 1:10, 5:30, and 9:50: “The Apart-
ment” (1960, Billy Wilder). ¢ Dec. 31 and Jan. 1
at 3:20 and 7:40: “Breakfast at Tiffany’s” (1961,
Blake Edwards). # Jan. 2 at 1:30, 5:40, and 9:50:
“The Seven Year Itch” (1955, Billy Wilder). # Jan.
2 at 3:30 and 7:40: “It’s Always Fair Weather”
(1955, Gene Kelly and Stanley Donen). # Jan. 3 at
2, 5:40, and 9:20: “Easy Living” (ft). # Jan. 3 at
3:45 and 7:25: “The Devil and Miss Jones” (1941,
Sam Wood), # Jan. 4 at 1, 4:25, and 7:50: “Lady
for a Day” (1933, Frank Capra). @ Jan. 4 at 2:50,
6:15, and 9:40: “Litthe Miss Marker” (1934, Alex-
ander Hall). # Jan. 5 at 1, 5:05, and 10: “A Thou-
sand Clowns” (1965, Fred Coe). # Jan. 5 at 3:15
and 7:20: “Taking Off" (1971, Milos Forman).
FILM SOCIETY OF LINCOLN CENTER

Walter Reade Theatre, Lincoln Center (212-875-
5610)—*Back by Popular Demand.” Dec. 30 at
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1:30 and 6:15: “Youth Knows NoPain” (2009,
Mitch McCabe). # Dec. 30 at 3:30: “The Hurt
Locker” (2008, Kathryn Bigelow). ¢ Dec. 30 at 8:10
and Dee. 31 at 4:15: “Séraphine” (2008, Martin Pro-
vost; in French), # Dec. 31 at 1 and 6:30: “Solaris”
(1972, Andrei Tarkovsky; in Russian). # The films
of Louis Malle. Except where noted, all films are
in French. Jan. 1 at 1:45 and 6:30, Jan. 2 at 6:30,
Jan. 3 at 9:10, Jan. 4 at 4:10, and Jan. 5 at 2:30:
“My Dinner with Andre” (1981; in English). Jan.
1 at 4 and Jan. 2 at 9: “Murmur of the Heart”
(1971), # Jan. 1 at 8:45, Jan. 2 at 2:15, Jan. 3 at
7:20, and Jan. 4 at 2:15: “The Lovers” (1958). ¢#
Jan. 2 at noon and Jan. 4 at 6:30: “The Fire Within”
(1963), # Jan. 2 at 4:10 and Jan, 4 at 8:45: “Vanya
on 42nd Street” (1994; in English). # Jan. 3 at noon:
“Phantom India,” Part One (1969). # Jan. 3 at 3:
“Phantom India,” Part Two (1969).
MUSEUM OF MODERN ART

Roy and Niuta Titus Theatres, 11 W. 53rd St. (212-
708-9480}—“An Auteurist History of Film.” Dec.
30-31 at 1:30: “Anthology of Italian Cinema, Part |
(1895-1926).” # “Nuts and Bolts: Machine Made
Man.” Dee. 30 at 4: “Terminator 2: Judgment Day”
(1991, James Cameron) and “The Legend of John
Henry” (1974, Sam Weiss). ¢ Dec. 31 at 4: “Al-
phaville” (1965, Jean-Luc Godard) and “Felix the
Cat in Astronomeous” (1928, Otte Messmer). #
Jan. 2 at 1:30: “Frankenstein Meets the Space Mon-
ster” (1965, Robert Gaffney) and “Lineage” (1979,
George Griffin). ¢ The films of Jacques Tati. Dec.
30 at 4:30 and Jan. | at 7: “Sylvie et le Fantéme”
(1945, Claude Autant-Lara; in French), preceded by
“Soigne ‘Ton Gauche” (ft). # Jan. 2 at 7: “Traffic”
(1971; in French). # “Best Years: Going to the Mov-
ies, 1945-46.” Dec. 30 at 7: “The Rainbow” (1944,
Mark Donskoy). ¢ “The Contenders, 2009.” Dec.
30 at 8 and Dec. 31 at 4:30: “Summer Hours”

(2008, Olivier Assayas; in French). # Jan. 2 at 4
and Jan. 3 at 2: “The Hangover” (2009, Todd Phil-
lips). # “Tim Burton and the Lurid Beauty of Mon-
sters.” Jan. 1 at 4:30: “Planet of the Apes” (2001). @
Jan. 1 at &: “Murders in the Rue Morgue” (1932,
Robert Florey}. # Jan. 2 at 2 and Jan. 4 at 8: “Plan 9
from Outer Space” (1951, Edward Wood). # Jan. 2
at $: “Ed Wood” (1994). # Jan. 2 at 8 and Jan. 3
at 2: “Dracula” (1931, Tod Browning}. # Jan. 3 at
4: “Frankenstein” (1931, James Whale). # Jan. 3 at 6:
“The Raven” (1935, Lew Landers). # Jan. 4 at 4:30:
“Niars Attacks!” (1996),
SUNSHINE CINEMA

143 E. Houston St. (212-330-8182}—*Sunshine@
Midnight.” Jan. 1-2: “The Muppet Movie” (1979,
James Frawley).

“PORTRAITS OF POETS: 1910-2010"

The Poetry Society of America launches its cen-
tennial celebration with an exhibition of more
than a hundred and fifty drawings, photographs,
and oil paintings of W. B. Yeats, Marianne Moore,
Etheridge Knight, Adrienne Rich, and many other
noted writers. The show, which includes many
images of the poets in childhood, opens with a
benefit reading on Jan. 5 at 6, featuring Galway
Kinnell, Marie Ponsot, Yusef Komunyakaa, and
Richard Howard. At 7 on the same evening, the
poet Sapphire reads from her new work, in an
appearance that is open to the public and free of
charge. (National Arts Club, 15 Gramercy Park 5.
For more information,call 212-254-9628. Through
Jan. 15.)

 

READINGS AND TALKS

NEW YEAR'S DAY MARATHON READING

A hundred and forty poets and performers, includ-
ing Penny Arcade, Yoshiko Chuma, Steve Earle,
John Giorno, Taylor Mead, Judith Malina, Jonas
Mekas, Eileen Myles, and Genesis Breyer P-Orridge,
gather for the thirty-sixth annual marathon reading
at the Poetry Project. (St. Mark’s In-the-Bowery,
Second Ave. at 10th St. 212-674-0910, Jan. 1, start-
ing at 2.)
CORNELIA STREET CAFE

The poets Kat Georges, Peter Carlaftes, Angelo
Verga, George Wallace, and Ryan Buynak read
from the works of the great writer and drinker
Charles Bukowski. Attendees are welcome to read
their favorite Bukowski poem or anoriginal in-
spired by the late postman. (29 Cornelia St. 212-
989-9319. Jan. | at 6.)

ABOVE AND BEYOND

NEW YEAR'S DAY SWIM

The Coney [sland Polar Bear Club, whose motto
is “Every day ts a beach day,” takes its annualcel-
ebratorydip in the icy North Atlantic. As has been
the case in recent years, the event (which is open
toall) is for more than just bragging rights; dona-
tions go to Camp Sunshine, a nonproftretreat in
Mainefor children withlife-threatening, illnesses
and their families. (Swim time is at 1. For more
information, visit www.polarbearclub.org.)

NEWYORKER.COM

Visit the Goings On blog, at www.newyorker.
com/go/goingson, for additional cultural cover-
age and commentary.

 

ON THE HORIZON “American Songbook”
series. She'll be followed

apprenticed in Paris
with Le Corbusier. The

Drawing Center exhibits

Xenakis’s works on paper,

 

space, provided by NASA.
(212-279-4200.)

MOVIES
THE THEATRE later in the season by the
MOON SHINE likes ofthe Broadway
Jan. 12 star Rebecca Luker, the

Los Lobosleaders David
Sam Shepard's “Ages ofthe Hidalgo and Louie Perez,

Moon,” at Atlantic Theatre Suzanne Vega, Dirty

Company, focusses on Projectors, St. Vincent,
two oldfriends waiting and Dee Dee Bridgewater.
for a lunareclipse. The (212-721-6500.)
play was written for Sean
McGinley and Stephen ART
Rea, whostar; Jimmy Fay PAPER TRAIL
directs. (212-279-4200.) Jan. 15-April§

NIGHTLIFE The great Greek avant-
VOCAL CROWD garde composer Jannis
Jan. 13-March 6

The English rock-world

refugee Marianne Faithfull

kicks off Lincoln Center's

Xenakis, whose use of
mathematical systems

influenced the development

ofelectronic music, was

also an architect who

including rarely seen scores,

architectural drawings,

conceptual renderings, and

sketches. (212-219-2166.)

CLASSICAL MUSIC
OUT OF THIS WORLD
Jan. 19-28

The stylish and
unpredictable Gotham
Chamber Opera offers
its next productionat the
Hayden Planetarium:

Haydn's “Il Mondodella

Luna,” directed by Diane

Paulus and featuring

overhead projections of

the moonand outer

POWER LINES
Jan. 20-Dec. 31

Frederick Wiseman, who

started as a lawyer and
becamea director in 1967,

brings a uniquely analytical
sensibility and visualstyle to
his documentaries. MOMA
is presenting a complete
retrospective ofhis work,
from the groundbreaking
“Titicut Follies” to the
forthcoming “Boxing Gym.”
(212-708-9480.)

The sketches and renderings

ofIannisXenakis, at the

Drawing Center.
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PHOTOGRAPHS, A DAZZLING

LOOK AT THE CELEBRATED FIGURES
OF OUR TIME—TRENDSETTERS,
NEWSMAKERS, ACTORS, ARTISTS,

MODELS, DESIGNERS, FIRST
LADIES—IN CLASSIC PORTRAITS,
AT BALLS, AT WEDDINGS,IN

THEIR HOUSES AND GARDENS,
AS THEY APPEARED

IN THE PAGES OF VOGUE.

With photographs by such masters as
Irving Penn and Annie Leibovitz.

Introduction by Hamish Bowles.
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THE TALK OF THE TOWN

COMMENT
WHAT DO YOU CALLIT?

 

cL retrospect, it might be recognized

as a troubling harbinger that, ten
years apo, no CONSENSUS could be reached

in this country on whattocall the de-
cade upon which we were about to em-
bark. The ohs? The double-ohs? The
zeros? Che zips?’ The nadas?The naugh-
ties? As the reassuringly comprehensi-
ble nineties were drawing toa close,all
these were suggested as possible des-
ignations for the coming era. When
Madison Avenue and thecollective ed-
itorial boards of the nation’s news-
papers failed to come up with a killer
appellation in advance, there was at
least confidence that, by decade’s end,a
majority-pleasing solution to the prob-
lem of decennial nomenclature would
have presented itself.

As we near the end, however, we
still don’t have a goodcollective name
for the first decade of the twenty-first
century—atleast, not one beyond“the

“ first decade of the twenty-first cen-

= tury,’ which is gratifyingly lacking in
@ cuteness but may be too wordy for
© practicality, particularly given contem-

porary constraints. (Call it that on
Twitter, and you've used up a third of

= your character allotment.) Arguably, a
= grudging agreement has been reached

U
S
T
R
A
T
I
O
N
S
B
Y

TO
M

on calling the decade “the aughts,” but
that unfortunate term is rootedin a lin-
guistic error. The use of “aught” to
mean “nothing,”“zero,”or “cipher”is a
nineteenth-century corruption of the
word “naught,” which actually does
mean nothing, and which, as in the
phrase “all for naught,” is still in cur-
rent usage. Meanwhile, the adoption
of “the aughts” as the decade’s name
only accelerates the almost complete
obsolescence of the actual English
word “aught,” a concise and poetic
near-synonym for “anything” that has
for centuries well served writers, in-
cluding Shakespeare (“I never gave you
aught,” Hamlet says to Ophelia, in an
especially ungenerous moment, before
she goes off and drowns) and Milton

(“To do aught good neverwill be our
task / But ever to doill our sole de-
light,” Satan declares near the begin-
ning of“Paradise Lost,” before slinking
up to tempt Eve). To call the decade
“the aughts” is a compromise that

 

 

pleases no one, and that has more than
a whiff ofresigned settling aboutit.

But perhaps that’s appropriate,since

this turned out to be the decade in

which there were no good answers.It

began in overwroughthysteria: recall

that, this time ten years ago, the fear
was abroad that civilization would come
to a standstill, if not an end, when the
world’s computersfailed to recognize a
date that didn’t begin with the digits 1

and 9, Flaving readied ourselvesfor that
disaster, the one that actually did mate-
rialize, a year and a half later—the ter-

rorist attacks of September, 2001—
came as a surprise, even, apparently, to

those who had beenprivy to intelligence
memos warning of impending harm
from militant-Islamist quarters. It has
been suggested that the appropriate
designation for this decade might be
“the post-9/11 era’—an unswingy if

otherwise apposite sobriquet. Others

argue that to name the decade thus
would be letting the terrorists win—as
if the cumulative casualties of war and

the infringements ofcivil liberties that

took place under President Bush were
not already evidence ofat least partial
victory on thatscore.

The events of and reaction to Sep-
tember 11th seem to be the decade’s

defining catastrophe, although it could
be argued that it was in the voting
booths ofFlorida, with their flawed and
faulty machines, that the crucial histori-
cal turn tookplace.(In the alternate de-
cadeoffantasy, President Gore, forever
slim and withhairline intact, not only
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reads those intelligence memosin the
summer of2001 but acts upon them; he
also ratifies the Kyoto Protocol and in-
vents somethingevenbetter than the In-
ternet.) And if September 11th marked
the beginning of this unnameable de-
cade,its end wassignalled by President
Obama’s Nobel acceptance speech, in
which he spoke ofwhat he called the
“difficult questions abouttherelation-
ship between war and peace, and our ef-
fort to replace one with the other,” and
painstakingly outlined the absence of
any good answers to the questions in
question.

In between those two poles, the de-
cade saw the unimaginable unfolding:
the depravities of Abu Ghraib, and,
even more shocking, their apparentlack
of impact on voters in the 2004 Presi-
dential election; the horrors of Hurri-
cane Katrina and the flight of twenty-
five thousand of the country’s poorest
people to the only slightly less hostile
environs of the Superdome; the gro-
tesque inflation and catastrophic pop-
ping of a housing bubble, exposing an
economy built not even on sand but on
fairy dust; the astonishing near-collapse
of the world financial system, and the
discovery that the assumed ironclad
laws ofthe marketplace were only about
as reliable as superstition. And, after
all this, the still more remarkable: the
election of a certified intellectual as

President, not to mention an African-
American one.

There was the ascent ofthe digital

realm—with the happy surrender, on
the part ofhundreds ofmillions, to the
congenial omniscience andpossiblyless
congenial omnipotence ofGoogle, and
the perplexingly popular appeal of
making available online all manner of
information ofthe sort formerly con-
sidered private. Who would have
dreamed, at the decade’s outset, not
only that something like Facebook
would exist but that, thanks to it, any-

one would be able to view photographs
ofthe company's C.E.O., Mark Zuck-
erberg, in pajama bottoms and with
red-eye uncorrected, lounging in an
armchair andclutching aTeddy bear to
his chest? Or that anyone would want
to? And whatof those other unlikely
innovations and unforeseen blights of
the era—small plates, Bump for the
iPhone, Sarah Palin, Chinese drywall,
jeggings?

Given all that has emerged in the
past ten years, the failure to invent a
satisfactory namefor the period seems
overdetermined—a reflection of our
sense that the so-called aughts were not
all they ought to have been, and were so
muchless than they promised to be.
With its intractable conflicts andits ir-
resolvable crises, its astonishing accom-
plishments andits devastating failures,
the decade just gone by remains un-
named and unclaimed, an orphaned era
that no one quite wants to own, or own
up to—or, truth be told, to have aught
else to do with atall.

—Rebecca Mead

 
“Sorry—llive in aparallel universe.”

 

HERE TO THERE DEPT.
AIRPLANE3

©
—_

CS=<9

hundred and eight comedians flew
in from L.A. the other day, and,

boy, are their armstired.‘They landed in

Chicago, to attend the fiftieth-birthday
reunion of the comedy troupe Second
City, and, actually, they flew on a Boeing
737 thatwas donated by Southwest Air-
lines. The passengers, who included
comedy writers, actors, and assorted
behind-the-scenes alums, gathered at
LAX,dressed for the cold in unfamiliar

big coats and startling variety ofberets.
(Steve Carell, Harold Ramis, Eugene
Levy, Stephen Colbert, Martin Short,
and Catherine O'Hara, amongothers,
would meet them in Chicago.) Brandy
King, a spokesperson for Southwest, ex-
plainedtheairline's largesse: “Hlumoris
a big part ofour company.”

“This is like a family reunion,”said
Tino Insana, ’73, who does the voice for
a pig character on a Nickelodeon show.
“You might hear a story about Bill Mur-
ray. Let metell you: they're all true.”

Carrying hardbound Second City
yearbooks for signing, the passengers
filed onto theplane. Three youngcome-

dians in Row 15 mined the SkyMall cat-
alogue for gags. Their first bit: devise
captions for generic photographs,like
one of a man and a younggirl pointing
at a map of the world. “This is where
Daddy's moving,” Ithamar Enriquez,
06, suggested.
The cabin doors were aboutto close.

“We made a bet that Hagerty’s the last
guy on the plane,” Richard Kind, ’83
(“A Serious Man”), said. “You'll recog-
nize him. But you won't know from
where.” At 9:47 A.M., Mike Hagerty,
83, a familiar-looking, heavyset actor
with a mustache, bounded down the
aisle. “I feel like Rosa Parks,” said
Hagerty (his credits run from “Brewster's
Millions” to “Entourage”), as he and his
wife plopped into empty seats at the
back ofthe plane. Minutes after takeoff,
the little airplane bottles of alcohol
started flowing.

“Planes are fun places to setbits,”
Matt Craig, 05, said, somewhere over
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DeathValley. He did a short improvwith
his comedy partner, Frank Caeti, 04.

CRAIG: Lights up. Two guys. We’re over a
drop zone.

Carti: I don’t want to jump.
CRAIG: You have to jump.
Caeti: But I’m scared.
CRAIG: This is when I push himout of the

plane and say, “Thank you for flying South-
west.”

After the “blackout” (the Second City
term fora short setup followed byapunch
line), Caeti returned to what he called
“having sex with pictures”: rubbing pho-
tos from the in-flight magazine against
the frontofhis pants. Three hours to go.

Aroundeleven-thirty, Frances Cal-
lier, 86, who, with Angela Shelton, 93,
is part ofthe comedy duo Frangela, an-
nounced that she would do a sketch
called “Crazy Zombie GrandmaBitch.”
She was interrupted by Matt Dwyer,
94, who inserted a half-eaten ham

sandwich between herclothed breasts.
“It’s going to be a panini in a few min-

utes,” Callier quickly improv'd. “There
you go, lightly grilled.” She added,
“There’s no such thing as harassment
in SecondCity.”

As the planecruised at thirty-five thou-
sand feet over Lincoln, Nebraska, Nia
Vardalos, ’91 (she wrote and starred in
“My Big Fat Greek Wedding”), and her
friend Jenna Jolovitz, ’95, discussed the
bond between Second City alums. “You
never really stop thinking about them,”
Vardalos said. “We know the rea/ each
other. We've failed onstage together.”

“We say ‘fuck’ a lot. And “asshole,”
Jolovitz said. “We're dirty and bawdy.
But notin front ofour kids.”

At 12:55 P.M., a passengerseized the
P.A.system and asked everyoneto close
the window shades andpressthe call
buttons. The plane went dark, except
for four rows oforange lights—like can-
dles on a cake. Then everyone sang
“T lappy Birthday”to Isabella Hofmann,

83, as a flight attendant named Doreen
placed a crown made ofhoney-roasted-
peanut packets and swizzlesticks on her
head. Hofmann,clearly moved, blew
out the figurative candles.

“The swizzlesticks are poking my
head,” shesaid. “ButI feellike Jesus.”

Anotherflight attendant announced
that someonehadlosta pair ofglasses.

“L lost my hundred-dollar bill!” Bill
Appelbaum,’83, shouted.

At3:21 P.M. Central Time,theplane

landed in Chicago, to applause.A flight
attendant named Kevin explained that
the jet would be towed to a hangar,
where, once the passengers madeit
down a freezing rolling staircase, they
would be greeted by champagne, news
crews, and the governorofIllinois (he

cancelled). “One little reminder: in the
age of YouTube, watch your step!”
Kevin said. “And a heartfelt thank you
to all ofyou. You give Americathe gift
of laughter.”

“Oh, fuck you!”yelled Appelbaum.
—MarshallHeyman

 

THE BOARDS
NORSE GODDESS

 

iv Ullmann—actor,director, muse—
has been in town for her production

of “A Streetcar Named Desire,” at the
Brooklyn Academy of Music, and the
other day she dropped by the Chanin
Building, on East Forty-secondStreet, to
perform a role for which sheis less well
known, that of honorary chair of the
Women’s Refugee Commission. Ull-
mann had in tow a woman with mussed
short blond hair and Pradaglasses: “the
Barbara Walters ofNorway,” as Ullmann
put it, who is making a documentary
about her. The Barbara Walters of Nor-
way—whose name is Anne Grosvold—
was wearing comfy flats and carrying her
own tripod, something that the Barbara
Walters ofAmerica probably hasn't done
for a while.

Ullmann, whoworea black batwing
sweaterovera red satin blouse and black
pants, explained to Grosvold that she
helped found the commission twenty
years ago, after she became involved with
its parent organization, the International
Rescue Committee, while appearing in
the Broadway musical “I Remember
Mama.” Ullmann wasdrafted to present
a fund-raising check to Leo Cherne,
then the chairman of the I.R.C.’s board.
“I said to him,‘Ifyou ever need me,just
call upon me,andhe called upon me the
next day,” she said. Cherne asked her to
fly to Thailand to participate in a March
for Survival, along with Joan Baez, Elie
Wiesel, and Alexander Ginzburg, the

Russian dissident, who hadjust been re-
leased fromjail. “I knew nothing—I was
a privileged person in every way,” Ull-
mann said.

Robert Devecchi, the president emer-
itus of the LR.C., arrived, leaning on a
cane, and Ullmanngave a cry ofdelight.
“Floware you, Bob?” shesaid.

“I wasfine until I got into New York
trafic,” Devecchi groaned.

“Well, what do youexpect,” Ullmann
said, soothingly.

“T expect nothing,” Devecchisaid,
witha theatrical sigh.

“This used to be an idealist who ex-
pected everything from everyone!” UIl-
mann said. Devecchi was her escort on
herfirst visit to a refugee camp, she ex-
plained. “People heard that a film star
was coming,”shesaid. “Bob is, and was,
tremendously handsome, and when we
arrived there everyone from the I.R.C.
came over and said to Bob, “Whatfilms
were you in?”

Devecchi gave his own accountofthe
encounter. “I was thinking, The last
thing I needto dois put on a dog-and-

 
Liv Ullmann

pony show for these celebrities,” he said.
“Thena car pulls up in front ofthe New
Imperial Hotel, and the door opens, and
I could see this strawberry-reddish hair,
and then she looked right at me. She has
the most famouseyes in the world—that
combinationofstrength andhelplessness
and sensuousnessand integrity—and my
knees buckled.”

Ullmann popped into the office of
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George Rupp, the current head of the
ILR.C. Attempting to explain Ullmann’s
gift for refugee work, Rupp talked about
how she had once played the role ofAnne
Frank. “And you may not knowthat her
grandfather died in Dachau, as a conse-
quenceoftrying to save Jews,” he added.

“Tm surprised that you would know
that,” Ullmannsaid, her eyes widening.
A few days later, Ullmann,still trailed

by Grosvold, appeared at a reception at
BAM,following a matinée of “Streetcar”
that benefitted the W.R.C. Ullmann,
whowasin a knee-length black skirt and
high heels, said that her priority in all
spheres was to connect with people, and
she described to the crowd an encounter
with somestreet children in Bogota,
whom she took to a restaurant. “They

wanted chicken wings, and when the
food arrived they waited for me to take
somefirst,” she said. “And, as we sat
there, I felt a little hand appear here’—
she touched her own forearm—‘“and an-
other arm would be there,” and she ges-
tured toward her neck. “They were in
need ofa grownupperson, maybe even a
woman.”

After Ullmann spoke, Cate Blan-
chett, who has been playing Blanche
DuBois, told her Norwegian interviewer
that it was an honor to work with her.
“Te been stalking Liv for years,” Blan-
chett said. Carolyn Makinson,the exec-
utive director ofthe commission,said, of
Ullmann, “Shehas anextraordinaryem-
pathy.” She added that when Ullmann
needs to communicate about commis-
sion business she doesn’t use e-mail: she
prefers the phone. “You hope youre out
whenshecalls, because she leaves these
wonderful messages,” Makinsonsaid.
“T listen to them for a month before my
voice mail erases them.”

—Rebecca Mead

 

RAG TRADE
CAPE CRUSADER

NAMEN NALS
Eee

 

respected matadortailors, was in
town the other dayfrom Madrid, where
he has a two-story shop devoted to the
production of matadoroutfits, called

|Es Algaba, one ofthe world’s most
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trajes de luce (“suits oflight”), because of
their shimmery, multicolored adorn-
ments. Algaba makes more than a
hundred and fifty matador suits each
year—Every suit | makeis like having
a child,” he has said. He does freelance
work, too, collaborating, for instance,
with a Paris couturier on a line ofem-
broidered dresses. He came to New
York at the request of the Metropoli-

tan Opera, which had hired him to

create the matador clothes for its new
production of“Carmen,” which opens
this week.

One afternoon, Algaba stood in a
dressing room off the Met’s costume
shop, doinga fitting for some matador
supernumeraries. (Cheywill appear in a
procession in Act IV, when Carmen's
lover Escamillo fights a bull.) He wore
an oxfordshirt,a teal tie, and gray pants,
and had a pincushion on his wrist; he
was accompaniedby a translator named
Matt Humphrey. Algaba helped one of
the performers, Brian Baldwin, pull on
a pair of high-waisted black matador
pants. The pants were tight, and Bald-
win is stocky, so Algabahad to yank.

“Ay,” he muttered. “Bien.”
Ele snapped somebuttons closed on

Baldwin’s pants, added a camisa (afrilly
shirt) and a short jacket (a temporary
muslin version; he would make thefi-
nal onelater, in his workshop), and fid-
dled with Baldwin’s hot-pink stock-
ings (“una tradicién,” he said). While
he worked, Algaba talked. “In the sev-
enteen- and eighteen-hundreds, the
clothes used to be a lot baggier,” he said,
through his translator. “hen, in the
nineteen-twenties and thirties, they
started dressing like this, and the fash-
ion really hasn’t changed.” Thetight-
ness of the clothes helps the matadors
maintain “un nivel de concentracién”:

“Tt's like a second skin.” When Algaba
was done, he added a black hat with
orbs on either side. It gave Baldwin,
who has a thin beard, a Princess Leia
look.

“Bien?” Algabasaid.
Baldwin nodded.“Bien,” he said.
Algaba talked about the industry.

“En todo el mundo,” he said, there are
five matadortailors, and they all know
each other. Theyall live in Madrid.
Their clients come from Mexico, South
America, Spain, and Portugal; a good
matadorwill order between six and ten

suits a year, for around three thousand
euros each. Fora first-timeclient, Al-
gaba said, he will start with a two- or
three-hour meeting. “They'rejust talk-
ing,” his translator added. “Getting to
know each other.” Many bullfighters
let Algaba take creative license; for
instance, for Paco Ojeda, a Mexican
bullfighter whom Algaba considered
a star—“wna estrella del torec’—he cre-
ated a suit with stars and poinsettia
flowers. Other matadors are picky, es-
pecially about color. ‘There is a lot of
superstition. Yellow is thought to be
badluck, in the theatre and inthe bull-
ring, but some matadors wear it any-
way. Algabarecalled, “There was one
bullfighter’—Jesulin de Ubrique, of
Spain—“whowasvery lucky with the
ladies. And there was anotherbull-
fighter’—Manolo Mejia, ofMexico—
“who'd seen that de Ubrique had so
muchluck he was wondering ifwear-

ing the same kind ofyellow suit would
workfor him as well.” So the Mexican
tried a yellow suit—“andit worked.”

While Algaba was marking a jacket

with chalk, Baldwin asked, in a quiet
voice, “Conoces Fernando Ochoa?” Ochoa,
a Mexican, is one ofthe best bullfighters
in the world. Baldwin happens to be
married to Ochoa’ssister.

“Ah, si?” Algaba said. “E's una coin-
cidencia.” Algaba is Ochoa’s tailor.
“Bueno,” Algaba said. Ochoa “has abso-
lutely no superstition.” He doesn’t mind
yellows, and so Algabahas used lots of
them, as well as whites and—hepointed
to his tie—“a blue little bit darker than
this one.”

Algaba has been in the business for
forty-five years. His father traded live-
stock. Growing up in the provinces
of northern Spain, he wanted to be an
airline pilot. One day, when he was
eighteen, he saw a help-wanted ad for
a tailor’s shop. He wandered in and
encountered the famousbullfighter El
Cordobés, who wasbeing fitted for a
suit. The translator explained Algaba’s
thoughtprocess: “He remembered that,
four years beforehand, he’d made a
promise to himself that he'd either e a
bullfighter or make clothes for them.
And he'd forgotten about it until that
moment.”

“T believe very muchin the destiny of
a person,” Algabasaid.

—Lizzie Widdicombe
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eforming America’s health-insurance
system was never going to be an

easy task, given people's natural aversion
to change (not to mention Republicans’
aversion to doing anything that might
help Barack Obama). But what's made
the task even more difficult is that Amer-
ican politicians—as well as American vot-
ers—have a confused, and often contra-
dictory, set of beliefs about how health

insurance should work. The wayward,
patchworkplan thatwe seem likely to end
up with is probably a goodreflection of
the wayward, patchwork opinions that

mostlegislators have on the subject.
Consider the Genetic Information

Nondiscrimination Act, which went into
effect in November. The law prohibits
health insurers from using genetic infor-
mation to set rates or deny coverage. At
the moment, genetic testing for disease
is still relatively crude and uncommon.
That will change in the future. People
who know that they are much more likely
to get sick, and therefore much more
likely to run up huge medical bills, will be
able to get insurance at the sameprice as
those with less risky genetic profiles, Ev-
eryone,it turns out, supports this: thebill
passed unanimously in the Senate, and
nearly so in the House.

Politicians on both sides ofthe aisle
overwhelmingly believe, likewise, that in-
surance companies should be prohibited
from taking preéxisting conditionsinto ac-
count whensetting prices or extending
coverage. Both the House and the Senate
reform bills include language banningthis.
Even Republicans have been vehement on
the subject: Senator Tom Coburn, of
Oklahoma,has said that “everyone agrees”
thatwe need toeliminate the use ofpreéx-
isting conditions, while Senator Chuck
Grassley, of lowa, declared that insurers
have to be barred from “charging higher
premiums to peoplewhoare sick.” Thein-
surance companies themselves have ac-
cepted that the only factors they'll be al-
lowed to take into accountin setting prices
will be age, region, and whether or not
someone smokes. The general consensus,
then,is that evenifyou're already sick, and
guaranteed to run up huge medical bills in 

the future, you should be able to get health
insurance at the same price as someone

your age who's perfectly healthy. Econo-
mists have a nameforthis: “community
rating.” And thefactthat it has such strong
backing in Washington is heartening.

Americans, and American politicians, have
decided that people should have guaran-
teed access to insurance, and that they
shouldn't have to worry aboutlosingitjust

because they getlaid off orfall ill.
So where’s the contradiction? Well,

Congress’s support for community rat-
ing and universal access doesn’t fit well

with its insistence that health-care reform
mustrely on private insurance companies.
After all, measuringrisk, andsetting prices
accordingly,is the raison @étre ofa health-

 
insurance company. The way individual
insurance works now,risk and price are
linked. Ifyou're a triathlete with nohistory
ofcancerin your family, you're a reasonably

good risk, and so you can get an affordable

policy thatwill protect you against unfore-
seen disaster; if you're overweight with
high bloodpressure and a history ofheart
problems, your risk ofbecoming seriously
ill is substantial, and therefore private in-
surers will either charge you high premi-
umsor not offer you coverage atall. ‘This
kind of risk evaluation—what’s called
“medical underwriting’—is fundamental
to the insurance business. Butit is precisely
whatall the new reform plans will ban.
Congressis effectively making private in-
surers unnecessary, yet continuing to insist

that we can’t do without them.

The truth is that we could dojustfine
without them: an insurance system with
community rating and universal access
has no need ofprivate insurers. In fact, the
U.S.already has such a system:it's known
as Medicare. In mostareas,it's true, private
companies do a better job of managing
costs and providing services than the gov-
ernment does. But not when it comes to
health care: over the past decade, Medi-
care’s spending has risen more slowly than
thatofprivate insurers. A single-payersys-
tem also has the advantage of spreading
risk across the biggest patient pool possi-
ble. So ifyou want to make health insur-
ance available to everyone, regardless of
risk, the most sensible solution would be
to expand Medicare to everyone. That's
not going to happen. The fear ofgovern-
ment-run health care, the power ofvested
interests, and the difficulty of completely
overhauling the system have made the
single-payer solution a bridge toofar for
Washington, and for muchofthe public as
well. (Support for a single-payer system
hovers around fifty per cent.) That’s why
the current reform plans rely instead on a
mishmash ofregulations, national ex-
changes, and subsidies. Instead ofreplac-
ing private insurance companies, the pro-
posed reforms would,in theory, turn them
into somethinglike public utilities, That's
howit works in the Netherlands and Swit-
zerland, with reasonably good results.

Onecould recoil in disgust at the
inefficiency and incoherence of the pro-
cess—at the fact that private insurers will
continue to make billions a year providing
services the government has shown,via
Medicare, that it can provide onits own.
But, messy as the reform plansare, they
can still dramatically transform the system
for the good. Reformwould guarantee that
tens of millions ofpeople who don’t have
insurance will get it, and that people who
have insurance now won't have to worry
aboutlosing it. And, by writing commu-
nity rating and universal access into law,
Congress will effectively be committingit-
selfto the idea that health care, regardless
ofrisk, is a right. If a little incoherence is
the price ofthat deal, it's worth paying.

—James Surowiecki
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LETTER FROM CALIFORNIA

PROTEST STUDIES
Thestate is broke, andBerkeley is in revolt.

BY TAD FRIEND

he University of California has long
been America’s best public univer-

sity; it's our immersion blender, whipping
up the cream. Eight ofits ten campuses
madethis year’s U.S. News &@ World Re-

port Top 100,even as nearly a third of
U.C.’s students received Pell grants, re-
served for the nation’s neediest under-
graduates. U.C.is also the country’s most
multifarious university, comprising five
medical centers, four law schools, three
Department of Energy laboratories—
and, suddenly, twoserious problems.It’s
as broke as the state that fundsit, and

manyofits faculty and students are in
openrebellion.

InJuly, after California voters rejected
ballot initiatives that would have revital-
ized a state balance sheet that the Califor-
nia treasurer, Bill Lockyer, calls “a train
wreck,” Governor Arnold Schwarzeneg-
ger signed starveling budget that cut
U.C.’s allocation by $637 million, or
twentyper cent. As a result, two thousand
U.C.staff memberswill lose their jobs,
and the remainingstaffand faculty were
asked to take furlough days amounting
to pay cuts of four to ten per cent. ‘This
inflamed the worry that the best teach-
ers would leave for richer schools, taking
with them both the most promisinggrad-
uate students and the university's prestige.
The entire project of public education
seemed in jeopardy.

In mid-September, U.C.’s Board of
Regents discussed a budget-balancing
plan proposed by the university's deeply

unpopularpresident, Mark Yudof. The
plan wouldincrease undergraduate fees
thirty-two per cent, to $10,302 a year,
and make an exception to U.C.’s own
policy by raising fees in twenty-four grad-
uate programsabove those ofcompeting
publicinstitutions. After a meeting where
police had to clear the room of protest-
ers, who chanted “Whose university? Our
university!,” the Regents agreed to vote
on the planwhen theymet again, on No-
vember 19th. ‘This gave the opposition

plenty oftime to write fiery editorials and
to organize protests. On September 24th,
more than five thousand people walked
out oftheirjobs and classes and rallied in
Berkeley's Sproul Plaza, some of them
naked exceptfor signs that read “BUDGET
TRANSPARENCY.”

U.C’?s flagship campus, sometimes
known asBerserkely, embracesall thatis

exuberant, communal, self-serious, and
radical. ‘This battle was madeforit. In
late October, Berkeley students convened
a daylong Mobilizing Conference to
Save Public Education. They hoped to
counter the belt-tightening ideas being
considered by the U.C. Commission on
the Future, which include increasing stu-
dent-faculty ratios, making some degrees
three-year programs, and eveninstitut-
ing “distance learning,” or online educa-
tion. More than eight hundred people
filled Pauley Ballroom: students from
colleges all over the state, union represen-
tatives, and public-school teachers and
parents. The fiscal mess was general, a

radiant ooze. It contaminated the entire
California Master Plan for Education,
the three-tiered system established in
1960 by Clark Kerr, then the U.C.pres-
ident, to make higher education univer-
sally available as “the prime instrument
of national purpose.” U.C. took twenty-

three hundred fewer students this year,

and the Cal State system will take forty
thousand fewer, so the excluded stu-
dents are trickling down to community
colleges—which had their own budgets

cut byeightper cent. In San Diego this
fall some eighteen thousand students
were turned away altogether.

All morning at Pauley, people pro-
posed direct actions. A studentfacilitator
summarized each idea on a projection
screen: “rolling strikes”; “nationalize all
universities”; “socialist revolution”; “a
tentcity in Sacramento”; “create a shadow
Board of Regents”; “occupy Wells Fargo
bank in downtown Oakland”; “worker-
studentcontrol of the university’; “strike
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in March”; “act now, fuck March”; and
“capitalism is bad.”

In the audience, Ananya Roy saw
the verdict on capitalism and murmured,
“That cliché will not get us anywhere.”
Roy, a thirty-nine-year-old professor of
City and Regional Planning whogrew up
in Calcutta, is one ofBerkeley's star teach-
ers; this fall, some seven hundred students

lor, awavy-haired young manwhoseide-
alism and veneration ofRoy made mefeel
like Ebenezer Scrooge. He told me that
he had only twodollars and eighteen
cents in the bank and will be thirty-six
thousanddollars in debt whenhe grad-
uates, if he graduates. His mother and
stepfather, salespeople for a chocolate
shop and Verizon, respectively, earned a

‘ ore! 5bonnetoeA ae
fl echnical

enrolled in her Global Poverty course, and
she had to turn away three hundred more.
Unfailingly poised, she was wearing a
knee-length blue dress that made herstand

out from her T-shirted students and her
bearded, sandal-wearing colleagues.
A facilitator named Luis Reyes,avol-

uble Berkeley seniorwith a seriouscase of
bed head,led the crowdin a raucouscall
and response of “Sepuede? Sé, se puede,”
the old United Farm Workers motto.
Roy told me, “Is this going to be just
aboutresolving this crisis, about restoring
some money to the system—oris it about
the gigantic structural change necessary
for public education?We need notjust to
save the university but to transform it.”

She mentioned that oneofher students,
Zac Taylor, was racing to graduate in
three years. “Zac is one of the most bril-
liant students we've had in Urban Stud-
ies—and he may notbe able to finish up
next semester. He is the crunch on the
middleclass.” (As a third of student fees
go toward scholarships, the poorest
students may actually benefit from the
proposed fee hikes, which wouldfall

& hardest on the middle class.) Pd metTay-

 
Ananya Roy, center, at the campus strike in November. Photograph by Ian Martin.

little too much for him tobeeligible fora
Pell grant, but they'd just lost their house
and bought a van as a fallback residence.
“Tm of the generation of masochists,”
‘Taylor said. “We're usedto the pain.”

Roy, whois married but childless,
mothersher chargeslike a broody,ifped-
agogic, hen. Last summer, she turned
downa more lucrative offer from an Ivy
Leaguecollege to stay at Berkeley and
stand up for public education. Yet even
though she was scheduled to headline
every major campusrally and teach-in
that fall, she sometimes seemed more

comfortable in the harbor ofinquiry than
on the seas of revolt. Roy Was a stalwart

ofthe faculty organization Save the Uni-
versity, but was only loosely affliated
with the moreradical Solidarity Alliance,
a coalition of union members,faculty,

and students which organized the Sep-
tember 24th walkout at Berkeley. As the
alliance worked to transform scattered
protests into a hard-core movement, some
of its members wondered if Roy would
put her bodyontheline.

The mobilizing conference was being
run by the General Assembly, a new stu-

dent organization without leaders. G.A.
meetingsoftenlast for five hours or more,
as issues of “critical representation” are

thoroughly ventilated:is a strike a Euro-
pean tactic unsuited to students of color,
whochallenge the status quo simply by
going to class? Zac Taylor told me, “We're
filled with frustration that we can’t seem

to act as one body, that we can’t be this
armywith pitchforks who go burn some-

thing.” Yet Michael Cohen, a lecturer in
American and African-American studies

and the co-chair of Solidarity Alliance,
observed the ragged proceedings in Pau-
ley with approval. “The students are the

masses; they bring the numbers and un-
impeachablepolitical and moral author-
ity. The General Assembly—if it can
keep from tearing itself apart—will be

leading the movementin the next few

months.”

The assembly nearly tore itself apart
after lunch. Thefacilitators’ announce-

ment that theywould defer any discussion
ofdemandsto the next meeting provoked
a cascade of boos, and, toward the end
of the seven-hour discussion, the room

erupted with shouts of “Generalstrike!
Generalstrike!” Luis Reyes cried, “What
is this, fucking preschool? Stop!”When it
became obvious that the majority senti-

ment was for a strike and/or a march on
March4th, but that nine alternative days
had still to be voted on, louder boos rang
out. Reyes slumped in frustration, then
raised his arms. “I knowit’s tedious, peo-
ple, but this is how we build a statewide
movement. This is democracy. This is
howwe doit.”

Following the Mobilizing Conference,
some hundred Berkeley students and

members ofAFSCME,the unionthatrep-
resents the campus’s custodians and food-
service workers, took two buses into the

Oakland Hills to the rented house of

the U.C.president. In September, Mark
Yudof had been quoted in the Times

Magazine saying that “being president of
the University of California is like being

manager of a cemetery: there are many

people under you, but no oneis listening.”
U.C. has two hundred and twenty-nine
thousand students and a hundred and
eighty thousand faculty and staff, and the
corpse analogy infuriated many of them.
It also provided protesters with a handy
symbolic vocabulary. Onthis, the protest-
ers’ eighth visit, the plan was to build a
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mock cemetery on Yudof’s lawn. (The
president had prudently gone outto din-
ner.) Campuspolice were blocking the
driveway, so the protesters arranged their
tombstones on a nearbyhillside, chanting
“Whose house? Our house!” as local TV
crews filmed.

Yudof, a roundish sixty-five-year-old
who swims bit in his pin-stripedsuits,
keeps a photoof his doppelgangerWin-
ston Churchill on his desk. Like Churchill

facing the Battle ofBritain,he is digging
in to fight: he has cut the notoriously
bloated office of the president by thirty
per cent and proposed thatthe federal
governmentsupport public universities
with a program as vigorous as the G.I.
Bill. Yudofis by many accounts a skillful
manager and a goodlistener, buthis vi-
sion of the university falls something
short ofChurchillian. He told methathe
sometimes imagines a Super Bowl com-
mercial for highered: “It would start off
with someonewho woke up in the morn-
ing and said, “Thank God for my pace-
maker,’ turned on the television set to
watch some program in color, sat down
and had his Wheaties and strawberries,
then gotin his car and putonhis retract-
able seat belt’—all technologies that he
maintained had been invented at Amer-
ican universities.

Lyn Hejinian, a Berkeley English pro-
fessor whofounded Solidarity Alliance,
calls the U.C. president “obstructionist,
imperious, and unapproachable.” Others
note that if Yudof, a longtime university
administrator in Minnesota and Texas
who has had the U.C.job only since
2008, didn’t create the mess, he nonethe-
less epitomizes it. “You replace Yudof
and you'll get another Yudof,” Isaac
Miller,an activist seniorwhohelped erect
the tombstones, said. “But he’s such a
perfect front man for making our case.”
After the students wound uptheir field
trip, Yudofgot an “all clear” call from the
police and came home. Henoticed the
graveyard, he told me, but“I ignoredit.
You can protest, you can put up signs—

at Berkeley they like to occupy trees and
run nude—but the answeris I sti// don’t
have any money.”

The state of California, Yudof often
observes, has becomean “unreliable part-
ner” in underwriting the next retractable
seat belt. July's axe blow followed decades
ofwhittling: in 1990, California contrib-
uted $16,430 per U.C. student(in current

dollars); now it contributes just $7,570.
Dr. Harry Powell, the U.C.faculty's chief

liaison to the Regents, said, “The legisla-
tors have told us, essentially, “The student
is your A.T.M. They're how you should
balance the budget.’” Yudoftold me he
had to endthe furloughs next May, and
raise student fees correspondingly,orrisk
presiding over a mediocrity. “We tax Liz
Blackburn’—the U.C. San Francisco re-
searcher whorecentlywon a NobelPrize
for chromosomal research—“too heavily,
and, boy, do we have a problem if she
leaves. I have to be very careful notto kill
the goldengeese.”

Robert Birgeneau, Berkeley's gangly,
staunchly liberal chancellor, told me,“I
anticipated more enmity to us here on
campus andless against Yudof. Thaten-
mity is totally misplaced.” And Richard
Blum,an influential regent whois mar-
ried to Senator Dianne Feinstein, called
criticism of Yudof“beyondridiculous.”
Blum added,“Ifyoutell me some union
janitor doesn’t understand it, O.K., but
I don’t understand why the Berkeleyfac-
ulty doesn’t understand that the problem
is Sacramento.” More philosophically,
the longtime regent Odessa Johnson
observed, “IfJesus Christ came down
andraised the tuition, they'd stone his

house,too.”

- December of 1964, a twenty-one-
year-old philosophy student named

MarioSavio stood on the steps ofBerke-
ley’s Sproul Hall and gave the Free Speech
Movement’s most incendiary oration,
lighting the fuse for the Vietnam protests
to come. Helooked, with his altar boy's
forehead, like Art Garfunkel, but he
lashed the crowd with the cadences of
Bob Dylan: “You've got to put your bod-
ies upon the wheels, upon the levers,

uponall the apparatus, and you've gotto
make it stop.” The Free Speech Move-
ment's fightfor the rightto proselytize on
campusfor off-campus political organi-
zations, particularly those which sup-
portedcivil rights, was clean and quick.
After some eight hundred students were

arrested for occupying Sproul Hall, an
overwhelming faculty vote in support of
the studentsforced the administration to
cave by earlyJanuary.

Tronically, Savio’s unruly languagealso
helped elect Ronald Reagan governor of
California, in 1966. Reagan campaigned
on the promise to “clean up that mess in
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THE THINGS

WhenI walk in my houseI see pictures,
boughtlong ago, framed and hanging
—de Kooning, Arp, Laurencin, Henry Moore—
that I’ve cherished andstaredat for years,
yet my eyes keep returning to the masters
ofthetrivial: a white stone perfectly round,
tiny lead models ofbaseball players, a cowbell,
a broken great-grandmother’s rocker,
a dead dog’s toy—valucless, unforgettable
detritus that my children will throw away
as I did my mother’s souvenirs oftrips
with my dead father, Kodaks ofkittens,
and bundles ofcards from her mother Kate.

Berkeley,” a place that in his mind was “a
hotbed ofCommunism and homosexual-
ity.” The Reagan Revolution securedits
legacy only after Reagan left Sacramento,
whenvoters passed the Proposition 13
ballot initiative, in 1978. Prop 13 capped
property-assessmentincreases at two per

cent a year, amendedthe state constitu-
tion to require a two-thirds majority of
thelegislature to raise taxes or pass a bud-
get—and,in effect, broke the govern-
ment. Asa result ofProp 13, and laterbal-
lot initiatives that pre-allocate nearly
ninety per cent ofthe state's funds, Cali-
fornia’s annual budget process has been
marked for decades by blown deadlines,
furloughs for public employees, and
1.0.U.s for the state’s creditors. The re-
cession and the rout in the housing mar-
ket made everything much worse. ‘The
state has cut its budget more than twenty
billion dollars since 2008 and begun fur-
loughing its employees three days a
month—yetstill expects to endthisfiscal
year another twenty-onebillion dollars
in debt.

Ananya Royarrived at Berkeley as a
graduate studentin 1992,earlyin Califor-
nia’s long slide. In Calcutta, her parents,
a businessman and an exacting high-
school English teacher, had raised her to
question every unsupported premise, so
shefit right in. After Roy earned a Ph.D.
in City and Regional Planning, shejoined
Berkeley's faculty in 1999, was awarded
tenure in 2006, wonprestigious teaching
awards—and,in the spring of 2009,got
into her first scrap with the administra-

—DonaldHall

tion, resigning her associate deanship in
International and Area Studies after the
divisionlostits dean to budgetcuts.

Then camethis fall, when Berkeley's
budget was reduced by $148 million. Roy
could see the squeeze everywhere: the
sixty new faculty members hiredin anor-
dinary year shrank to fewer thanten, and
garbage was being taken outfrom offices
only twice a month. Annie McClanahan,
a graduate studentin English, said that
the budgetforfreshman composition had
been pared such that “there's not a single
instructor who doesn’t have seventeen
students in a class, ten on the waitlist, plus
five whoare in tears because they can’t
getin.”

Roy's students kept asking her how
to makesense ofit all. One afternoon,I
met with eleven studentleaders, eight
of whom hadtaken or were taking
Roy’s class in Global Poverty. After sev-
eral hours of wide-ranging conversa-
tion, they all agreed that the rhetoric and
tactics of the Free Speech Movement
were basically irrelevant to their fight.
Ashoka Finley observed,“Californiais so
different now—it’s becomelike a devel-
oping country. We're being dealt with
the same way the I.M.F. deals with its
client countries, having our social ser-
vices cut and being forced to exercise
fiscal restraint.” Carlo De La Cruz nod-
ded and said, “We have to change the
language of the university from an eco-
nomic exchange into the language of
public good.” You no longer need a
Weatherman to know which way the

wind blows: you need a meteorologist, an
economist, a political scientist, a psychi-
atrist, a linguist, and a rabble-rouser.

ith state support withering away,
manydivisions and departments

ofthe university have felt increasing pres-
sure to pay for themselves, cither by at-
tracting research grants or by raising cor-
porate or private endowments; four years
ago, a twelve-million-dollar gift turned
Berkeley's poli-sci departmentinto the
Charles and Louise Travers Department
ofPolitical Science. Yet this approach,
knownas “privatization,” can introduce

outside agendas andlimit academic free-
dom. It doesn’t seem to disturb Harvard
University that its medical school has
three professorshipsin sleep medicine en-
dowedby the sleep-medication manufac-
turers Cephalon, Respironics, and Res-
Med.Buttherewas an outcryat Berkeley
twoyears ago whentheoil company BP
promised the campus about three hun-
dred million dollars for an Energy Biosci-
ences Institute in exchange for significant
controls over the research donethere.

Another danger is that privatization
can tum a university into a glorified trade
school. Business programs and computer-
science departmentswill attract wealthy
supporters, but who will bankroll poetry?
This concern is heightened because En-
glish—a high-enrollment, low-teaching-
cost department—actually subsidizesdis-
ciplines such as nuclear physics and engi-
neering, which require expensive equip-
ment. Colleen Lye, a Berkeley English
professor, says, “We have the No. 1-rated
graduate departmentin the country”’—
according to the U.S. News survey—‘yet
our faculty and students feel second-class.
For example, most humanities depart-
ments lost their phones thisfall, while

mostscience departments haven't.”
As the semester began, Ananya Roy

became uncomfortably aware that even as
she denounced privatization she was serv-
ing as education director of Berkeley's
Blum Centerfor Developing Economies,
endowed by the regent Richard Blum,an
investment banker. Thecenter gave out a
hundred thousanddollars in travel grants
last summer andsentsixtystudents abroad,
including Zac Taylor, who went to Nai-
robi; it also funds the Global Poverty and
Practice minor—the most popular minor
on campus—which Roychairs. “The
Blum Centeris a wonderfuloasis,” Roy
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told me. “Butwhat gooddoes it do ifI can
give oneofmy students a travel grant and
he has to drop out because he can’t afford
the fees? What good is having built these
programsifthe institution onebelieves in
is falling to pieces?”

Oneof Roy’s favorite instructional
concepts is the double agent: she encour-
ages her students to think ofthemselves as
actors complicit in largeinstitutions—the
World Bank, America, Berkeley—who
can effect change from within, even while
recognizing that “there are always compro-
mises and betrayals.” Worried that she'd
been compromised byherown doublerole,
she began to ask her students ifshe should
resign from the center. Richard Blum told
me hewas perplexed by Roy's ambivalence:
“Tfthe university had said, ‘Gee, Dick, we
love your idea, but we don’t want your
thirty million dollars— we'/doit, nothing
would have made me happier. But if I
didn’t do it no one would. People accuse us
of privatizing the university—I say, ‘No,
the séa/eis privatizing the university.”

Roy began to voice herstudents’ dis-
may in sharp, sloganeering phrases, de-
claring, for instance, that theywere threat-
ened with a “subprime education.” At a
panel discussion on “The Crisis ofPublic
Education,” in late October, Roy framed

the crisis in a new way. In her piping
voice, she defined the “experience ofgen-
eralized vulnerability and marginality that
so manyAmericansand Californians now
face” with a phrase she repeated, elegia-
cally: “We haveall becomestudents of
color now.” Heads dipped and swayed
around the room.

The difficulties oftranslating compel-
ling imagery into political change, and of
coalition-building between seemingly
natural allies, became apparentlater in the
panel discussion when Alberto Torrico,

the majority leader of the state assembly,
stood to speak. Torrico, a pugnacious Bay
Area Democrat who was thefirst person
in his familyto attend college, said that he

 

was “pretty pissed off at all the students
here” for not protesting when Governor
Schwarzenegger began his series of cut-
backs to higher education. Then he ex-
plained his cure-all: AB 656, a bill that
would impose a 12.5-per-centtax on Cal-
ifornia’s oil. Torrico said that the resulting
$1.3 billion a year would go solely to
higher education (assuming he can sweet-
talk the necessary Republicans into sup-
porting the measure). Mark Yudof has
not endorsed AB 656: amonghis other
concerns, he told me, was that only
twenty-five per cent ofthe money would
be earmarked for UC. and that the leg-

islature would establish another board
above the Regentsto allocate those funds.
WhenI raised these reservations with
Torrico, he said, “If I gave them a blank
check, they'd use it for administrative
costs instead of education. And on per-
centagesI say, ‘Do you want twenty-five
per centofa billion-plus, or one hundred
per cent ofnothing? CauseI can give you
that very easily.”

hroughouttheearly fall, the Berke-
ley administration deftly conveyed

the impression thatit had foreseen, con-
doned,and even authorized therebellion.
After the September walkout, Chancel-
lor Robert Birgeneau and his executive
vice-chancellor and provost, George
Breslauer, e-mailed the community to
say that “yesterday's protests exemplified
the best ofour tradition ofeffectivecivil
action.” Birgeneau, whohadagitated for
civil rights in South Carolina in the six-
ties, told me that the students “can oc-
cupy any space they like, that's fine. Un-
less they damage a building, in which
case they're breaking the law and I'd
sendin the police.” In October,just be-
fore three hundred students occupied
the Anthropology Library for a Friday
night “study-in” to protest the closure
of departmentlibraries on weekends,
Breslauer privately assured a student ad-

 

viser that the police wouldn't stepin.
I had coffee with some ofthe students

who'd organized the study-in, and they
seemed deflated by the administrators’ju-
dolike response: Birgeneau quickly turned
to some wealthy Berkeley parents and
raised eighty thousand dollars to keep the
departmentlibraries open. The students
had hoped to stir outrage bybeing arrested,
and theywere disturbed that the ameliorat-
ing money camefrom private funds: that
evenlibraries were no longer part ofthe un-
iversity’s core public mission. Callie Maid-
hof, a graduate student in anthropology,
said, “Clearly, the only effective tactic thus

far is direct action, and that wonus only a
partial success.” Michael Cohen, the Soli-
darity Alliance co-chair, who was also at
the table, said, “What does any victory for
theleft look like? You get what you want,
but someoneelse takes credit for it. It's a
victory thatfeels like a defeat.”

Meanwhile, to preserve his own cam-

pus, Birgeneau was laying a course that
would separate Berkeley from the U.C.
fleet. Ie co-wrote a widely discussed
op-ed for theWashington Post suggesting
that leading public universities such as
Berkeley and Rutgers could stay afloat if
the federal government matched, at two
to one, private endowment fundsraised

by the universities (and their respective
states also kicked in at one to one). Be-
cause ofstate disinvestment, local politi-
cians have suggested that such noted uni-
versities as Michiganand Virginia should
be taken private; Birgeneau was angling,
instead, to go federal. Unlike Yudof,
though, he wasn’t seeking federal money
for all of U.C.: only aboutfive of the ten
campuses wouldbeeligible under his pro-
posal. Birgeneau acknowledged that this
would disrupt the Master Plan, but said,

“Here I don’t mind being accused ofélit-
ism—Ido believe the great research uni-
versities play a disproportionately impor-
tant role in the country.”

Thechancellor also decided to gradu-
ally increase Berkeley's out-of-state en-
rollment from 9.5 to twenty per cent.
Out-of-state students pay more than tri-
ple the in-state fees, and the admissions
measure would eventually generate an
extra sixty million dollars for the cam-
pus—while, ofcourse, reducing access for
Californians. The shift was popular with
seniorfaculty, whohad seen the furloughs
increase the gap between their salaries and
those at comparable private institutions
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from twenty-nine thousand dollars to
forty-eight thousand, David Hollinger, a
professor of history, pointed out, “We
have to match salary offers from Harvard
and Princeton, and Irvine doesn’t. Let
Berkeley go out on its own with a degree
ofprivatization—it'll take pressure offthe
budget elsewhere.”

Budget cuts catalyze self-interest. In
June, twenty-two department chairs at
U.C.San Diegosigned letter suggesting
that, to save the UniversityofCalifornia “as
we know it,” at least one ofthe less desir-
able campuses—Merced, Riverside, or
Santa Cruz—should be closed. Berkeley's
WendyBrown,a professorofpolitical sci-
ence and a member ofSave the University,
acknowledged that such escape-hatch
ideas put tremendous pressure on the
protesters’ unity. “On the horizonis the
breakup ofthe University ofCalifornia into
different castes at different prices, which
reinforces socioeconomicinequality at the
level ofeducational access at a public entity
that was designed toredress those inequal-
ities.” Ananya Roy told me, “On bad days,
manyofus wake up and think, Wouldn't it
just be easier to save Berkeley?”

Birgeneau said he'd been ableto pre-
dict the protesters’ movesthusfar, andhe
seemed confident thathis flexibility and
his Berkeley exceptionalism would pla-
cate students andfaculty. Yet his contacts
were chieflywith the student council and
the Academic Senate—moderate orga-
nizationsfar from theheatofrevolt. Ata
town-hall meeting on the crisis in early
November, attended by manyof the
moreradical students, Birgeneau advo-
cated a system-wide march on Sacra-
mento in March: “T hopethat this will
match the March on Washington, with
literally hundreds of thousands of stu-
dents.” That idea metwith favor, but the
crowdsbaseline hostility seemedtotake
him aback. During his opening remarks,
Birgeneau slipped his glasses off and on
fourteen times, as if he couldn't quite
figure out where to look.

hen Solidarity Alliancecalled for a

three-day strike at Berkeleyto co-
incide with the Regents meeting in No-
vember, the heads of the major local
unions endorsed thecall, as did Berkeley's
student council. But many faculty mem-
bers were torn. Wendy Brown decided
notto cross the picket line to teach her
undergraduate course in modern political

theory, but said, “To cancela class in the
nameofsaving education feels like a co-
lossal contradiction.” Robert Reich, the
former Secretary of Labor, who is now a
professorofpublic policyat Berkeley, also
said he would respectthestrike, but won-
dered, “Whoarewe striking against? The
chancellor? The president? The regents?
Thelegislature? The governor? The peo-
ple of California? Ourselves?” The ad-
ministration also hardened its line. Birge-

neau told me, “The one-day strike was an
appropriate reaction tofrustration. ‘Three
days is three days, andit’s notasifthere's
something new to say.”

After consulting with her students,
Ananya Roy decided to honorthestrike
and cancel that Thursday’s lecture. She
also becamea full-fledged member of
SolidarityAlliance. On November18th,
the first day of the strike, she was the
alliance’s lead speakerat a rally on Sproul
Plaza. Her tone was conversational, her
remarks blunt: “You know whatangers
me? That the U.C. top guys are cavalier.
‘Itis the state,’ they say, shrug, and walk
away.” She continued, “Since Septem-
ber 24th, we have been doing the job of
U.C. administrators for them. Workers,
students, faculty—zwe have made visible
the cause of public education.” The
Berkeley senior Isaac Miller told me,
“Ananya was phenomenal. She madeit
very clear that it was our responsibility to
seize this moment.” Michael Cohensaid,
“Ananya went from being one of the
mostarticulate voices in the movementto
being the faculty's most importantvoice.”

That same day, the Regents’ Finance
Committee meton the U.C.L.A. campus
for a last discussion ofthe fee hikes, while
outside the building five hundred students
and unionactivists threw sticks and bot-
tles at policemenin riot gear, who Tasered
two of them. The following day, the full
Board of Regents approved the new
fees—andprotesters promptly surrounded

the building and held them prisonerfor
ninety minutes,

Mark Yudoftold me hewould nowgo
to Sacramento. “We're going tofightlike
hell to get nine hundred million backin

ourbudget, which is the minimum needed
to avoid furthercuts.” He added, “We ac-
tually need twoSillion to get back towhere
we were in 1990, but . . .” He shrugged.
H.D. Palmer, the deputy director ofCal-
ifornia’s Departmentof Finance,says,

“The Governor wazts to invest in public

education,” but adds that the state’s huge
deficit maywell preventthat; the Regents,
for their part, already expect to have to
raise fees again. When I asked Yudof
whether heplanned to harness the stu-
dents’ energies in his campaign,hesaid, “T
wantto be shoulder to shoulder with
them, and, if that means marching with
them in Sacramento, probably so. If
they're naked,” he added, with a faint
smile, “probably not.”

The students didn’t wait for Yudof’s
démarche. They had decided thata vital
constituent of a University of California
educationis fighting for a University of
California education. The day ofthe vote,
students at U.C.L.A. occupied a building,
and the next day students at Davis, Santa
Cruz, and Berkeley followed suit. At
Berkeley, forty protesters gathered at
Wheeler Hall at 5:30 A.M.and barricaded
themselves in on the second floor, then

hung a sheet out the windowthatsaid “32
percent hike, 900 layoffs,” next to the
word “CLASS”with slash throughit. It
was unclear whether “CLASS”referred to
the hundred and eighteen courses at
Wheeler that would be cancelled that day,
to socioeconomic status, or to an ideal
of behavior. One student with a scarf
wrapped around his head, mujahideen
style, thrust a bullhorn out a windowand
announced, “This isn’t your sixties Berke-
leysit-in.” The protesters inside, most of
them undergraduates, were an “occupa-
tionist” group that had cometogetherthe
previous day. Somedidn’t even know one
another's names.

Campus police encircled the building,
and soon hundreds ofstudents were at the
barricades, manyofthem drawn there be-
cause protesters pulledfifty fire alarmsin
nearby buildings—andothers by Robert
Birgeneau’s e-mails warning everyone to
stay away. The campuspolice called for
backup from the Berkeley and Oakland
police departments and the Alameda
County Sheriff's Office.

Ananya Royarrived at 11:30 A.M. and
helpedotherteachers link armsand form
a wall between the police and the stu-
dents. It was unclear whowas in charge,
eitherinside or outside. Michael Cohen
told me, “The people on theinside ex-
pected those ofus on the outside—whom
they hadn’t consulted—to doall the
work, getting people there and then
keeping them from rioting. They hadn't
empowered a negotiating team, so we
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had to figure out who they wouldtrust,
andAnanya seemed like she could be the
person.” Roy took a call from someofthe
occupiers, who asked if she and other
faculty would convey their demands to
the administration. Roy said she would.
The first demands, which were broadcast
on the bullhorn andalso disseminated via
‘Twitter, were that the university rehire
thirty-eight custodians thatithad laid off
and grant amnesty to the occupiers.

But noone could reach Birgeneau or
George Breslauer—their office lines were
overloaded with calls—and California
Hall, where the administrators worked,
was locked tight. Acold rain began tofall,
andas the students outside shivered and
stamped their feet rumors circulated of
a mass attack on the barricades at 1 P.M.
Roy’s colleague Peter Glazer used his
iPhoneto tap out a hasty message to
the Listserv of politically active faculty:
“Where istha. Administration. Please
help. Contact admn. Violence mminent.”
At about that moment, Richard Blum
called Roy. The regentwas unaware ofthe
occupation, and wanted to remonstrate
with her about an editorial, which she and
other Solidarity Alliance members had
published in Berkeley's Daily Californian,

that called Yudof“a deep embarrassment
to our Universityand public higher educa-
tion.” Standing by a cordonofpolice in
riot gear, Roy lost her famous composure
and screamed, “You don’twantto be talk-
ing to me about MarkYudofnow!”

Skirmishes kept breaking out as groups
of students, in a crowd nowgrownto
some twothousand, surged toward the
stanchions.Police lashed the wall ofbod-
ies with their batonsandfired pellet guns,
and the demonstrators began to chant
“Shame on you!” Zac Taylorcalled it “the
most difficult day for me as a Berkeley
student.” Luis Reyes, the G.A. mainstay,
observed, “Thefact that the administra-
tion, whichsaid, ‘Oh, we're on your side,
then sentin theriot police to break skulls
showed lotofstudents whywe're target-
ing U.C.as well as Sacramento.”

Birgeneau and Breslauer were actually
in their offices, washed by the roars from
across the way as they deployed a vice-
chancellor and the dean of students to
Wheeler andtried to ascertain whether
the occupiers were students or“outsiders.”
Breslauer later told methat he and Birge-
neau were always reachableby their vice-
chancellor and dean onthescene, “though
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we did notanswer all the appeals from in-
dividual faculty. Some maycall that lack
ofleadership; others call it prudent.” (Both
were upset when they learned later about
episodes ofpolice violence.)

After the vice-chancellor, Harry Le
Grande,arrived at Wheeler, he and Roy
and two other negotiators wentinto the
building. But the occupiers would speak
to them only on the phone,throughabar-

ricaded door, and after ninety minutes the
discussions fell apart. Roy wentoutside
and called me,leaving a voice mail “from
the frontlines.” She sounded both exhil-
arated and anxious: the police were about
to go in. “Birgeneau and Breslauer are
hiding out and missing in action.It’s
pouring,” she concluded, signing off, “It's
just quite, quite something . . .” A few
minutes later, the occupiers’ Twitter ac-
count reported, “The SWATteam is com-
ing in. They are hammering the hinges
offas I type.” Within minutes,all the oc-
cupiers, who'd retreated toa single class-
room andpiled chairs against the door,
were wearingplastic handcuffs. But how
were the police going to get them out?

Roy and half-dozen other faculty and
student-council members ran to Califor-
nia Hall andwere finally able to meet with
Birgeneau and Breslauer. “Wejust fo-
cussed on, Howcan weavoid one ofthe
worstriots in Berkeley history?” Roy told
me. Birgeneausays that it was Roy's and
otherfaculty members’ accounts ofpolice
violence and the crowd’s mood that made
him decide nottotry to herd the occupi-
ers into police vans but simply tocite
them for trespassing and release them.

Roy and three other observers went
back into Wheelerto escort the arrested
students out into the night and the em-
brace of the roaring crowd. Onfinally
meeting the occupiers, Roy recognized
five students from her class—anddiscov-
ered that she didn’t knowprecisely how
she felt about seeing them there. Part of
her, the administrator part, was troubled
by their recklessness.

Later that evening,as footage ofthe oc-
cupation played on CNN and YouTube,
manyofRoy's students called or e-mailed

 

to thank her for helping to avert a much
more violent outcome. Others were hos-
tile. “Some sections of the crowd felt I'd
sold out by going inside to impose a deal
for the administration,” Roy told me after-
ward, soundingweary and stunned. “That's
notthe case, but I knewthe second timeI
wentin that I could be seen as diluting the
effect ofstudentaction. I was just worried
abouttheirsafety.” Callie Maidhof, the an-
thropology student I'd spoken toearlier
aboutthelibrary study-in, was the occupi-
ers’ mediarepresentative. She told me that
a numberof the occupiers believed that
Roy’s actions, though well intentioned,
were self-agerandizing and paternalistic.
“Itwas the crowd and thethreat they posed
that kept the occupiers from being taken
downtown, not Ananya Roy and the ad-

ministration, At this point, the students
haverealized that the administration is an
unreliable partner.”

“Whatdoessolidarity mean?” Roy
asked, “The students felt we faculty were
breaching it because we were trying to
soften the blows. Butwe felt we were dem-
onstrating solidarity, because they Aadn’t
thought through what might happen, the
risks.” She added, “Still, I love itwhen my
students throw mywords back at me. tell
them I wouldn't want them toact as if
they speak for or represent the poor—and
nowthey'retelling me the samething. So
in one day I went from being theradical
professor leading the strike to being ac-
cused of moderation. Andthat’s . . .” She
laughed. As a double agent, she'd been
blown. “Well, it’s . . . fantastic.”

WhenI spoke to Birgeneau,a few days
later, he said, “It’s very easy to over-
respond to noisy students, because they're
the ones you hear.” But, he said, he was no
longer certain howeventswould play out.
On December 11th, the administration
again sentin the police, arresting sixty-six
protesters whohad occupied Wheeler for
four days during study week. At eleven
oclockthat night, more than forty people
carrying torches marched on Birgeneau’s
residence, where the chancellorwas sleep-
ing. A handful ofthe protesters smashed
the outdoor lights and threw cement
planters and burningtorches at the house,
scattering only after the chancellor's wife,
who was writing Christmas cards, woke
her husband andhe called the police.
Mario Savio was long gone, butrisen
again were the rebel students and the
flailing nightsticks, the days ofrage. ¢
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2009: THE QUIZ

BY PAUL SLANSKY

1. Whatdecision by President Obama

got Russell Wiseman, the mayor of Ar-
lington, Tennessee,so upsetthat hevented
about it on Facebook?

(a) Notto fight for a public option in
the health-care-reform bill.

(b) To wave a light sabre aroundlike a

“Star Wars” geek.
(c) Not to let the White House social

secretary, Desirée Rogers, testify about the
couple whocrashed the state dinner.

(d) Not to join the hundred and fifty-
plus countries that have signed an interna-
tional treaty banning land mines.

(e) To call on bloggers at press
conferences.

(f) Not to prosecute Bush Administra-
tion officials for devising torture policies.

(g) To announce his escalation of the
war in Afghanistan at exactly the moment
thatABC would otherwise have broadcast
“A Charlie Brown Christmas.”

2. Three of these statements are true.
Which oneis false?

(a) At the height of the controversy
about Obama's citizenship, ‘Tom DeLay
asked Chris Matthews, “Will you ask the
President to show mehisgift certificate?”

(b) Before he wentto prisonto live with
a stranger in a forty-five-square-foot room,
while he was still under housearrest in his
four-thousand-square-foot penthouse
Bernard Madoff complained,“T can’t go
anywhere! I'm stuck here all day!”

(c) Wolf Blitzer won big on celebrity

Jeopardy?”
(d) Senator Joe Lieberman (I.-Con-

necticut) explained that one of the main
reasons he decided to oppose the Medi-
care buy-in was thatliberals seemed to like
it even better than the public option.

3. Which three of these statements

describe Representative Virginia Foxx
(R.-North Carolina) and whichthree de-
scribe Representative Michele Bachmann
(R.-Minnesota)?

(a) She claimed that the notion that

Matthew Shepard was killed because he

was gay was a “hoax” being used as an ex-
cuse to pass hate-crimeslegislation.

(b) Shesaid, “Foo! me once, shame on

you. Fool metwice, shame on you.”
(c) Shesaid, “I findit interesting thatit

was back in the nineteen-seventies that the
swine flu broke out then under another
Democrat President, Jimmy Carter. And
I'm not blaming this on President Obama;
I just think it’s an interesting coincidence.”

(d) Shesaid to the chairmanofthe Re-
publican National Committee, “Michael

Steele! You be da man! You be da man!”
(ec) She said that Americans had more

to fear from the passage ofhealth-care re-
form “than we do from anyterrorist right
now in any country.”

(f) She warned that America is “run-
ning outofrich people.”

Whodid what?
4, Jimmy Carter.
5. Meghan McCain.
6. G. Gordon Liddy.
7. Timothy Geithner.
8. Carrie Prejean.
(a) Said of the Supreme Court nomi-

nee Sonia Sotomayor, “Let's hope that the
key conferences aren’t when she’s men-
struating or something.”

(b) Told Rod Blagojevich, “You defi-
nitely mustfeel like you didn't do anything
wrong, I mean, to write a bookand what-
ever,like, that's how secure you are...”

(c) Said that Kanye West’s ruining
Taylor Swift's momentattheMTV Video
Music Awards was “completely uncalled
for’ and “his punishmentwas to appear on
the newJay Leno show.”

(d) Flew coach.
(c) Became famous for opposing gay

marriage, then became more famousfor
having made a masturbation sex tape.

9. Three of these statements are true.
Which oneis false?

(a) A Fox News map of the Middle

East labelled Iraq “Egypt.”
(b) Bill Gates released mosquitoes into

the audience at the TED conference and
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said, “Not only poor people should expe-
rience this.”

(c) When Senator David Vitter (R.-
Louisiana)tried to intimidate an airline
employeeinto letting him on a flight that
he was late for by using the “Doyou know
who Lam?”routine,shereplied, “Yes, I do.
You're that senator whose name turned up
in the phone books oftwo madams.”

(d) After watching a tape of his guest
MichaelMoore singing “TheTimesThey
Are A-Changin’,” Larry King asked him
ifhe wrote the song.

Who's who?
10, Louis Caldera.

11. Lloyd Blankfein.
12. Justin Barrett.
13. Allen Stanford.
14, Jefferson Sessions.
15. James Inhofe.
(a) The Bostonpolice officer whosent

a mass e-mail referring to Henry Louis
Gates,Jr., as a “banana~eatingjungle mon-
key,” and then said, “I am nota racist.”

(b) The bankC.E.O. whosaid thathis

companyis “doing God's work.”
(c) The financier charged with “mas-

sive ongoing fraud” whoexplained,“I flew
aroundin a private jet, I had a boat, but I
always lived very frugally.”

(d) The White House official who ap-
proved the buzzing oflower Manhattan
by two F-16 fighter jets.

(ce) The Oklahomasenator whosaid,
“If global warming really exists, explain
that to the people of Oklahoma. We had
the largest snowstorm in the history of
Marchesthree days ago.”

(f) The Alabama senator who sug-
gested that Guantanamowas really a nice
place, because ofthe “tropical breezes.”

16. Whois Conrad Murray?
(a) The health-care-reform protester

whobrandished a copy ofwhat hecalled
“the U.S.S. Constitution.”

(b) The doctorwho administered Mi-
chaelJackson's last propofol shot.

(c) The Baltimore mayor who was
convicted of taking gift cards intended
for poor children and using them to

buy, amongotherelectronics, an Xbox.
(d) TheTexas legislatorwho suggested

that voters ofAsian descentshould adopt
names that are “easier for Americans to
deal with.”

(ce) The Missouri legislator who sug-

gested that a food program for low-
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income children was expendable, because
“hungercan be a positive motivator.” |

17. Whose lawyersaid, “The transition _
from being free to being incarcerated is
very difficult for him.”

(a) Bernard Kerik’s.
(b) The Craigslist Killer’s.
(c) Roman Polanski’s.
(d) Phil Spector’s. |

|

Whosaid what about President
Obama?

18. Rush Limbaugh.
19. Glenn Beck.

20. Pastor Steven Anderson.
21.Arianna Huffington. |
22. Paul Krugman.
23. Joan Rivers.

(a) “I hope hefails.” |
(b) “This PresidentI thinkhas exposed

himself as a guy over and over and over
again who has a deep-seated hatred for
white people. ... This guy is, I believe, a
racist.” |

(c) “I think he should have pinned the
ears back years ago. They really annoy me.”

(d) “I hate Barack Obama. .. . God
wants me to hate BarackObama. . .. God
hates Barack Obama.”

(e) “Obama, by pursuing a uniformly
pro-bankerpolicy without even a gesture
to popular anger over the bailouts, has
ceded populist energy to the right and de-
moralized the movementthat brought
him to power.”

(f) “Howdid the candidate whotold a
stadium ofsupporters in Denverthat‘the
greatestriskwe can take is to try the same
old politics with the same old players and
expect a differentresult’ become the Pres-
ident who has surrounded himself with
the sameold players trying the same old
politics, expecting a different result?”

24. According to a Marist poll, what
word or phrase was ranked the most an-
noyingthis year?

(a) “Death panel.” (f) “Teabagging.”
(b) “Unfriend.” (g) “Whatever.”
(c) “Birther.” (h) “Beer summit.”
(d) “Tweeted.” (i) “Balloon boy.”
(ec) “Octomom.” (j) “Going rogue.”
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ONWARD AND UPWARD WITH THE ARTS

SCHOOL OF ROCK
Vampire Weekendgoes West.

BY LIZZIE WIDDICOMBE

 

 
ne night in November, the four
members of the New York band

Vampire Weekend weresitting in the
kitchen of a rented house in the Holly-
wood Hills, meditating on their sur-
roundings. They were a few months
away from therelease of their second
album, “Contra,” and, because the album
has a California theme, they'd decided to
spend a few weeks inthe state, playing
small venueslike skate parks, where they
could get used to performing the new
songs and study up on West Coastcul-
ture. Chris Tomson, the band’s drum-
mer, said that California had “loomed
large” on previoustours: “Ifyou're based
on the East Coast, you're either heading
toward it or awayfrom it.” The band
memberslive in Brooklyn, but they

Fromleft: Batmanglij, Baio, Koenig, andTomson. Photograph by Steve Pyke.

  ? = shy

Patee

have a big California fan base. Vampire
Weekendis known for being a cerebral
college band—itformedwhen the mem-
bers were students at Columbia Univer-
sity—andfor being unabashed about
it. ‘They approached their West Coast
excursion with the diligence of foreign-

exchange students, reading books ontheir
destination, such as Bret Easton Ellis’s
“Less Than Zero” and David Rieff’s

“Los Angeles: Capital of the Third
World.” Ezra Koenig, the lead singer
andlyricist, is a researcher: anticipating
that interviewers would grill him about
whether “Contra” is a commentary on
the Sandinistas—it's not—heread up on
the subject.
The band first gained a followingin

2007, when songs from a self-produced

 

CD circulated on the Internet. Their
music is the opposite ofwhat the name

suggests: it’s a cheery fusion of British

NewWave andWestAfrican guitar pop.
Instead of sounding strummyand raw,
in the recent indie fashion, it sounds
spare and polished—African rhythms,
bright, undistorted guitar melodies, and
twinkly Yamaha keyboard flourishes.
(Comparisons were made with eighties
bands like Talking Heads and Orange

Juice and, especially, with Paul Simon’s
“Graceland.”) Their first album, “Vam-
pire Weekend,” hasa lightness that can
be unnerving to hard-line rock enthusi-
asts—it’s sometimes disparaged as bar-
becue background music—butit also
has a conquering charm: you can playit
for anyone. In 2007, Vampire Weekend
signed with the independent British
label XL, and the album—their own re-
cordings, remixed—sold nearly half a
million copies in the U.S., and went
platinum in the U.K. The album was
hailed both by severely hip music Web
sites like Pitchfork and Stereogum
and by NPR,which included “Vampire
Weekend”onits list of Best African
Music of2008.

If the group became popular for
its music, attention soon drifted to its
over-all aesthetic: the incongruity of
four upper-middle-class boys—Koenig,
‘Tomson, Rostam Batmanglij, and Chris
Baio—channelling Third World mu-
sical traditions. Their songs, which had
titles like “Cape Cod Kwassa Kwassa,”
made allusions to a privileged world
(“Crackyour smile/Adjust mytie/Know
your butler, unlike other guys”) andglib
cultural tourism (“His Honor drove
southward seeking exotica/Down to the
Pueblo huts ofNewMexico”). Over Af
rican rhythms, Koenig sang lines that

could have been used in an $.A.T.-prep
course (“Lon displacement won'twork in
the basement”).

Not everyone was amused,“Koenigis
hardlyfollowingin the footsteps ofJ. D.
Salinger, John Updike or John Irving
byilluminating the profound emptiness

hiding behind the cheerfullyprivileged
facade; he is celebrating the superficial-
ities,” Jim DeRogatis wrote in the Chi-
cago Sun-Times. It didn’t help that the
band members called their sound “Upper
West Side Soweto” on their MySpace
page and dressed like the characters in
their songs. They shot one video on a
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yachtand another wearingpastel sweat-
ers. The Times chronicled them dis-
cussing a shoppingtrip to Lacoste. The

effect was arch: Rudyard Kipling as a
rock band.
Many ofthe personas ofrockmusic—

punkrebel, sexual deviant—have lost

their powerto shock. Buttheeffete, col-
legiate image projected by Vampire
Weekend proved capable ofoffendingin
a fresh way. “Their aggressive preppi-

ness rubs people the wrong way,’ Scott
Plagenhoef, the editor ofPitchfork, told
me. In the tradition ofKanye Westin the
rap world and SeanAvery in the N.HL.,
success plus dandyishness equalled ran-
cor. When Vampire Weekend'sfirst al-
bum wasreleased, the Village Voice ran
“pro” and “con” articles instead of a sin-
gle review.(Pro: “an album ofsubtle re-
bellion.” Con: “VW’s music, lyrically and
sonically, emits the putrescent stench of
old money,ofold politics, of old-guard
high society.”) In the commentssections
of music blogs, Vampire Weekendis
often cast as a band ofrich kids, avatars

of bourgeois lameness. For instance:
“This is what people who host home
decorating shows listen to onthe drive to
work”;“It’s like the Whiffenpoofs started
a ska band.”

‘The band members say they are sur-
prised to be accused of being so calculat-
ing. Batmanglij, the band’s keyboardist

and producer,justified their lyrics with
the write-what-you-know defense.“I re-
member when Ezra first played methis
song he’d written with the lyrics ‘Who
gives a fuck about an Oxford comma?,’”
he said. “He had just discovered this
Facebook group called Society for the
Preservation ofthe Oxford Comma.”

ampire Weekend is now popular
enoughtofill large venues (this

month,they will play at the United Pal-
ace, in NewYork, which seats more than

three thousand) and to travel with an en-
tourage—tech guys, roadies, merchan-
disesellers. Therewere four other people
at the Hollywood Hills housewhen I got

there: Brian Cross, the band’s tour man-
ager (a former tour manager for Barbra
Streisand), and a three-personfilm crew,
headed by a rumpled-looking director
named Carlos Charlie Perez. The record
label had hired Perez to make a docu-
mentary about the tour. When arrived,
he was filming them sitting around a

long table: Koenig, who has dark hair
and an angularface, has a professorial
air (after graduation, he taught English

for a year at a public school in Bedford-
Stuyvesant); Batmanglij has a smilier,
spacier countenance andis short and
roly-poly; Tomsonlooks like a jock, but
gotthe best gradesin college; the bassist,
Baio,is twenty-five, and graduated a year
later than the others.

The band was filming introductions
for an MTV “Tlitlist”: a roll call ofmusic
videos they'd chosen from a network-
approvedlist.

Perez said, “Rolling Ezra,” and
Koenig leaned over the table and ad-
libbed, using an MTVscript: “Hey!
Gladyou're sticking around! We're Vam-
pire Weekend, continuing to burn
through our Hitlist. This last one is by a
band called Cobra Starship, who have a
name very similar to Vampire Weekend
in thatit's kind oftwo weird things stuck
together.”

Perez said “Cut,” and there was some
sniggering about the script. (No eye-
rolling about the song, though: “A good
pop record is something wecanall
get behind,” Tomsonsaid.) Batmanglij
went next, plugging “Party in the
U.S.A.,” by Miley Cyrus: “Maybe one

ofthe biggest hits of2009!”

hen Vampire Weekendstarted
touring, more than two years

ago, they travelled in the time-honored
mannerofstruggling rockbands, schlep-
ping equipment from gig to gig. “I

packed the van,” Tomsonsaid. “I had

the spatial reasoning necessary tofit all

the stuff.”
Batmanelij said, “T'd burn mixes, and

if we were late | was called in to drive
fast and not get caughtbythe cops.”

Now, Koenig said, “those roles have
mostly faded.” Life on tour is quiet: they
ride in a bus andsleep in hotels. Their
rooms in the rented house contained
books (Baio: “Easy Riders, Raging Bulls”;

Tomson: “Run River,” byJoan Didion—
“L love a goodJoan D.,” he said) and dis-

carded Halloween costumes. Tomson
had been Ace Ventura.

‘There can be somethingfrustrating in
Vampire Weekend's blend of irony and
sincerity. Yet there's a transparency about
them:they're not straight-A types who
would wear ripped jeanstofit in; they
wouldn't pretend to be jaded abouttheir
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California adventure. Of the preppy
clothes, Batmanglij said, “It's kind ofjust
how wedress.” He added that they'd
hoped to project a vaguely retro look on-
stage. “Butit’s importantto note thatwe
never overdid it. It's not like we dressed
in blue blazers and—”

“Cricket outfits,” Tomsonsaid.
The band members’ actual back-

grounds could be described as upper-
middle class. Koenig is Jewish and grew
up in Glen Ridge, New Jersey. His
motheris a family therapist; his father
works as a movie-set dresser. Koenig
went to Glen Ridge High School, where
he played saxophone and was the drum
majorofthe marching band. Batmanglij
grew up in D.C., the son ofIranian im-
migrants who ended up in Georgetown,
via France. He went to the Potomac
School, a private school in Virginia. His
mother, Najmieh Batmanglij, is an au-
thority on Persian cooking.

Batmanglij met Koenig at a party
during their freshman year at Columbia,
but they bonded when they were both
cast as night watchmen in a production
of“RomeoandJuliet.”

“No. 1 and No. 2,” Koenig recalled.
“You just come in at the end and have a
few lines.”

Batmanglij recited his lines: “The
ground is bloody! Look about the
courtyard!”

Batmanglij, a music major, took
classes in composition, and after college
he wrote film scores. He has always been
a ProTools buff—in high schoolandin
college, he spent hours on his computer,
recording, sampling, and mixing songs.
Koenig was an experienced songwriter
by the time he met Batmanglij, having
performed in a succession ofbands with
Wes Miles, who is now thelead singer
ofthe band Ra Ra Riot. On a typical af-
ternoon, Miles recalled, “Ezra wouldbe,
like, ‘Let’s try and write eight songs.’
He'd come up with a guitar groove, and
I'd put drumsonit. Ezra would write
lyrics freestyle and come up with a bril-
liant concept, and we'd have a song by
the endofthe afternoon.” Theyrecorded
more than a hundred songs in twoyears.
Koenig's lyrics were often inspired by
objects found in Miles’s basement. At
Columbia, Koenig studied English, but
his main activity was performing on
campus in a rap duo called L’Homme
Run. Their biggest hit, “Pizza Party,”

was about smoking blunts and eating
calzones.

In his sophomore year, Koenig took a

class called Imperialism and the Crypto-
graphic Imagination, taught by Gauri
Viswanathan. Theclass read Kipling’s
“Kim”and, Koenig said, talked about “the
ways thatrelationships between imperial
powers and colonized peoples could in-
volve lots ofcodes.” Heliked the cryptog-
raphy class so muchthat he took another
postcolonial literature class, Plagiarism,
Parody, and Postcolonialism, which ex-
amined the works of African novelists
who'd been accusedofplagiarism by Brit-
ish and French literary critics.

Koenig says that after taking Viswa-
nathan’s class he gotinterested in the se-
miotics of preppy clothes, and he has
since read books aboutthe Victorian tex-
tile trade. At the house in L.A., he talked

about imperialism and the origin ofma-
dras plaid. “I realized that, even for
WaspyAmerican kids, the look is rooted
in the connection between England and
India. It madeitmore interesting to me,”
he said. “Then you get into stuff like
Ralph Lauren being the son of Russian
Jewish immigrants. So instead ofrepre-
senting one ethnic group orclass, preppy
style really is this incredibly mixed-up
global thing.”

Duringhis senior year, Koenig put to-
gether a collection of short stories, called
“Cape Cod Kwassa Kwassa,” for a cre-
ative-writing class. Many ofthestories are
no more than two pages, and they have
cryptic titles: “Cruel Professor,” “Neon
Reggae Sunsplash.” ‘They later supplied
lyrics for many Vampire Weekendsongs.
Thestories tend to involve clothes, music,
and some wistful evocation of a calm,
privileged world that is shaken by realiza-
tions about grim historical realities in
placeslike Africa. The title storyis about
a girl namedJenniferwhogoes to Cornell
and whose motherhas died ofcancer. Its
narratorrecallsa trip thatJennifer and her
mother took to Cape Cod—‘Sheis wear-

 

ing khaki shorts and a wide-brimmed hat
like an old-time safari wife. You are
dressed in the United Colors ofBenetton.
It is 1988.” The title comes from a mem-
ory Jennifer has of driving around with
her mother while listening to Paul Si-
mon’s “Graceland.”

Caleb Crain, a formeradjunct profes-
sor at Columbia, taught Koenig in a Mel-
ville class, and read Koenig’s stories; he
later became one ofthe first people to
blog about his music. Crain said the sto-
ries “read as if Lydia Davis, with her
oblique and hermetic sense of humor,

were working with F, Scott Fitzgerald's
material.” Onetransition: “Garfunkel’s
blond fro slowly becomes the mid-day
sun and we are back in Wellfleet.”

The band doesnotlike to talk about
Paul Simon, having heard too much about
its debtto “Graceland.” Inits version ofthe
story, an interest in African musicwas per-

colating, separately, among them all: Bat-
manglij had been listening to Brenda
Fassie and Angélique Kidjo; Koenig had
bought a compilation of pop music from
Madagascar. Hesaid, “A lot ofmusic from
Madagascar is a fusion of things. There's
even influence from British music, because
a lotofpirates live there or set up colonies
on Madagascar, so there’s a lot of accor-
dion.” Hewas listening to Madagascan ac-
cordion songs when he came up with a riff
for “Cape Cod Kwassa Kwassa.”

One afternoon, Tomson and Baio got
into a white van and were driven to

Bakersfield, where Vampire Weekend
wasscheduled to play a club called Chen-
cho’s. Koenig and Batmanglij would
meet them there. Tomson,a former gui-
tar player, became a drummer because the
band needed one, and his drumming
evokes guitar-playing: textured, rather
than evenly rhythmic. Baio, the bass
player, met Koenig through one of the
Montagueboys in “RomeoandJuliet.” In
the van, Tomson played Sudoku, and
Baio read “Snow,” by Orhan Pamuk.
‘Tomson asked the driver, “Can we stop
at Whole Foods?” He and Baio got out
to buy pizza and almonds.

‘The van passed through mistymoun-
tains and into farm country, and even-
tually pulled up outside Chencho’s, a
warehouse whose interior was shaped
like a two-lane bowlingalley, with pur-
ple walls, black floors, twostripperpoles,
and a large mirror. Next to one of the
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“Oh,fine, thanks. Andyourself 2”

stripper poles wasa folding table, which
displayed food requested in the band’s
rider: hummus, vegetables, Red Stripe
beer, diet Dr Pepper. Tomsonsat in a
metal chair and read his Didion.

Koenig and Batmanglij arrived, and
the band did a run-through ofsome new
songs: “Cousins”—a punky song with a
polka sound that feels wilder than the
songs on their first album—and “Hor-
chata,” ajoyful, plonky tunethatuses Bra-
zilian percussion and a marimba. Bat-
manglij’s producing method is to record
each instrumentseparately, starting with
the drums, andthenbuild the song, piece
by piece, on his computer. Helikes lay-
ered vocals, andon the newalbum he em-
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ployed more sonic effects—synthesizers,
Auto-Tune. Koenig’s voice is also more of
a focus, sounding dreamy and soft some-
times, and at other moments breaking
into unpredictable yelps andfalsetto,like
a deranged yodeller.
The new album retains the “world

music” vibe that rankles the band’s critics.
Ryan Schreiber, the founderofPitchfork,
wrote in an e-mail, “The image they proj-
ectis practically “The Darjeeling Limited
brothers ofindie rock bands—globe-trot-
ting sons of distinguished men clumsily
exploring distant cultures, despite only
being passively, naively invested.” On the
subject of authenticity, Koenig said, “For
people whothink that Vampire Weekend

is making music that's inauthentic to us,
the question is “Whatis authentic to us?”
Is it the Rolling Stones—some version of
black Southern music?” He added, “There
are probably a lot better reasons whyyou
could say we're not good.”

he documentary involved having the
members ofVampire Weekendin-

terview what Koenig called “iconic Cali-
fornia musicians.” One ofthe people they
interviewed wasTom DeLonge,the lead
singer ofthe pop-punk band Blink-182,
which had its flash point of popularity
in the nineties. Early one morning, they
stopped, with the camera crew, in an
office park off the freeway. A woman
holding a Chihuahua answeredthe door,
and led the band andthefilm crew into
a lobby decorated with green Chinese
dragon sculptures. They wentinto a ga-
ragelike room—DeLonge’s rehearsal
space—with artificial turffor carpet and
a chandelier in a plastic box hanging
from the ceiling. There was a “guitar
boat” from a recent tour, with a set list
taped to it: “Dumpweed,”“Feeling This,”
“Rock Show,” “What's My Age Again?”

“It’s so hit-filled,” Tomson said,
admiringly.

DeLonge camein, wearingjeans and
a short-sleeved gray T-shirt over a long-
sleeved white T-shirt. “Is this the whole
band?”he asked.“Is this Vampire Week-
end? You guys do quality shit. I'm steal-
ing a lot of your stuff.” DeLonge,too,
was being followed by a camera crew.
“Thisis a Blink documentarywe're mak-
ing,” he said. “It’s a Blinkumentary.”

Theysat on a couch, and the Vampire
Weekend members took turns asking
questions. Both camera crews filmed the
proceedings. Atone point, DeLonge said,
“One of the things that I always won-
dered, when you have some success as a
musician, is, How the fuck did that hap-
pen? What am I doing that people like?”

After the interview, he led the band
into a conference room with flat-screen
TV andlaunchedinto a long pitch for an
Internet project he was working on—“a
prepackaged Website” for bands,called
Modlife. “I term it an ‘operating system,”
DeLonge said. “Youcould sell music, you
could sell movies, you could sell advance
tickets, you could do advertising, you
could do automated V.LP. parties. We're
gonna be putting in live auctions, e-com-
merce.” He continued, “We're doing it
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with the White Stripes.” He said Vampire

Weekend could doall of its business
through Modlife, with the Website tak-

ing twenty-five per centofthe profits. He

demonstratedavideochat-roomfunction
bytalking to a groupofhis fans: “Hey,ev-
erybody, I'm doing a demonstration with

Vampire Weekend.Ifyouwant Vampire

Weekend to be on Mod.life, say “Yes!”
The chat-room users started responding:

“Yes!” “Yes!” “Yes!” One wrote, “No!”
DeLongeignoredit, and talked about

video blogging: “Doyou wantto do nor-
mal blogs—ordoyouwantto doit in the
dark and have lasers going and make it

look like you're from space? Andnotcall
it a blog,call it a space cam?” Heasked,
“Whathave you guys been doing for a

Website?”

“Three out offour ofus are on Twit-

ter,” Batmanglij said.
DeLonge shook his head. “I don’t

wantto be freaking on the money part,”

he said. “But you guys know and I know

that youre trying tolive in an industry

that’s dying. And so Modlife is trying to

give youthe chance tosurvive.” Then he

screened trailer for a movie that his new
band, Angels&Airwaves, had produced,
called “Love’—imagesofan astronautin

a space station over swelling music,

Batmanglij started giggling, and

DeLonge turned andlookedat him.
“Uh,I just thought of something fun

that we could dowith our band,”hesaid.
“That's rad,” DeLonge said evenly.

“Cool.”

The Vampire Weekend members got

up to leave. DeLonge shooktheir hands

and said, “Considerthis stuf-” Then he
asked, “Whyare you guys so mellow?”

Theydrove out ofthe office park and

past somestrip malls. Green Day was

playing on the radio. The band mem-

bers seemedrattled.
“T started thinking about all kinds of

things while he was talking,” Batmanglij

said. “Like what it means to be in a band.
Tom DeLonge is notthat old. He’s thirty-
three. Seven years older than me—that’s

Tomsonsaid, “Yougotta hustle.” No
one spoke for a while.

here was some timeto kill in

Bakersfield, and so the band and
the film crew drove to Dave's Tacos, a
tiny neon-lit stand. Koenig ordered a

tongue taco. Everyoneelse chose beef.

A sheriffgot in the tacoline. “What's
up with the camera?”he asked.

“We're a band,” Koenig said.
“What band?” the sheriff said.

“Vampire Weekend.”
The sheriff eyed them. “So who’s

the guitar player here?”

Koenig pointed to Batmanelij and

said, “We bothplay guitar.”
“We have an acoustic guitar in the

truck,” the sheriff said.
“Wantto sing a song with us?”

The sheriffthoughtfor a second. “I
can't do that,” he said. “I'd needto get
express permission from SheriffDonny

Youngblood.” As the band members
were walking away, the sheriff said,
“Can I ask you a question? Have you
accepted Jesus Christ as your personal
savior?”

‘They got in the van. Koenig said,
“California has a gravity to it.”

Back at Chencho’s, the audience
was gathering. The crowd was made
up mostlyofteen-agers, but there were
also a few dads. Theydancedtoall the
new songs; “Horchata” had been re-
leased early, and the crowd knew every
word. After the show, Koenig was
covered in sweat. “I always like when
the kids bring their parents,” hesaid.

“That’s what we're going for—it should
be mature and catchy enough so that
old people can get down withit. And
fresh enough so young kids can get

downwith it.”
When he was back in the van,

Koenig noticed some fans standing
in the parking lot. “Are those people

waiting to get autographs?” he asked.
The band members got out and were

mobbedbyfans in tank tops.
“Oh my God,you're the nicest band

ever!”

Koenig was being hugged bygirls
with braces. “You guysarelegit,” he
said.

They arrived back at the house a
little after 2 A.M., and discovered, af-
ter the van had driven away, that the
door was locked, and theydidn’t have

a key.

“Shit.”
Koenig called Cross on his cell

phone:“Sorry to wake you up, man.”
Cross said he would deal with it,

but by then Tomsonhad climbed
into the house through al bathroom

window.¢  
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ohn Mackey, the co-founder and chief
executive of Whole Foods Market,

refers to the companyas his child—not
just his creation but the thing on earth
whose difficulties or downfall it pains
him most to contemplate. Healso sees
himself as a “daddy”to his fifty-four
thousand employees, whoare known as

“team members,” but they may occasion-
ally consider him to be morelike a crazy
uncle. To the extent that a child inherits
or adopts a parent's traits, Whole Foods
is an embodimentofmanyofMackey’s.
A Whole Foodsstore, in some respects,
is like Mackey’s mind turned inside out.
Certainly, the evolution of the corpora-
tion has often traced his own as a man;it
has been an incarnation of his dreams
and quirks, his contradictions and tres-
passes, and whateverhe happenedto be
reading andeating, or not cating.
A year ago, Mackey cameacross a

bookcalled “The Engine 2 Diet,” by an
Austin, Texas,firefighter and former
professional triathlete named Rip Essel-
styn. Basically, you eat plants: you are a

rabbit with a skillet. Mackey had been a
vegetarian for more than thirtyyears, and
a vegan forfive, but the Engine 2 book,
among others, helped get him to give up
vegetable oils, sugar, and pretty much

anything processed. Helost fifteen

pounds, This thinking about his body

dovetailed with a recessionthatleft many
shoppers reluctant or unable to spend

much moneyonthe fancy orwell-sourced
food that had been thestores’ mainstay.
Mackey,in a stroke ofcorporate transub-
stantiation, declared that Whole Foods
would goona diet, too. Itwould focus on
stripped-downhealthyeating. Fewer or-
ganic potato chips, more actual potatoes.

Hetold the WallStreetJournalin August,
“Wesell a bunch ofjunk.”

‘Therepudiation was rash, since Whole
Foods would still be selling junk, of a
kind. Mackey, an unrepentant foot-in-

mouther, as often a fount ofexasperation
as of inspiration, tried to explain that
his commenthad been misunderstood.
Mackeyhas been bewildered by the way

somethings that he has said or done have
brought trouble on him and Whole
Foods. Public opinion can be capricious
and—whenyourea grocer,a retail brand,
and a publicly traded company—hard to
ignore oroverride.
Twoyears ago, Mackeypassedthrough

one of the roughest stretches ofhislife.
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‘The Bush Administration, in an unchar-
acteristic spasm ofantitrustvigilance, was
fighting Whole Foods’ purchase of a
competitor, Wild Oats, contending that
the merged company would unfairly cor-
ner what the Federal Trade Commission
called the “premium natural and organic
supermarket” sector. Meanwhile, the Se-
curities and Exchange Commission was
investigating Mackey: for nearly eight
years, he had beensecretly logging onto
an Internet message board devoted to
Whole Foods stock under the sock pup-
pet, or pseudonym,“rahodeb” (an ana-
gram ofDeborah,his wife’s name), prais-
ing his own company, disparaging Wild
Oats, and throwingin a flattering re-
mark abouthis hair (“] think he looks
cute!”). Mackey, for years a media and
stock-market sweetheart, was suddenly
recast as a monopolist, a fruitcake, and a
sneak. The shareprice fell, and, even
though the governmenteventually let the
deal stand (with a few concessions from
Whole Foods) and gave the sock pup-
petry a pass, manywonderedhowMackey

managed to hold onto hisjob.
During this period, Mackey sought

succorin spiritual practice. He engaged a
friend,a follower ofthe Czech transper-
sonal psychologist Stanislav Grof, to
guide him through a therapeutic session
of holotropic breathing. “I had this very
powerful session, very powerful.It lasted
abouttwo hours,” Mackey said in an in-
spirational CD set he released last year
called “Passion and Purpose: The Power
ofConscious Capitalism.” “I was having
a dialogue with what I would define as
my deeperself, or my higherself” He
had pairofepiphanies, one having to do
with severed relationships that needed
healing. The otherwas that“if 1 wanted
to continue to do Whole Foods, there
couldn't be any part of mylife that was
secretive or hidden or that I'd be embar-
rassed [about] if people found out about
it. I had to let go ofall of that,” he said.
“Tm this public figure now.”
He couldn't “embarrass the company,”

he told me. “I have to grow up”’—heis
fifty-six. “I can’t haveaffairs withwomen.
Oneofthe things that happenedwas you
have more moneyandyou have more op-
portunities for such things. And those are
sortofoff-limits. You can't do that. Think
ofMark Sanford, in South Carolina.”

His vows ofdiscretion apparently allow
for a greatdeal oflatitude. Hetalks openly
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abouthis fixations and eccentricities—
most ofthem, anyway. (“I am notgoing to
talk about mysex life,” he told me, with-
out myhaving asked him to.) His blend of
guile and guilelessnessis peculiar. “I no
longer drink alcohol aroundjournalists,”
he said. He worries that he reveals too
much, He can’t help but speak his mind,
out ofwhich spring confounding ideas
and conventionally irreconcilable contra-
dictions. The man whohasperhaps done
as muchas anyoneto bring the natural-
foods movementfrom the crunchyfringe
into the mainstream is also a vocal lib-
ertarian, an orthodox free-marketer, an
admirer of Milton Friedman, Ronald
Reagan, and Ayn Rand. In the 2008 Pres-
idential election, he voted for Bob Barr—
Ron Paul wasn't on the ballot.

Theright-wing hippieis a rare bird,
andit’s fair to say that most of Whole
Foods’ shoppers have trouble conceiving
ofit. They tendto be ofa differentstripe,
politically and philosophically, and they
were either oblivious or dimly aware of
Mackey’s views, until the moment,this
summer, when Mackey published an
op-ed piece in the Wall StreetJournal as-
serting that the governmentshould not be
in the business of providing health care.
This was hardly a radical view, and yetin
the gathering heat of the health-care de-
bate the op-ed,virally distributed via the
left-leaning blogs, raised a fury. In no
time,liberals were organizing boycotts of
Whole Foods. (Right-wingers staged re-
taliatory“buy-cotts.”) Mackeyhadthrown
tinder on the long-smoldering suspicion,
in some quarters, that he was a profiteer
in do-gooderdisguise, and that he, and
therefore Whole Foods, was in someway
insincere or even counterfeit. No one can
say that he hasn't broughtit on himself:

“] have myown views, and they're not
necessarily the same as Whole Foods’,”
Mackey told me. “People want me to
suppress who I am. | guess that’s why so
many politicians and C.E.O.s get to be
sort ofboring, because they end up sup-
pressing any individuality to conform to

 

 

some phony, inauthentic way of being.
I'd rather be myself.”

“He’s a ready-aim-fire guy, and he’s
notreal disciplined in howhe speaks his
mind,” Gary Hirshberg, the C.E.O. of
Stonyfield, the organic milk and yogurt
producer, told me. “He hasa really hard
time reconciling his public and private
selves.” Mackey’s resilience has surprised
even those who,like Hirshberg, hold
him in high esteem. “Johnhasthat Clin-
tonesqueability to hangin there,” Hirsh-
berg said. “He is Whole Foods manage-
ment's greatest asset butalso, at times,its
greatest challenge.”

Denon where youare on the
spectrum ofepicurean cultural pol-

itics, you may consider Whole Foodsto
be a righteous grocer or a cynical con, a
prodto self-improvementor agateway to
decadence, a neighborhood boon or a
blight, a force for social good or a place to
pick up chicks. To the likes of Wal-Mart
and Costco, it has been an impetus to
carryhealthier, more judiciously sourced
food. 'To small neighborhood natural- or
gourmet-food shops, it has sometimes

been an impetusto go out ofbusiness.It
has enabled organic and artisanal pro-
ducers to scale up, and put pressure on
the giants to at least pretend that they are
scaling down.It has less than a one-per-
cent share ofthe American grocery mar-
ket, yet it has unquestionably trans-
formed thewayAmericans produce,buy,
andeat food. Its name,justifiably or not,
is shorthandfora food revolution.
To some, Whole Foods is Whole

Paycheck, an overpriced luxury for yup-
pie gastronomesandfussy label-readers.
Orit is Holy Foods, the commercialem-
bodiment of environmental and nutri-
tional pieties. To hard-core proponents
of natural and organic food,and offood
productionthat’s local, polycultural, and
carbon-stingy, Whole Foodsis a disap-
pointment—a bundle of big-business
compromises andhalf-steps, an example
of something merely good that the per-
fect can reasonably be declared an enemy
of. It's a welter ofparadoxes: a staunchly
anti-union enterprise that embraces some
progressive labor practices; a self-styled
world-improver that mustalso deliver
quarterly results to Wall Street; a big-box
chain putting on small-town airs; an
evangelist for healthy eating that sells
sausages, ice cream, andbeer.
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The mostperplexing paradox ofthem
all, and in manyrespects their root source,
is Mackey himself. I met him in a con-

ference roomat the company headquar-
ters, in Austin. Heslipped in through a
door in the conference room and made a
commentto a colleague about a book of
Wendell Berry poems. Wetalked briefly
about Frisbee golf, his game of choice.

Tewas dressed in khakis, a pleatherbelt,
trail shoes, and a green polo shirt with a
Whole Foodslogo. He is not a guywho
cares a lot about how helooks, unless he
cares a lot about appearing notto care.

He has angular eyebrows and tousled
hair. His disposition wasserene, but you
could sensea prickly,Jesuitical undercur-
rent coursingbeneath it. He speaks softly,
with a gentle Texas :

The health-care op-ed’s headline,
“THE WHOLE FOODS ALTERNATIVE TO
OBAMACARE,.” wastheJournal's, Mackey
says, but the sentiments were his. Mack-
ey’s prescriptions ranged from the obvi-
ous (people need to eat better) to the
market-minded (promote interstate
competition among insurers) to the

dreamy(the corporationswill take care of
us). The gist was that, together, they'd
obviate the need for a federal plan, and
that the course being pursued by the

White House and the Democrats would
have disastrous consequences. He led
with an epigram attributed to Margaret
Thatcher: “The problem with socialism
is that eventually you nun out of other
people’s money.”

Before submitting the op-ed, he
showed it to Lanny Davis, the former
Clinton White House special counsel,
whorepresented Whole Foodsin its an-
titrust battle. Davis told me that he
“proddedJohn a little to think like a lib-

eral,” and he reckons that the Thatcher

quote wasill-advised. Still, he blames
“left-wing McCarthyism”for the outrage
that greeted the piece.

“L was so viciously attacked for two
reasons,’ Mackey told me. “Oneis that
people had an ideain their minds about
the wayWhole Foods was. Sowhen [ ar-
ticulated a capitalistic interpretation of
what needed to be donein health care,
that was disappointing to somepeople.”
Hebegrudges the extent to which people
have projected ontoWhole Foods an un-
realistic andidealistic vision ofthe com-
pany. “The C.E.O. of Safeway, Steven
Burd, wrote an op-ed piece inJune advo-
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‘T think wejust hit aflying squirrel.”

cating, basically, market solutions to the
health-care problem, and nobody gave a
shit,” he said.
Of course, Whole Foods has always

held itself up as a paragonofvirtue.Itis
an article of faith that it is, as Mackey
often says, a mission-based business.
It has seven “core values,” which are,
broadly speaking, commitments to the
fulfillment and equitable treatmentofall
“stakeholders”—customers, employees,
investors, and suppliers—as well as to the
health ofthe populace,ofthe food system,
and of the earth. Whole Foods’ claim to
righteousness is, in many respects,its
uniqueselling point. Ifthe missionis sin-
cere, so is the commitment to making

money. Mackey is adamant, and not
merely unapologetic, that his company—
any company—can and should pursue
profits and a higher purpose simultane-
ously, and thatin fact the pursuit ofboth
enhances the pursuit of each. “Whole
Foodsitself is a market-based solution,”
he said. “We're a corporation. Weare in
capitalism. We have to compete with
Safeway and Wal-Mart and Kroger and
Wegmans and Trader Joe's. What's odd
about it is that that’s what we've always
been. We're not a co-op.” To “the people
that really dislike us,” he said, “Whole
Foods is a big corporation, so they think
that we've crossed overto the dark side.
Kind of the Darth Vader myth, that
somehowor another we've become bad
because we've becomelarge.”

The second reason people got so
angry abouthisJowrna/column, Mackey
says, is that he exposed whathe calls the
issue’s “shadow side.” “The shadow side
is whenyoubring up arguments, or a po-
sition, that people have neverreflected
upon and neverreally thought through,
andit's threatening to them,”he said. “It’s
a shadow.It’s underneath. And, rather
than deal with it, they lash out in anger

and fear and hatred. [n that op-ed piece,
I wastrying to make the argument that
health care is really not different from
anythingelsewe provide for ourselves’”—
he had mentioned food and shelter—
“and thatcapitalism is better than social-
ism at providing those things.” He added,
“You certainly can articulate that I would
ratherlive in a society where there's uni-
versal health care. I think that’s my per-

sonal preference,butall I can dois artic-
ulate thatit’s not intrinsic in the nature of
human beings to have a right to health
care. And,so,kill the messenger.”

Mackeywas broughtupin a conven-
tional middle-class homein a sub-

urb ofHouston. His father, Bill Mackey,
was a professor of accounting at Rice
University, and his mothergave upschool
teaching to raise John and his twosib-
lings. When John wassixteen, in 1969,
Bill Mackey became the C.E.O.of a
health-care company, which wassold,
fifteen years later, for nearly a billion dol-
lars. Bill could be a domineering dinner-
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table debater and an occasionally wound-
ing plain-speaker; he was the best man
at John’s wedding, the first investor in
Whole Foods, and, untilJohn was in his
late thirties, the presiding object of his
efforts to succeed and please. Peoplewho
sawthem interact, during the years when
Bill Mackeyserved on the Whole Foods
boardof directors, observed a conspic-
uous inheritance ofcertaintraits, and an
equally conspicuousstruggle to lay sole
claim to them. Bill Mackeydied in 2004,

after suffering from Alzheimer's.
Mackeysays that he was not as close

to his mother, who died in 1987. “The
last thing she asked me, shesaid, John,
promise meyou'll go back to school and
get a college degree.’ I said, ‘Mom, I’m
not going back to school. I’m doing

Whole Foods.’ Shesaid, ‘I wish you'djust
give up that stupid health-foodstore.
Your father and I gave youa fine mind,
and you're wasting it being a grocer.”
‘That wastheir final conversation. “I was
so proud ofmyown honesty and myown
candor and my ownintegrity. But she
died thinking that I was a failure and that
I didn’t love her, and, [ mean, why put

your motherthrough that on her death-
bed? I wish I could take that back.”

In high school, Mackeywas an indif-

ferent student, a late bloomer, puberty-
wise, and a fanatic about basketball,
science fiction, andgirls. Before his se-
nior year, he was cut from the varsity
basketball team, and he persuaded his

parents to move so that he could switch
schools andplay. “That changed mylife,
because forthefirst time I realized thatif
youdidn’t like the hand you were dealt
youdidn'tjust have to feel sorry for your-
self. You could do something aboutit.”
He went on to Trinity University, a

small school in San Antonio, and the
world flowered before him,as it did for so
many in those days. “I was readingalotof
philosophyandreligion,” he said. “And I
did a lot ofthose experiments that young
people do whentheyrein college. I'll not
namethose. We can't be candid aboutev-
erything in our society. Youcan't kick the
door down. Whatpeople were doing in
theearlyseventies, | was doing it, too.” He
quit playing basketball and, for the next
several years, went back and forth be-
tween Trinity and the UniversityofTexas,
in Austin, taking only courses that inter-
ested him, and therefore hardly advancing
toward a degree. He settled in Austin, in
a houseoftenor so men. Heworked part-
time as a dishwasher andspenthis nights
reading in the library. He had a beard and
long bushy hair. Eventually, he moved
into a co-ed vegetarian collective.

“[ had nointerest in a vegetarian life
style,” he said. “But what I wasinter-
ested in was alternative life styles. And I
thought, honestly, that Pd meet a lot of
interesting women. AndI did.”
He began to care about food. His

mother had been of the generation of
women emancipated byfrozen and pro-

  

 

  
  

 

‘IpreferMeryl Streep not havingfun.”

cessed foods, and he hadn't reallyever paid
particular attention to what he had been
givento eat. Now hestarted cooking for
the collective and working part time at a
natural-foods store called Good Foods.“I
loved it,” he said. “I loved retail. I loved
being aroundfood. I loved natural foods.
I loved organic foods. I loved the whole
idea ofit. And a thoughtentered into my
mind that maybethis is what I could do.”

The Whole Foods shopper at some
point experiencesa pangofsurprise upon
discovering that the chain started in
Texas, rather than in, say, Berkeley or
Boston. But Austin isn’t really Texas. It
is the People’s Republic ofAustin. In the
seventies, it was a cheap and groovy little
town, much smaller and less commercial
than it is now. There was no Dell or Intel
or AMD.Its particular countercultural
contribution was the cosmic cowboy, the
dope-smoking redneck, so perhaps it was
fitting that, amid a burgeoning natural-
foods scene (there were a dozen or so
spots: the Hobbit Hole, theJuice Factory,
Wheatsville, etc.), a kind ofcomplement
took root: the brown-rice capitalist.

In 1978, with forty-five thousand dol-
lars from friends and family, he and his
girlfriend at the time, Renee Lawson, de-
cided to start a store oftheir own, which
theycalled SaferWay—a takeoffon Safe-
way. The store was on the ground floor
of a Victorian house; theylived on the
third floor and ran a small restaurant on
the second—arustic prototype for to-
day's prepared-food extravaganzas. ‘The
house didn’t have a shower, so they
bathedin the store using the hose from a
dishwasher, a creation legend that the
company holds dear.
He soon noticed that a number of

much bigger natural-foods stores had
sprouted up around the country, such as
Mrs. Gooch’s and Frazier Farms, in Cal-
ifornia. Fle persuaded Craig Weller and
Mark Skiles, the owners ofa store called
Clarksville Natural Grocery, to merge
with him and Lawson(in part, by imply-
ing that he might put them out of busi-
ness), and, in 1980, the four of them
opened thefirst Whole Foods, in a former
night club. It was ten thousand square
feet. They stocked notjustlentils and gra-
nola but, in contravention of the co-op
ethos, indulgenceslike meat, beer, and
wine; there were aisles full of five-gallon
bottles of distilled water, to avoid the
embarrassmentofempty shelfspace. The
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ideawas to go beyond the movement's old
tofu severity, the air ofjudgmentandself-
abnegation. Their version of decadence
seems Spartan now,butat the timeit rep-
resented a cultural shift.

Skiles, who left the companyin the
mid-eighties, after some friction with
Mackey(“It became clear I was less my
ownboss than I'd expected to be,” he

said), and who now hasa pizza shop in
Austin called Pizza Nizza, told me, “We
realized that ifwe have guys who come
in to buya bag of sprouts and thensit
aroundall day reading we'll go out of
business quick. You need people to shop,
to have the inclination to push a cart
aroundandfill it up.”

Thefirst Whole Foods thrived, with
a setback or two. (Another cherished leg-
end: in 1981,a flood inundated the store
with eight feet ofwater, and a battalion
of customers helped the founders clean,
repair, restock, and reopenit.) It became
something ofa local hot spot. “I did all
the hiringthefirst five years,” Skiles said.
“T had field day, man. Everyone wanted
to workthere.It waslike hiring bartend-
ers at Studio 54. I became famous for hir-
ing gorgeous womenas cashiers. Hey,
that’s what we were selling: vitality and
sensuality.”(“That's not my recollection,”
Mackeysaid.)

They built two more stores in Austin
and expanded to Houston and Dallas.
Then they bought a store in New Or-
leans called, ofall things, Whole Food
Company,settling on a strategy ofbuy-
ing existing stores in pursuit ofa kind of
nationwide Pax Austinia. The owner of
the New Orleansstore, Peter Roy, even-
tually became the company’sfirst presi-
dent. (Lawson left the company in 1981,
to move to Belize.)

Nextcame Palo Alto, which happened
to be next door to a good deal ofventure
capital, and Mackey and his partners
spent months plying Sand Hill Road. OF
the twelve V.C.s they wentto see,all but
three turned them down. As Mackey re-
calls in “Passion and Purpose,” “One of
them said one day: ‘You know,I really
think you're just selling hippie food to
hippies.I gotta tell ya that I don’t think it’s
gonna work. But ifit does work, Safeway’s
gonnajust steal it from you and you're
not going to be able to exist anyway.’ ”
Mackey,for one, always feared that Safe-
way, or some other big chain, would do
just that, butfor a long timeit did not.

A key contributor to Whole Foods’
success, and to its reputation andself-
image as a progressive business, was
the company’s structure. Whole Foodsis
divided into a dozen regions, which in
some ways operate almost as separate
businesses, to encourage creativity and a
sense of ownership. (This arrangement
can makelife complicated for suppliers.)
Thestores, too, have a high degree of
autonomy. There are regional oddities:
Venice, California, has a kombuchabar;
Portland, Maine, is the only store that
carries live lobster; in Dallas, you can
hit “The Spa by Whole Foods Market”
while a team membershopsforyou. The
team is the fundamental Whole Foods
work unit. Teamsparticipate in selecting
their bosses and their products, and are
accountable for their performance.

“We've been making it up as we've
gone along,” Mackeysaid. “I never took
any business classes or worked for other
companies.I don’t like authoritarian
managers.”

After the successful opening ofa Chi-
cago store, in 1991, the company went
public, and embarked on a shopping
spree. The new vassals enriched what
had been a fairly clumsy enterprise with
their particular wisdoms;forall his cu-
riosity and drive, Mackey was not an
expert grocer. In 1991, Whole Foods
bought Wellspring Grocery, in North
Carolina, and keptits co-owner Lex Al-
exander to runits private-label business.
In 1992, it bought Bread & Circus,in
Boston, whose owner, Tony Harnett,
was known for his procurementof sea-
food. Nextcame Mrs. Gooch’s, and with
it Sandy Gooch andhis head fordiet
supplements and the merchandising of
meat. And so on, until Whole Foods
grew to be the cornucopian gourmetgro-
cer thatwe now either wantor find want-
ing. It has two hundred and eighty-seven
stores. (Mackeyrecently told the maga-
zine Reason that the keyvariable in de-
ciding where to put the newstoresis the
numberof college graduates within a
sixteen-minutedrive.) The companyhas
sales ofabout eightbillion dollars a year,
enabling it to affect the food-supply
chain, for good andill.

“Whenyoulook at the power to move
billions ofdollars through theagricultural
economy to address some deep and un-
conscionable problems, you have to credit
Whole Foods for being one of the pivot

points,” Hirshberg, ofStonyfield, said. “It
deservesa lot ofthe credit for breaking us
out of a cul-de-sac in terms of food and
health, and the health ofthe planet.”

ackey is an example ofwhat you
mightcall the auteur C_E.O. Like

Steve Jobs's, his personality is entwined
in his company’s. He doesn’t bother with
day-to-day operations; he’s not a tech-
nician or a face man. Whenhe’s asked
whatit is he does, exactly, he describes a
kindofphilosopher-king, whobrings big
ideas to bear. Mackey, an outspoken
critic of executive overcompensation,

pays himselfdollar a year. No oneatthe
companycan have a salary more than
nineteen times what the average team
member makes, (On average, an $. &P.

500 C.E.O. makes three hundred and
nineteen times whataproduction worker
does.) Last year, the highest salary went
to Walter Robb, the co-president and
chief operating officer, who made just
over four hundred thousanddollars (sup-
plemented byabonus andstock options).
The average hourly wage wassixteen
dollars andfifty cents.

Whole Foods has made Mackeya
wealthy man. He owns roughly thirty
million dollars in stock—less than one
per cent of the company—andhassold
millions more overtheyears. Still, heflies
commercial anddrives aHonda Civic hy-
brid. He has houses in Boulder andAus-
tin, and a seven-hundred-and-twenty-
acre non-working ranch an hour outside
of town, where he and Deborah spend
manyweekends.‘They married eighteen
years ago. She's an adherent of Sufism.
This fall, for a Halloween party, she
dressed Mackey up as a Qigong master,
and herself as a Chinese opera singer; in
the costume competition, they came in
fifth. Theybelieve in having—and, being
childless, have the luxuryofhavine—sep-
arate lives, in addition to a life together.
In “Passion and Purpose,” he talks about
a conversation theyhad ata spiritual sem-
inar: “She told me how she only wanted
to be with mein this love connection,
this heart connection. She wanted to be
thereforall eternity. I started to get ner-
vous, I started to get freaked out....She
said, ‘What are you afraid of?’... T
like love, I like being with love, butI
don’t want to be trapped in the love
space.’. .. That's a joke now between us
all the time, whenever I start to with-
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draw. .. . “Are you afraid ofthe /ovespace?”
The non-love space in his house is his

study, which she avoids. Sometimes he
watches sports there—heroots for the
Rockets—but mostofthe time he reads.
Hesits in a recliner, surrounded by stacks
ofbooks. He gives them a good working
over, marking them with underlinings,
highlighter, and Post-its. Heis, as he says,
an intuitive-thinkingtype, on the Myers-
Briggs scale. When I asked him recently
what he was reading, he named half a
dozen books and then a fewdays later had
a press person send mea list of thirteen.
Among them were critique of Keynes
(“It's been proven it doesn’t work, but
Keynes was such a brilliant and fascinat-
ing guy that he hypnotized this whole
generation of economists”); biographies
ofBooker T, Washington, Peter Drucker,
and Ayn Rand (“She wasn’t a business
person. And I am. And I know some-
thing about the market. And, by telling
people thatit’s all aboutselfishness, you're
alienating a huge potential part of the
market unnecessarily. She really meant
self-interest. Enlightened self-interest. So
whyuse ‘selfishness’? It’s a bad brand”);
books about “bourgeois virtues,” “integral
consciousness,” health-care reform, fast-
ing, and basketball; and “Pride and Prej-
udice.” (“Tve gotten old enough so that
my masculinity is not in question.”)
One of the books on the list was

“Heaven and Earth: Global Warming—
the Missing Science,” a skeptical take on
climate change. Mackey told me that he
agrees with the book's assertion that, as he
putit, “no scientific consensusexists” re-
garding the causes of climate change; he
added, with a candoryoucould call bold
or reckless, that it would bea pityto allow
“hysteria about global warming” to cause
us “to raise taxes and increase regulation,
and in turn lowerour standardofliving
and lead to an increase in poverty.” One
would imagine that, on this score, many

of his customers, to say nothing of most
climatescientists, might disagree. He also
said, “Historically, prosperity tends to
correlate to warmer temperatures.”

Mackey likesto say that he does things
primarily for fun, including Whole Foods.
His definition of fun blendsself-denial
and self-indulgence, and a will to per-
fection. In 2001, he came across a book

called “Beyond Backpacking,” by RayJar-
dine, the father of what’s called “ultra-
light” hiking—the discipline ofselecting
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gear and material ofnearly unimaginable
low weight. He got his pack down to
around twelve pounds, excluding food
and water. Hetalked the boardofdirec-
tors into granting him five-month sab-
batical to hike the Appalachian Trail, and
recruited a few friends; the following
spring and summer, they walked from
Georgia to Maine. His trail nameis
Strider. Since then,he’s gone backpack-
ing every summer—he was on the Appa-
lachian Trail in August,when controversy
over his health-care column broke—and
has bought a controlling interest in a
companycalled Gossamer Gear. His pack
weightis now less than seven pounds. UI-
tralight hikingis, in some respects, like
the grocery business: each requires strict
attention to inventory and a fondness for
a slog. The problem is that the grocery
business involves other people.

“Well, it’s less fun when people are
calling you an asshole and writing you
hate mail, but generally Pm still having
fun,” Mackey told me. “Yeah, | am self-
actualizing myself. Youwant to use Mas-
low’s hierarchy of needs? I am fulfilling
my inner desires, in terms ofreaching my
fullest potential as a humanbeing. I be-
came a grocer.”

n 1994, H-E-B, a Texas supermarket
chain controlled by the San Antonio

billionaire Charles Butt, opened Central
Market, a huge gourmetgrocerystore,in
Austin, in a shopping centernorth ofthe
university. It siphoned off some Whole
Foods shoppers.I heard it said in Austin
that “Central Marketis ofthe people and
Whole Foodsis of the Man.” Mackey
may notbe Che Guevara,but, in fairness,
neither is Butt. Central Market's incur-
sion spurred Whole Foodsto open,in
2005, a store beneath its new headquar-
ters, at the edge ofdowntown. Thestore
is eighty thousand squarefeet.

Atlunchtime andin the early evening,
the store teems. Thelayoutis diffuse, with
a series of food stations—pizza, seafood,
Indian—occupying the slack space be-
tween the packaged goods and the meat,

cheese, and fish. (One Austin resident and
Central Market partisan told me, “The
store is a reflection ofMackey’s personal-
ity. It has a fuck-youlayout.”) You can buy
a bottle of wine, and drinkit there. My
first day at the store, lured by the smell of
mesquite, | found myselfinline at the bar-
becuestation. The counterman pulled out

a brisket that had been in the smoker for
fifteen hours and distributed samples. En-
gine 2 this was not. A verylarge manwas

eating a taco—brisketrolled upin a flour
tortillawithjalapefios, onions,pickles, and
sauce. Hesaid, “Ifyougetone, you'll want
another. If you get two, youll know you
had brisket.” I ordered two, and it was so:
I possessed the knowledge ofhaving had
brisket. The next day, I dined at the vegan
counter. I decided on a “gyro”—seitan, cu-
cumbers, tzatziki, seaweed. Afterward,I
wanted another.

Earlier, I had got a cheese primer
from the head buyer, Cathy Strange (her
desert-island cheese is Mt. Tam,a stroke-
hastener from Cowgirl Creamery, in
Marin County, whichsells for about
thirty dollars a pound) and before that
a tour of the store from Walter Robb,
whohadoverseen its design and con-
struction. Robb had foundinspiration in
the KaDeWedepartmentstore, in Ber-
lin, which, when the city was divided,
served as an advertisementfor capitalis-
tic abundance.

Thisstore, like most, led with pro-
duce. “Nothing more whole foods than
produce,” Robbsaid. “Lookatall the col-
ors.” There were thirtyvarieties ofapples.
“Most markets say, Let’s throw the food
outthere andstick it in your bodies. No,
it’s a beautiful, stimulating experience.
It's a visual experience.” Sometimes the
store deploys “dummies,” wooden or
cardboard devices hidden under mounds
ofproduce,to create anillusion ofgreater
supply—supermarket Wonderbras. At
the meat counter, he described the differ-
ences in sheen andtexture of grass-fed
and grain-fed beef.

Robbis a tall and fit Bostonian who
went West to attend college at Stanford
in the early seventies. His then-girlfriend
had back-to-the-landparents up in Trin-
ity County, and while reading Wendell
Berry and helping them crack their own
wheat he decidedto start a natural-foods
store there. He eventually opened one in
Mill Valley, which Whole Foods bought
in 1991, (It was store No. 11.)

Wepassed the candy counter, with its
“chocolate-enrobing” fountain—you can
have anything dipped in chocolate, even
salmon. “We got caught upa little in the
foodie stuff of the nineties,” Robb said.
“We have in some ways, as we've been
making our way along here, contributed
to the feeling that this’—he gestured to
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the store—“is not somethingthatpeople
can afford,orit's notaccessible to them,
orit's over-the-top. We have ourshare of
responsibility in that. We're not here to
sell cheap food, but we've been working
hard on our value flank.”

WhenI asked Robb about Mackey, a
look of somethinglike temperance—a
flash ofmirth—crossed his face. “I would
write about him being the guy who, at
these sort of inflection points that every
business faces, seems to show up with
ideas that are original and thoughtful and
attuned to the moment.” Hedivided those
into “true-ups,let-gos, and big steps.”
The healthy-catinginitiativeis a bit of

all three. Copies of“The Engine 2 Diet”
were stacked by the entrance, next to a
booth occupied by a newly deployed nu-
tritional counsellor, a “source-a-tarian,”
whocan advise shoppers on conveyances
for leafy greens. Around the Whole
Foods headquarters, employees obsess
over kale (which, accordingto the nutri-
tion scoring system that the company has
adopted, has more nutrients per calorie
than any other food) the way bond trad-
ers do over swapsor TigerWoods. Em-
ployees can compete in a three-month
nationwide derby, a health nuts’ Hog-
warts House Cup, in which teams get
points for exercising and for using mass
transit. Beginning in 2010, they will be
able to earn better employee discounts
by lowering their cholesterol and losing
weight. This doesn’t mean that Whole
Foodsis scrapping its cheese counteror
its beer alley or its chocolate-enrobing
apparatus. At Whole Foods, the cus-
tomeris still always mostly right.

\ K J ith Mackey,it’s natural to wonder:
is he at heart an entrepreneur,who

discovered, in natural foods, a worthy
vehicle for self-actualization and self-

enrichment, or a missionary, whodiscov-
ered in the grocery business a worldly
vehicle for change?

“So that’s a very interesting question,”
he said, leaning forward. “How are they
opposed to one another? People think

that they are, but why do you think
they're opposed?”

I said that I didn’t think they had to
be.

“I don't, either. In fact, I think they're
very connected together. This is a para-
digm that has polarized our country and
led to bad thinking. It’s holding the na-

44 THE NEW YORKER, JANUARY 4, 2010

ONLY SOQ MUCH

I bendto the open notebook; distracted, turn my head.
Tiny brownants are climbing upa stalk ofgoldenrod.

It isn’t clear what goal they hopeto reach.
I pick up a sharpenedpencil, start to sketch.

A passing cloud; the sky goes dull. I shut
the notebook and openit from the back,to write.

There is only so much wecan notice all at once.

Nowthis morning’s dream makes an appearance:

packedlecture hall where students overflow
to aisles and floor. What do they wantto know?

I havethe sense they're gathered hereto learn
some kind ofsurgery. The brain donation

card, wallet-size, arrived in this morning’s mail.
I close the notebook. The patient antsstill crawl.

A suddenbreeze: the grasses toss their tops.
Wild strawberry runners are clambering over this rock,

tion’s progress back. It’s as ifthere were a
wall. And on oneside of the wall is this
belief that not-for-profits and govern-
ment exist for public service, and that
they're fundamentally altruistic, that they
have a deeper purpose, and they're doing
good in the world, and they have pure
motives. On the otherside ofthe wall are
corporations. And they'rejust selfish and
greedy. Theyhave no purpose other than
to make money. They're a bunchofpsy-
chopaths. And [d like to tear that wall
down. Human beings are obviously self-
interested. We do look after ourselves,
but we're capable of love, empathy, and
compassion, and J don’t see that business
is any different.”
Hewenton,“We're trying to do good.

And we're trying to make money. The
more moneywe make, the more goodwe
can do.” Bythis, he had in mind not the
traditional philanthropic argumentthat

more money earned equals moreto give
awaybut, rather, that a good company—
thatis, his company—whichsells good
things andtreats its employees, share-
holders, customers, and suppliers well,
can spread goodnesssimply by thriving.

This was a variation on whathecalls
“conscious capitalism,” which some peo-

ple, smelling an oxymoron, or worse,
snicker at. His idea is that business should
have a higher purpose—that,just as doc-
tors heal and teachers educate, business-
people should be after something besides
money. It may be an easier argumentfor
a grocer to make; he feeds people, and if
he feeds them properly he heals and ed-
ucates them, too. But it borders on hum-
bug when you apply it to, say, Wall
Street. Consciousness,as it relates to cap-
italism,is in the eyes not so muchofthe
beholderas ofthe capitalist.

Whole Foodsroutinely ranks high on
those lists ofcompanies that are the best
to work for. The health and retirement
benefits are relatively generous. Mackey
regardshis blend ofpaternalism and sov-
ercignty as a recipe for proper gover-
nance, an expression ofboth compassion
and creativity. This view is not shared by
unions, which have complained that
Mackey prevents unionization among
his employees, notably at a store inMad-
ison, Wisconsin, where team members
had voted to unionize. Unionshave pick-
eted store openings and,as activist inves-
tors in Whole Foods stock, have called
for Mackey’sfiring.

In the early eighties, Mackey told a
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where,ifI sat here long enough,eventually
the tough,lithe tendrils would also crisscross me.

I could climb down from my temporary tower,
go to the houseandfill a glass with water,

get out my watercolors, dip my brush,
memorialize this moment with a wash

ofcolor; sketch the runners, trace a border,
as if imitation equalled order.

Or I could take a walk down to the brook
or stretch out in the hammock with a book

or let my thoughts’ red runnerstrace a line
to the null magnet ofmy husband's brain,

the hospital where he’s “undergoing observation,”
the arid wide plateau of the condition—

a battleground to which J will return.
Butthere is room for only so much attention.

reporter, “The unionis like having her-
pes. It doesn’t kill you, but it’s unpleasant
and inconvenient, and it stops a lot of
people from becomingyour lover.” (That
quote, to Mackey’s dismay, won't go
away, either.) His disdain for contempo-
rary unionism is ideological, as well as
self-serving. Like many who have come
before, he says that it was only when he
started a business—whenhe had to meet
payroll and deal with government red
tape—thathispolitical and economic
views, fed on readings of Friedman,
Rand, and the Austrians, veered to the
right. But thereis also a psychological di-
mension.It derives in large part from a
tendency, common amongsmart people,
to presume that everyone in the world ei-
ther does or should think as he does—to
take for granted that people can (or want
to) strike his patented balance ofenlight-
enmentandself-interest. It sometimes
soundsas if he believed that, if every
company had him at the helm, there
would be no need for unions or health-
care reform, and that therefore every
companyshould have someonelike him,
and that therefore there should be no
unions or health-care reform. In other
words, because he runs a business a cer-

—RachelHadas

tain way, others will, can, and should,
and so the safeguards that have evolved
over the generations to protect against
human venality—against, say, greedy,
bullying bosses—are nolonger necessary.
‘Thelogic is as sound as the presumption
is preposterous.

His beliefin the power ofthe individ-
ual is such that blame falls on individuals,
too. In his view,it tends to be the fault of
the unhealthyorfat person that he or she
is unhealthyorfat. Peoplejust need to eat
better. He told me, “If 1 could, I would
wave a magic wand so that Americansate
better, because the diseases thatare killing

us—heart disease, cancer, diabetes, mul-
tiple sclerosis, Alzheimer’s—these dis-
eases have a high correlation withdiet.
And that is something that most people
do not understand.”

It matters less to him that our food
system, for a dozen reasons, as Michael
Pollan, Eric Schlosser, and many others
have chronicled, has been rigged to de-
liver unhealthy food at artificially low
cost to a misguided public. People have
the power and the meansto choose rice
and beans over Big Macs, andwhen they
fail to do so they bring ruin on them-
selves, and on everyoneelse. In his Wall

StreetJournal column, Mackey wrote of
“the realization that every American
adult is responsible for his or her own
health. Unfortunately, many of our
health-care problemsare self-inflicted:
two-thirds of Americans are nowover-
weight, and one-third are obese.” Inargu-
able as this assertion may be, it struck a
discordantnote. Peoplewho maylookto
Whole Foodsto agitate for changes in
the food system,orwho have been bank-
rupted by medical costs despite eating
right, might wonderif it was quite the
momentto be preaching personal re-
sponsibility, “That was a disappointing
statement: “What's wrongwith you? Just
stop eating,” Theresa Marquez, the chief
marketing executive of Organic Valley,
the giant farming coéperative, told me.
“It's notjust an individual thing.It’s a so-
cietal and systemic thing. I said to Wal-
ter Robb, “Walter, why are youletting
him dothis?”

grocer,typically, wants to hide what
goes on in back. A grocerystore is

a theatrical production, designed to daz-
zle the customer, and to disguise the
artifice and hardworkbehindthescenes.
Over the years, grocers have helped keep
their customers happily ignorant of the
food’s origins—ofthe horrors of the
slaughterhouse, the miseries ofthe onion
fields, and the absurdities contained in a
can ofsoda or a bag ofchips. Our inter-
face with the food chain ended with the
stock boy and his sticker gun in Aisle 6.

Whole Foods soughtto change that.It
began to sell information and narrative,
along with the food. It told stories about
where the food came from,putting up dis-
plays by the seafood counter with photo-
graphs and descriptions of the real
fishermen who had caughtit all—a genre
that MichaelPollan, in “The Omnivore's
Dilemma,” called “supermarket pastoral.”

The profusion ofprovender—thearray
of colors and shapes, the gleaming fruits,
fishes, and meats, the grains and cakes and
ranges ofartisanal cheeses and beers—is
as much an apotheosis ofAmerica’s abun-
dance and reach as it is any kind ofrefuta-
tion ofit. Whole Foods may aim to be a
rebuke to the excess that comes ofpetro-
chemical might, unconscious gluttony,
and corn-bloated immoderation. Butit is
also an imperial presentation ofprogress’s
spoils, like a king’s Christmas feasts. The

business depends onit, even ifthe brand
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image does not. The layout encourages
impulse purchases. This is howaweekend
grocery bill there can easily run to four
hundred bucks. It may be that the prices
ofitems that you'd buyelsewhere are the
same at Whole Foods, but you come
across stuff at a Whole Foods that you
would not at a Stop & Shop, or at some
dusty Yorkville Gristedes. The stingy
shopper—a slayer ofleftovers—maywon-
der whether there is some Potemkin in
the profusion;it is hard to imagine people
buying, much less eating,all that before it
goes bad. But the stores can’t afford to
waste vast quantities of food merely to
send subliminal signals. Those prepared-
food teamsare adept at converting forlorn
vegetables into casserole.

But might there be some Potemkinin
the entire enterprise? Pollan argued that
the impressionleftby the store’s displays
was misleading; “organic” often meant
that the food camefrom gigantic mono-
cultural operations owned bythe big
food conglomerates, which abided bythe
letter but notthe spirit ofthe term,rather
than from,say, the Edenic chemical-free
family farm that you pictured when you
paid a dollar more for the organic soy
chips. Pollan’s specimen was asparagus,
flown,inJanuary, from Argentina. Itwas

 
  

 
 
 

   

organic, by U.S.D.A. standards (which a
Whole Foods executive had helped to
devise), but it had travelled six thousand
miles, andit tasted like cardboard. The
irony, then, was that Whole Foods, in
lifting one veil from the food industry,
was complicit in replacing it with an-
other. Whole Foods was, in Pollan’s ac-
count, kind of a phony.

In 2006, when “The Omnivore's Di-
lemma” came out, Pollan went to Austin
to do a reading in a bookstore, which,it
turned out, Mackeypartlyowned. Mackey
requested a meeting. They talked for a
few hours. Mackeywas angry about how
Whole Foods was depicted and handed
Pollan a five-page single-spacedletter,
which he then posted on his Website.
Pollan wrote a lengthy response, and for
months theycarried on an exchange of
polemics that culminated in an onstage
debate in Berkeley. The upshot was that
Mackeyacknowledged certain shortcom-
ings and vowed to make changes, among
them greater commitmentsto local farm-
ing and grass-fed beef.

Still, he chafes at Pollan’s exaltation of

the little. “America has kind of a love
affair with small business,” Mackey said.
“A local farmer is a businessman. He’s
selling stuff. But he has apparently not

WARP

“The killer had to be aman. Not only is the knife

still bloody—it wasn’t evenput in the sink.”

been corrupted. He's still small, he’sstill
pure. But at some point, if he was to
grow, he would cross over. People used
to thinkWhole Foodswas cute and cud-
dly, and nowwe're this industrial, pasto-
ral, organic monster that cares only about
moneyand is selfish andhorrible.”

Mackeyhas onseveral occasions acted
on criticisms. At a shareholder meeting
in 2003, animal-rights activists staged a
protest over duck, which led him to ex-
amine the meat business more closely.
This inspired his vegan conversion, and

persuaded him to overhaul the meat-
procurement process. Somecriticize

Whole Foods for selling meatat all. A
few years ago, Mackeytold Grist, a Seat-
tle environmental magazine, “Sure,I
wish Whole Foods didn’t sell animal
products, butthe fact ofthe matter is that
the population ofvegetarians in America
is like 5 percent, and vegansare like 25 or
30 percent of the vegetarians. So if we
were to become a vegan store, we'd go
out ofbusiness, we'd cease to exist. And
thatwouldn't be goodforthe animals, for
our customers, our employees, our stock-
holders, or anybodyelse. [fT were to take
Whole Foodsin this direction I would be
removed as CEO.”

Mc”is, by all accounts, fiercely
competitive. Years ago, the tradi-

tional executive-retreat volleyball games
had to be scrapped, owing to Mackey’s
intensity and his ill-disguised scorn for
less capable teammates. (Mackeysays
that he simply got too old forvolleyball.)
Still, cutthroat competitiveness is pretty
much the norm among corporate bosses
and successful entrepreneurs.Sois a taste
for self-assertion, and a wake of bruised
feelings and thwarted dreams.

Certainly, Mackey’srelationships with
many former colleagues seem fraught.
‘Theywon't talk about him ontherecord,
out of concern for propriety, ongoing
business dealings, or non-disclosure and
non-disparagement agreements they
signed whenthey left. (It is ironic that a
company so outspoken abouttranspar-
ency has produced a diaspora ofsuchwary
silence.) But one gathers—from their de-
murrals, Mackey’s own comments, and
other reports—that Mackey can be hard
to workfor, that he has perhaps inherited
his father’s talent for hurtful direct talk,
and that, while he may be, as he used to
say, an “accidental grocer,” he is not always
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an accidental accumulator orpractitioner
ofpower. Ofall the grocers who cameto
Whole Foods after it purchased their

businesses, only Walter Robb remains.
Mackey has experimented with vari-

ous modesofself-discovery. During one
group session of breathing exercises,
Mackey reéxperienced his birth—‘I was a
Cesarean.”Afterward, some ofhis Grofian
friends suggested that he look at a book
called “A Course in Miracles,” written

anonymously by two Columbia psychol-
ogists. The book’sfirst printing, in 1976,
had been financed by Reed Erickson, a
wealthy transsexual living in Mexico,

The friends described the Courseas a
channelling from Jesus, and Mackey as-
sumedthat it was baloney. He’d gone
through a Christian phase for two years,
in his late teens (he'd had a crush on a de-
vout girl), but had since becomean athe-
ist. He tookup the Coursein orderto re-
fute it. “I was reading the text one day
and getting ready to go argue with my
friends, and I came upon this statement

in the text that just blew my mind.It
said—I’m paraphrasing—itsaid, Life-

timeafterlifetime afterlifetime you have
been angry at God. You have blamed
Godfor all the problems in the world,”
he says in “Passion and Purpose.” “And
not once have youever looked atthe real
source—youand all your brothers and
sisters have created this state of being
that you're in. Not God. Godisjust pure
love... . I got up. I started running
around myhouse, because whenI readit,
it intuitively rang true for me.”
He becamea student of the Course.

“This particular reality that we're in is not
the onlyreality that exists,” he goes on in
“Passion and Purpose.”“Infact, there are
an infinite numberofrealities.”

The Course places a strong emphasis
on forgiveness. After his Grofian epiph-
any two years ago, Mackey set out to re-
pair sundered relationships with his
mother (posthumously), former lovers,
and ex-colleagues. Only one remains: a
womanhelived with before he married
Deborah. “She scares mea little bit,” he
told me. “She’s a very powerful woman.”
On the CD,hetalks about a two-dayvisit
with a former Whole Foods executive in
South Carolina, who subjected him to a
catalogue of grievances. Geographical
deduction indicates that the South Caro-
linian was Peter Roy, the formerpresi-
dent, whose departure from the company,

eleven years ago, had been particularly
contentious. (Roy declined to comment.)

“He needed a chance to just unload,”
Mackey told me. “It’s not much fun to
have somebody do that, particularly
when you don’t agree. But you know
what? It was very healing for him to do
that. I gave him an opportunity to tell me
whyhe thinks I’m such a jerk.” He went
on, “There's also a Course of Miracles
saying—andthis is such a wise piece of
wisdom—would yourather be right or
would you rather be happy? Mostpeople
would rather be right, but that’s bad
strategy. So my guy thinks I'm wrong
and I’m pretty sure he’s wrong, What
difference does it make? ] just go in and
say, Youre right, ’m wrong, and then
you have the basis for healing.”

“But you have a reputation forliking
to argue,” | said to Mackey.

“ButI don't like to argue to be right. I
like to argue because that’s howI get to
the truth. I think dialectically.”

ould Mackey rather be right or
happy? Or would he, to putit

differently, rather the mission succeed or
the business flourish? Survival is hardly
assured. A grocertypically ownsno pat-
ents andisvulnerable to a fickle market-
place. Mackey was determined,in the
late nineties, to build an Internet opera-
tion—to become the Amazon.com of
natural and organic foods—butthe proj-
ect came to naught. The Wild Oats
mergerwas a dud.Lastfall, as the reces-
sion deepened, Whole Foods’sales, and
its stock, suffered badly, and the com-
panywasforcedto raise capital. Leonard
Green &Partners, a private-equity firm,
bought seventeen per cent ofthe busi-
ness, and got twoseats on the board.
Yucaipa, a firmrun by the grocery bil-
lionaire and Democratic Party donor
Ron Burkle, bought a seven-per-cent
stake and has been looking over Mack-
ey’s shoulder.

“It’s like asking a parent, How would
you fee] if your kid was dead when you
were eighty-six years old?” Mackey said.
“Would I prefer Whole Foods to be very
successful and people still ate terrible
food and were getting heart disease and
cancer and diabetes when they didn’t
have to? I fundamentally don’tbelieve
you have to get those diseases. Or Whole
Foods has gone bankrupt, but yet the
world’s health is far better and every-

body’s eating a healthier diet? I'd rather
have the second one. Absolutely.”

One wonders. Wal-Mart is nowthe
biggest retailer oforganic groceries, car-
rying, among otherproducts, Stonyfield.
Hirshberg said, “Wal-Mart being in the
organic- and natural-food space presents
a real conundrum for John. On the one
hand,heis justifiably proudofthe revo-
lution he helped launch. But seeing the
same products in both markets can drive
him crazy.”

Mackey acknowledged that “Whole
Foods has to continually evolve and get
better or we'll get passed up. Andthat’s
the waycapitalism is.” He cited A. & P.,
which was the biggest grocer in America
before undergoing a precipitate decline.
“What matters is that whatever value
we've created gets injected into the DNA
of other companies and the economic
system as a whole.Justlike, speaking as a
biological metaphor, Hey, your kids are
here to replace you. Your DNAwill
move on, but you yourselfwill be elimi-
nated. Whole Foods will someday die.
Everything does. I'd rather mine not die
while I’m still alive.”
A third option is that the mission

and Whole Foods both flourish, but
without Mackey. Companies have a way
of outgrowing their founders. A few
weeks ago, I met Mackey again, in New
York, ata midtown bar, He was between
appearances on financial cable-news
programs, to talk about fourth-quarter
earnings. He had on a dark suit and
pleather shoes, and was drinking spar-
kling water.

I asked him whether he’d given
thought to what might comeafter him.
“T don't have any plans to leave anytime
soon, no matter how muchthe unions
wouldlike me to,” he said. Talk turned to
food,as it often does. “You only Jove an-
imal fat because youre used to it,” he said.
“You're addicted.” He urged me to con-
sider reprogramming mypalate. Healso
suggested thatI try Grofian breathing.

After a moment, he got up to leave,
and I watched him walk toward Sixth
Avenue,ina suit that looked a size or two
too big, thinking, or not thinking, about
what he was going to say on the Fox
Business channel. @
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[is, in its strange way, at once the Na-
tivity fable and the Passion story of

modern art. On Christmas Eve, 1888,in

the small Provencal town of Arles, the
police found a young Dutch émigré
painter in his bed, bleeding from the
head,self-bandaged and semi-conscious,

in a run-downresidencecalled, for its

peeling exterior, the Yellow House. A
few hours before, the Dutchman had

given his severed ear—or just its lower
lobe; stories differed—to a whore named
Rachel in a maison de tolérance, a semi-

legal bordello, as a kind of early Christ-
masgift, (She had passed out upon un-
wrappingit.) The painter, Vincent van

Gogh, was known throughoutthe town
as a crazy drunk who hung around the
whorehouses too muchforhis own good,
and who shared the squalid Yellow
House with anotherso-called artist, even
scarier than he was, though notusually as
drunk and not so obviously crazy. That

otherartist, Paul Gauguin—after being
interviewed bythe police, and insisting
that his friend must haveslicedoff his
own ear ina fit—thensent a telegram to
the Dutchman's brother, urging him to
come at once. Then Gauguinleft for
Paris,as fast as the trains could carry him,
neverto return.

Gauguin woundupin the South Seas,
where he becamethefirst modern “prim-
itive”; van Gogh was hospitalized, then
gently urged by his loving younger
brother Theointo an insane asylumin
nearby Saint-Remy, where he painted
the sequence of pictures—including
“The Starry Night” and “Cypresses”—
that today, shown in any museum,attract

crowds larger thanthe entire population
ofArles on that night. When,after van
Gogh's suicide, in 1890, his fame grew,

and the story ofthe severed ear began to
circulate, it became a talisman ofmodern
painting. Before that moment, modern-
ism in the popular imagination was a so-

phisticated recreation; afterward, itwas a
substitute religion, an inspiring story of

sacrifices made and sainthood attained
by artists willing to lose their sanity, and
their ears, on its behalf.

Last year, though, to front-page
headlines aroundthe world, two reputa-
ble Germanacademics, Hans Kaufmann

and Rita Wildegans, published a book

offering a very different account ofwhat
happened that night. In “Van Goghs
Ohr: Paul Gauguin und der Pakt des
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“Self-Portrait with Bandaged Ear and Pipe” (1889). Before

    
the moment that van Gogh
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severed his ear, modernism inthepopular imagination was a sophisticatedrecreation; afterward, it was a substitute religion.
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‘I'mpositive. This is the locationfor the Tupperwareafterparty.”

Schweigens” (“Van Gogh’s Ear: Paul
Gauguin andthe Pact of Silence”), they
argue that it was Gauguin whosliced off
van Gogh's ear, with a sword thathe car-
ried with him for selfdefense, and that
the two artists—out of shame on van
Gogh’s part, guilt on Gauguin’s—de-
cided to keep the truth to themselves.

It’s tempting, and not altogether
wrong, to dismiss the question as trivial,
or beside the point. But ears do not
haunt ages without reasons. Jt maybe
that there is a true parable ofmodern art
in the gruesomelittle story, different
from both the old one andits revision.
‘The Christmascrisis had a real, ifburied,
effect on van Gogh’s imagination, turn-
ing him from a dream ofliving and
working with a community of brother
artists to one ofpainting for an unknown
audience that might someday appear—a
fantasythat was, in the end, and against
the odds, not a fantasyatall.

lready a weather-beatenthirty-four
whenhearrived in Arles, Vincent

van Goghhad been brought up ina grim
Dutch village, one about equally divided
professionally between clergymen and

art dealers. His father was one of those
clergymen, but his beloved Uncle Cent
was an art dealer, and got him a job,
whenhe wasjust sixteen, with an inter-

national art dealer in The Hague. The
dealer soon sent him to London, where
he fell in love with Englishliterary cul-
ture. Van Gogh remained high Victo-
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rian in imagination. Dickens and the
Punch cartoonists andillustrators were a
touchstone for him throughouthislife,
and inspired in him the possibility that
portraiture with a bright caricatural in-
tensity might be more persuasive than
subdued point-by-point realism. After
he had the first in a series ofbreakdowns,
in 1874, this one set offby a failed love
affair, he tried to cure his heartache in
the traditional way, by going to Paris,
but he soon made a dash back to Hol-
land. Fle tried and failed to become a
minister, and then,finally, at his brother
Theo's urging, in 1879 accepted the
truth that the one thing in life he did
well was paint and draw. (Theo had also
taken a job at the art dealer's, and was
making a successofit.)

‘Those early wanderings made van
Gogh the mostliterary ofall the modern
painters. Fluently trilingual—in En-
elish, French, and Dutch—heread com-
pulsively and he read everything. Mau-
passant, Zola, Balzac, Hugo, Flaubert:

he used words as a model for picture-
making. And then heis the narrator of
his own condition, ‘Twenty years’ worth
of his letters, published in a spectacu-
lar illustrated six-volume edition, by
‘Thames & Hudson,are the longest,
warmest, most attentive account of an
artist's life seen from the inside that has
ever been written. IfTrollope, as some-
one said, demonstrates that sanity need
not be philistine, van Gogh demon-
strates that insanity need not be insular.

The stripping away ofconventional de-
corum that van Gogh'sillness forced on
him made himalmost unnaturallypres-
ent, alert to the world; when his mind
wentwrong, he becameall heart.
He was a late bloomer.Ifhe had left

only the pictures that he painted before
he cameto Paris, as a thirty-two-year-

old, in 1886—earnest, dark, clumsypic-
tures ofpeasants and potatoeaters, mod-
elled on Millet—noone but a handful of
Dutch art historians would remember
him. It was in Paris, on the petits boule-
vards, that his eyes were opened to the
light. He drank in Impressionist color
like oxygen. Perhaps the new palette
camenaturally to him because, as the art
historian Debora Silverman argued in
her superb study of a decade ago, “Van

Gogh and Gauguin: The Search for Sa-
cred Art,” his motives were essentially re-
ligious; he saw it not as a formal choice
but as a conversion experience. Bright
verdant greens and strange acid blues
and, above all, weird peasant yellows—
he saw the Paris sun as peasant yarn.

Whenheleft for Arles, in 1888, he

had several motives,all mixed. He hoped
that the South would improve both his
sex life and his spiritual life; he seemed to
have imagined it as a place of beautiful
pious prostitutes. The Arlésiennes were
famouslythe most bewitching womenin
Europe, and van Gogh, who approached
women with obsession, trepidation, ap-
petite, and a complete inability to put
himselfover, was eagerto try his luck. As
Silverman points out, he wanted his pic-
tures to be sacred, but he also wanted
themto be “spermatic’—sublimated ex-
plosionsofa sexual vitality that he could
rarely achieveinlife.

Mostofall, van Gogh was in pursuit

of an old romantic dream: the dream of
a collaborative community. Art could be
saved from mere commodity if artists
lived and worked together as they once
had done. The Nazarenes, a secretive
sect of painters in Romein the early
nineteenth century, seem to have been
the first to revive the ideal, while John
Ruskin’s Guild of St. George, a pseudo-
Gothic band ofpseudo-Gothic Masons,
became,in the eighteen-sixties, the most
unintentionally comic. The Impression-

ists, urban painters par excellence, saw
themselves at moments as a band of
brothers, but theirs was an infantile form
ofcommunity. Renoir andMonetplayed
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and painted side by side like two-year-
olds, rather than fully engaging in a club
like twelve-year-olds. The idea that van
Gogh,and others ofhis generation, pur-
sued was deeper: a sort ofreligious revival
that might be found in a renewed mo-
nastic arrangement.

Thevision of an ideal community
runs through the letters. If we could all
work together, we'd belike . . . Icelandic
fishermen! Buddhist monks! Peasant
craftsmen! Members ofthe French For-
eign Legion! Notlong after he arrived in
Arles, he wrote to Gauguin, “I musttell
you that even while working ] never
cease to think aboutthis enterprise of
setting up studio with yourselfand me as
permanentresidents, but which we'd
both wish to make into a shelter and a
refuge for our pals at moments when
they find themselves at an impasse in
their struggle.”

In thosefirst spring months in Arles,
van Goghworked feverishly to prepare a
welcomefor Gauguin,a successful stock-
broker who had abandoned bourgeois
respectability for avant-garde art. “T re-
gret having spent money onthis chest of
drawers, butit can save us buying a dearer
one,” he wrote to Theo, who was now
working as a dealer in Paris, with his fu-

ture wife, Jo. “And when Gauguin
comes, he would in anycase have to have
something there to puthis linen in, and
anyway his bedroom will be more com-
plete like this.”

When Gauguin comes. Gauguin,whom
van Gogh had metonly briefly, in Paris,
had madeareputation painting up north,
in the Breton country; he had also made
anameas a tough guy,an original, an ad-
venturer, the real thing. Throughoutthe
first spring in Arles, disappointmentfol-

lowed disillusion; those Arlésiennes
turnedoutto be pretty ordinary—“More
Mignard than Mantegna,” he reported
with witty despondence (Mignard was a
flashy society painter). Van Gogh’s
efforts to live cheaply led him to rent the
Yellow House, onlyto find out, patheti-
cally, that he couldn’t rent a bed for the
house, or even buyone on an installment
plan. Yet the dream of Gauguin’sarrival
kept him buoyant.

In the end, kindhearted Theo basi-
cally had to bribe Gauguin to go to Arles
andlivewith his brother, advancing him
money onsales that had not yet hap-
pened. Gauguin arrived at last, grum-

bling and unwilling, in the fall of 1888.
‘Things went well enoughat first, al-
though Gauguin’s crudeness put van
Gogh off a bit. He reported to Theo, in
the toneofinnocent exclamatory delight
that makes him so touching:

He makes a really interesting friend—I
must tell you that he knows how to cook
perfectly, | think that [’ll learn that from him,
it’s really convenient.

In anotherletter, to his friend Emile
Bernard, he wrote:

Gauguin interests me greatly as a man—
greatly. For a long time it has seemed to me
thatin our filthy job as painters we have the
greatest need of people with the hands and
stomach of a laborer. More natural tastes—
more amorous and benevolent tempera-
ments—than the decadent and exhausted
Parisian man-about-town. Now here, with-
outthe slightest doubt, we’re in the presence
of an unspoiled creature with the instincts of
a wild beast.

Even more exciting, Gauguin seemed
to take seriously the great subject ofthat
commune:“] tell -you that our discussions

 

 

are tending to deal with the terrific sub-
ject ofanassociation ofcertain painters.”
There was something erotic, ardent, if
unrealized, about van Gogh’s excitement
in Gauguin’s presence. He was acutely
aware of his own sexual inadequacy, es-
pecially in comparison with Gauguin’s
hyperactive sex life: evenwhen theywere
paying for sex at the brothel, van Gogh
admitted ruefully, Gauguin got more
value for his franc. Van Gogh eventually
painted two wonderful symbolic por-
traits of the artists as their chairs: Gau-
guin’s is robust, lit by a candle, van
Gogh’s is armless and small. It requires
no doctrinaire Freudian to see significant
form in the contrast of the erect and
flaming candle that sits on Gauguin’s
chair with the crumpled, flower-shaped
handkerchiefon van Gogh's.

Yet Gauguin’s pictures were on the
whole more remote, van Gogh’s more
immediately sensual. Gauguin’s paint-
ings, in Arles as in Brittany, share some
ofthe language ofsymbolism,a taste for

“It’s a mixed-usefacility: retailspace, low-rent housing, luxury

apartments, andan areasetasidefor making steel.”
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bright “folk” color married to religious
ambitions. Made from memory rather
than from the motif, they have what van
Goghcalled an “abstract” quality: a pic-
ture like Gauguin’s “Womenfrom Arles
in the Public Garden,” painted while
they shared the house,is self-consciously
asserting the likeness of the peasant
womento the lost classical past—full of
obvious references,in its flat processional
shapes,to classical friezes and wan neo-

classical revivals. Van Gogh, though he
used a similar palette, had embarked on
a very different task of “sacred realism,”
entirely abandoning the myth kitty of
allegory and fable and reference. It was
just people andthings painted with such
intensity of feeling, and in such wild
and unnatural colors, that they became
sacred-seeming. He overestimates his
objects—the postmanis like Socrates!
the old lady is a sibyl and the baby is a
sage!—without overloadinghis allego-

 

ries. His inability tojoin theliving doesn’t
erode his delightin life. A core ofplain
Northern commonsensesits within the
drunken Southern colors. When yousee
a Gauguin,youthink,This man isliving
in a dream world. Whenyousee a van
Gogh, you think, This dream world is
living in a man.

hat went wrong,after that happy
interlude ofcookingand painting

and whoring? Why did it end with mu-
tilation and alienation? Mostly, it has
been put down to the evil character of
Gauguin, but a lot ofit, as Martin Gay-
ford reveals in his 2006 study, “The Yel-
low House,” has to do with the exasper-
ating character ofvan Gogh. Lovable as
heis on the page, we forgethowexhaust-
ing he must have been to live with—a
man without a stop or even a pause but-
ton on his console. To get an idea of
what an evening with him waslike, you

 

‘Tmgoing to takeyourbloodpressure, so try to relax

and not think about what a high reading might meanfor

your chances ofliving a long, healthy life.”

have to imagine someonesitting down,
opening a bottle ofabsinthe, and reading
a van Goghletter out loud to you—and
then another, and then another and an-
other and another. You couldn't turn
down the volume; all you could do was
pull out the plug. Sooner orlater, people,
womenparticularly, always did—yanked
the plug out of the wall—leaving him
mute and miserable.

Gauguin was the last man in the

world with the patience and humornec-
essary to get the best out of van Gogh.
Van Gogh’s image ofGauguin is uncan-
nily like Scott Fitzgerald's of Heming-
way, thirty years later—he saw him as a
“natural man,” a fighter and a beast—
with the parallel complication that the
tough guy could hold his liquor and
the tender guy could not.In truth, Gau-
guin was cynical, cheap, andutterly self-
centered. And he was mean—mean
financially but mean personally, too,
bad-tempered andconstantly discourag-
ing. (When oneofhis children fell from
the third story, he buried the news in the
second paragraph ofletter to van Gogh
and complained chiefly aboutthecosts.)

“With Gauguin, blood and sex have the
edge over ambition” was van Gogh’s
generous formula, but his definition of
these termsas the equation ofhis friend’s
soul suggests his uneasy knowledgethat,
while he had the terms right, he might

have the equation backward.
Gauguin was such a no-goodnik that

he becamethe occasion ofan influential
philosophical essay on blame andpraise,
Bernard Williams’s 1976 “Moral Luck.”
Arguing against the assumption thatwe
can’t judge people for things beyond
their control, Williamspoints out that
Gauguin’s is a prime real-life case where

doing the wrong thing—abandoning
your wife and children and betraying
your friends—appears to be morally
justifiable, since the art made was,as it

happened, great. Moral assessment,
Williams suggests, has a strong compo-
nent of sheer contingency and chance.
You run red light and no onenotices; I
runa red light and hit an old lady and ’m
the worst guy in the world. Gauguin re-
minds us that morality has a mysterious
fatality aboutit. His decision to abandon
his family for art looks heroic, in retro-
spect, because luckwas a lady—amuse—
whoblew onhisdice.

WhatWilliams didn’t entirely regis-
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ter, though, was that Gauguin isn’tjust
oneartist plucked at random outoftime,
a desperadoin line stretching back to

Pygmalion. He’s not just an instance of
moral luck; he is an inventor of moral
luck. He is a model modern artist, and
modern art is in manyways about moral

luck, about the search forit, about rais-
ing the stakes to see if it can happen.
Modern art makes its own moral luck.

This is evident in the element of

chance and randomnessinserted into de-
sign by painters like Arp and Pollock,
but, beyondthat, it is evidentin the larger
urge, shared by poets and writers, to
make a careerofviolations,risks, wagers.
Gauguinis the original of the type, of
whom Picasso is the most famous real-

ization,ofthe artist as gambler—thesol-
itary risk-taker, indifferent to anyone’s
welfare but his own andtherefore capa-
ble ofacts ofindependence and original-
ity unknown to timid, orderly, nice peo-
ple, acts that thrill and inspire new acts a
centurylater. It is the gaa/ofthat kind of
modern artist to run the red light andhit

the old ladies—the old ladies of custom

and convention. Where art since the Re-
naissance had attemptedto limit luck in
a system of inherited purpose and pat-
terns, modern art demandsthatyoupress
the pedal as hard as you can, and pray.

o whatreally happened? The con-
ventional storyis that, sometime on

the night of December 23rd, Gauguin
stormed out of the house after a quar-
rel and madefor the brothel, or just for
the night air. Van Gogh had beentalking
him to death—about the commune, the
meaningofart, the nature of sex—and
Gauguin withdrew, as he did more and
more often, into a laconic bearishness.
Walkingdown thestreet, he heard some-
one call his name and, he claimedlater,
turned to see van Goghgesticulating
wildly with a razor. Van Gogh ap-
proached, and then turned away,in self
dismay. Early the next morning, Christ-
mas Eve, Gauguin found him bandaged,
and concluded,as everyoneelse hassince,
that Vincent had turned the razor on
himselfand, ina fit ofmorbid exhibition-
ism, delivered the severed part to his fa-
vorite prostitute, before returning home
to bandage his head andpass out.

Therevisionist story, as the German
historianstell it, begins with Gauguin’s
skill as a fencer. (It was part ofhis tough-

 

‘Areyou happy withyour currentball?»

guy persona.) He had broughthis foils to
Arles, and there is reason to think that he
carried his sword late at night; Arles
could be a seamy place. “In a heated
surge ofemotion, he pulls out his rapier
and makesseveral lightning-fast fencing
moves in Vincent's direction,” Wilde-
gans and Kaufmannrelate. “He must
bring this crazy man tohis senses, keep
him at a distance! Vincent jerks to the
side; he feels a stinging pain inhisleft ear
that makes him fall abruptly silent. He

grabs at the area: where is his ear? His
handis bloody. He sees something light
lying on the ground. In shock, he picks
up the cut-off ear, holds it up to Gau-
guin, whois frozen, andsays, “You are si-
lent. Indeed, I will be, too.”

This version is reinforced by several
arresting scraps of evidence. One is the
surgical-seeming neatness ofthe slice.
Self-mutilation has a long andsad his-
tory, and it has even taken van Gogh’s
name:it’s called van Gogh syndromein
the medical textbooks. But it seems that
almost no one has ever done what van
Gogh did: sufferers mutilate their arms
and hands and legs and chests, but they

don’t mutilate their ears. (Ofcourse, they
are rarely quite so self-consciously aware
of their ears as van Gogh,the obsessive
self-portrait painter, was. He kept a tem-
plate ofhis head in his mind.)

Another clue is the cryptic, half-bur-
ied references that crop up afterward in
the writings ofboth men. There is, fora
start, the hushed, regretful tone of van
Gogh’slaterallusions to the night, which
seem more sadly ironic than self-incrim-
inating. “Happily Gauguin,I, and other

painters aren't yet armed with machine
guns and other dangerous war weap-
ons,” he wrote to Theo. Andin letter
to Gauguin,delicately suggesting that he

would return the fencing equipment
Paul had left behind in his rush to get
away, he said, with what seemslike an
enigmatic point, “Tll pluck up the cour-
age in a few days. ... Thoseterrible en-
gines of war will wait until then. I now
write to you verycalmly, but I haven'tyet
beenable to pack upall therest.”

In the end, much depends on the
meaning of a single word: “ictus.” It’s
known to have been a kind oftalisman
passed between the twoartists, said in
greeting and farewell. It's found, with a
little drawing ofa fish,in a letter van
Gogh wrote to Gauguin justafter the
Christmas crisis. Gauguin continued to
write it, semi-~compulsively, in notes that
refer to van Gogh after his departure,
and returnedtoit often, even in the next
year. “Saul. Paul. Ictus,” he writes in
notes that seem obviously to refer to van
Gogh,and alongside the phrase “The
murderer tookflight.”

Ictus(or icthys) is Greek for “fish,” and

it has always been held by scholars to be
a reference by the twoartists to the prac-
tices of the primitive Christians—who
used the fish as an acrostic symbol for

their sect—andto their own charmed
community. It was a half-serious greet-
ing between the two: weare sufferers
now, we shall be saints anon. But the
Germanhistorians argue that the Latin
word icfus is also a common term in
French fencing, meaning a blow or
hit. This second, punning sense, they
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suggest, would have been in the front of
the mind ofafencerlike Gauguin, refer-

ring, a little reproachfully, to his instinc-

tive act in countering van Gogh's razor
with his sword.‘Their smoking gun, or
bloody sabre, is a cryptic sketch that
Gauguin made in 1889 ofa snail-shaped
form that looks oddly like a severed ear,
with the word “Ictus” written insideit; in
the same sketch are what resemble, they
argue, fencing diagrams.

Greek code or Latin cry? The secret
password ofa collaborative community
or a call of triumph after a competitive
thrust? Trustor trespass? The new story
is suggestive without being entirely con-
vincing. Whichever sidewe take, though,
we can’t help recognizing a descant cen-
tral to the modern tradition. You always
begin with a dream of community—
Braque and Picasso in the bohemian
hermitage Bateau Lavoir; the handful of
painters brave enough to go abstract in
the CedarTavern—andend with a real-
ity ofcompetitiveness andassault, suspi-
cion and estrangement.

RewGogh,the story ends conclu-
sively: the Yellow House empty, the

dream ofcommunity gone, the asylum’s
doors the only ones open to him. He left
the hospital in January and returned to
the town,but his behavior was so strange
that the people of Arles put together a
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petition to have him committed to an
asylum or sent back to his family—
breaking for good the vestiges ofhis
dream of an organic rural community.
Arles was as tight and closed and sus-
picious as any other small town. In his
letters, the old fantasy, the fishermen
and the monks, disappears, and the one
time that he mentions it there is a new
and sadly chastened tone. ‘To Theo he
wrote:

Pooregotist that ’'ve always been andstill
am now, I can’t shake off this idea, which,
however, I’ve already explained to you two or
three times, that it’s thus for the best that I go
into an asylum right now. It will perhaps turn
out all right in the end... . However, the fact
that the idea of an association of painters, of
housing them together, some of them, al-
though we haven’t succeeded, although it’s a
deplorable and painful failure—this idea re-
mains true and reasonable—like so many
others. BUT NO BEGINNINGAGAIN.

Yet the Christmascrisis proved in-

structive, too. “Among artists, we no lon-
ger know whatto say to each other, we
don’t know if we ought to laugh orcry
aboutit, and doing, my word, neither

one thing northe other, we are happiest
whenwe findourselves in possession of
alittle paint and canvas, the thingwe also
lack sometimes,” he wrote to his sister

Willemien from Saint-Remy. “But any
idea ofa regular life, any idea ofawaken-
ing in ourselves orin others gentle ideas
or sensations,all ofthis must necessarily

appear pureutopiato us.” In van Gogh’s
last letters, there is a subdued realism,
like that of Shakespeare’s heroes in the
fifth act, when death is certain and the
readinessis all. (In Saint-Remy,he set-
tled in to read and reread Shakespeare.
“Have you ever read King Lear?” he
asked her. He had.) He went on:

Alas, we often lack breath and faith,
wrongly certainly but—and here we come
back to the point—if, however, we want to
work we must submit both to the stubborn
harshness of the time and to our isolation,
which is sometimes as hard to bear as exile.
Nowbefore us, after our years which have
thus been lost, relatively speaking, poverty,
illness, old age, madness and alwaysexile.

Noris the reference to madness and
exile random.It's easy to overlook, for
example, that throughouthis crisis he

kept with him the Christmas books of
his beloved Dickens—“*A Christmas
Carol,” “The Chimes”—whichare es-
sentially tales of men who go crazy as
a result of hallucinations suffered in
Christmas week, and whoare led to
self-renewal through violentacts ofself-
transformation.(“The Chimes,”in par-
ticular, with its theme of a man nearly

driven mad by an auditory hallucina-
tion, could not have been far from his
mind.)

The only authentic community he
found was amongthe insane. Atleast
they supported one another. “Although
there are a few people here whoare seri-
ouslyill, the fear, the horrorthat I had of
madness before has already been greatly
softened,” he wrote to Theo's new wife,
Jo. “And although one continually hears
shouts andterrible howls as though of
the animals in a menagerie, despite this
the people here know each other very
well, and help each other when they
sufter crises.” Artists could not be fisher-
men, or monks, or Legionnaires. They
wereartists. Collaborative creativity? We
live and see and work alone. Collective
responsibility? It ends in a crazy house.
“I'm thinking of squarely accepting my
profession as a madman just as Degas
took on the form ofa notary.” Andelse-

where, around the sametime, he wrote,
“One mustseize thereality of one’s fate
and that’s that.”

Those wordsshinein his pictures. We
tend to see the arc ofhis work, from the
departure from Paris,in early 1888,to his
death, in 1890, as more orless continu-
ous, and miss the decisive break marked
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by the Christmas crisis. Even through
the pictures of 1888 he’s still mostly a
prose painter, with something of the
nineteenth-century illustrator in him—

children, postmen,absinthe-soaked café
scenes. He still wanted to be Dickens or
Daumier. After the Christmas crisis, he
accepted that he was only Vincent. His
newpictures—“The Starry Night,” “Cy-
presses,” and the pictures of the gardens
at Saint-Remy—are depopulated, emp-
tied ofanyvision ofcommonlife. Where
in 1888 thepictures are still filled with
people on top of people—six people in
the “Night Café,” a dozenin the streets
of Arles at night—in 1889,aside from
his copies of Millet, van Gogh thinks
onlyin solitary ones and lonely twos, the
occasional individual portrait interrupt-
ing a world ofvisionary dailiness. He
wrote,simply, “Let's not forget that small
emotionsare the great captains of our
lives.” Stars wheel, cypresses flame; the
whole world comesalive. The common
unity is the animism ofthe ordinary.
“Starry NightOver the Rhone,” of1888,

hasthe night skygently decanted into the
gaslight world of the town, and the
themeis the likeness of streetlight and
moonlight, the modern urban subject—
the amusementpark at night. In the

1889 “Starry Night,”it’s all night and
stars androlling nebulae: me and the
night and the music ofthe spheres. He’s
aman alone, and for good.

went on to Tahiti, to be-
come—throughhis effect on Pi-

casso and also on the entire Malraux-

Hemingway generation—a central type
of the modern artist. There is another
kind of moral luck, though, appealed to
byvan Goghin his late pictures andlet-

ters, different from the flamboyantself-
creation of the more familiar Gauguin-
Picasso sort. It is the moral luck of mak-
ing something that no one wantsin the

belief that someone somedaywill. The
letters of van Gogh’s last year mark his
acceptance ofhis isolation, coupled with
the belief that the isolation need not be

absolute—that, one day, there will be a
community of readers and viewers who
will understand him, and that his mis-
take had beento try and materialize that
community in the momentinstead ofac-
cepting it as the possible gift of another
world and time. “One mustseize the re-
ality of one’s fate and that’s that.” The

real community is not that of charmed
artists living like monks but the distant
dependencies ofisolated artists and
equally isolated viewers, who together
make the one kind of community that
modernity allows.

The turn toward moral luck puts mod-
ern art, however popular, at permanent
odds with the society that delights in it.
Whetherin its benign, wishful form, or
in its belligerent “Watch me!” aspect, the

pursuit of moral luck remains alien to
a liberal civilization that always, and usu-
ally intelligently, prefers compromise to
courage, and morning meetings to eve-
ning dares. Even the shoppers and spec-
ulators who wager on the future value of
aworkofart are engaged atbest in a kind
ofmimicry of the original risk. A society
ofsure things needs a mythology of long
shots. To trust in luck is to be courageous,
and courage, the one essential virtue, on
which all others depend,is also the one
ambiguous virtue,sinceit is morally neu-
tral: jerks have it as often as gentlemen.

Somestories in history we want to
have neatly finished; some welike to
have always in play. We accept without
too much trouble the ambiguity of the
old and newstories because they add
up to somethingsimilar in the end. Van

anc @

Gogh's ear makes its claim on the world’s
attention because it reminds us that on
the outer edge ofart there is madness to
pity, meanness to deplore, and courage
to admire, and we can’t ever quite keep
them from each other. Gauguin was a
miserable moral gambler, and a maker of
modernism; van Gogh was a self-muti-
lating madman,and a poetofall the vi-
sions. We accept an ambiguity in the

story ofvan Gogh's ear because theact is
itselfambiguous.

It’s true that the moral luck drama-
tized by modern art involves an uncom-
fortable elementofethical exhibitionism.
We gawkandstare as the painters slice
offtheir ears and down the booze and act
like clowns. Butwe rely on them to make
up for our own timidity, on their courage
to dignify our caution. We are spectators
in the casino, placing bets; that’s the na-
ture of the collaboration that brings us
together, and we can sometimes con-
vince ourselves that having lookedis the
same as having made,and thatthe stakes
are the sameforthe ironic spectator and
the would-be saint. But they're not. We
all make our wagers, and the cumulative
lottery builds museumsandlecture halls
and revisionist biographies. Butthe art-
ist does more. He bets hislife. ¢

 

 

 

 
     

“Don't be so chintzy with thelife line!”
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female passenger starts to scream in
the molue, or you-beat-me-I-beat-

you bus, in front ofmybattered red Volks-
wagen Beetle, introducing anotherripple
ofconfusion into the midmorning Lagos
traffic. She jumps out. Squatting by the
roadside, she tilts her head so that the
blood dripping from her torn ear won't
soil her yellow onyonyo dress. Someone
hadreached into the busto steal her ear-
ring, tearing her ear in the process. A
group ofchild hawkers, whoseschools are
on strike, gather around her, drumming
consolations into the other ear. Each time
I try to move mycar, there are at least two
motorcycles ahead of me. Thetraffic
stops. Upfront, there’s a throng ofpeople
chanting and dancing. They carry amu-
lets, clubs, andlocally made huntingrifles.
They're members of the Oodua People’s
Congress, or O.P.C. They say that Lagos
belongs to the Yorubas,so all others
should understandthatthey'rejust guests.
They say theywill not tolerate armed rob-
bers or corrupt police anymore in Eko
City, and that this year, 1999,it is their
turn to rule Nigeria. Well, this madness
could have happened in Onitsha or Abuja
or Ugborodo,I console myselfafter wait-
ing thirty minutes for them to pass. Be-
sides, this isn’t myfirst time in Lagos.

After an oil fire killed hundreds of
myfellow swamp-dwellers in the Niger
Delta, after the mass burials, after nego-
tiating with the leaders of the scores of
tribes that make up our church to insure
that everybody’s burial ritual was repre-
sented during our week of mourning,I
came to Lagos two days ago tovisit
some rich parishes and begfor aid. Now
I'm staying at my brother's place in Iko-

% tun and driving his car. This morning,
& to my brother’s surprise, I had already
£ sniffed out the black-market petrol
5 crooks.| told him the fuelscarcity wasn’t
© going to stop me. I dipped myfingers
= into the liquid they were selling out of

Z huge jars and smelled it—before buying.
8 I sure know Lagosians, and Grandpa
5 usedto say, “Ifyou knowthe people, you
© know theplace.”

Now,suddenly, people—even the
drivers—are jumping out of molues, to
see a boy struggling in a bonfire on the

2 road. The earring thiefhas been caught,
= ringed with tires, doused in petrol, and
= set ablaze. ‘There's great rejoicing by the
2 mob,as ifa goal had been scored in a soc-
% cer match. No matter howscarce fuelis,

M
A
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there's always enough/or the thief. My
dashboard clocksays 10:30. All the vehi-
cles on the road attempt to turn at once.
I should have listened to mybrother and
waited to go with his driver at the week-
end. I should have put on my Roman
collar, as my bishoplikeshis priests to do.
Perhaps some Lagosian Catholic would
have had mercy on me. Ah, no, such
thoughts won't help me now. I smile to
myself, to ward off the Area Boys who
are beginning to take an interest in my
confused driving. I wrangle my way
through poorIsolo to St. Dominic's Par-
ish, in crowded Yaba; and then to the
Parish of Assumption, in highbrow
Ikoyi. I see the blue tides of the Atlantic
washup in white effervescent bubbles.I
come to industrial Apapa, to the Aje-
gunle slums, and popular Surulere.

Myjourney has been fruitful; many
parishes have promised to send money
and materials to the Niger Delta. There
are posters everywhere, heralding de-
mocracy. Even I can’t suppress the ex-
citement that in two months’ time our
country is going to have its first civilian
election in sixteen years.
When I am on my way back from

St. Leo's, in Ikeja, my car begins to choke
in a gloomy, noisy suburb. Lord Jesus,
please, don’tlet this car die on mehere;
I knowvery little aboutcars.

The Beetle dies—it’s 18:03.
Around me,twilight begins to smoke

upwardlike a ground mist, undoing the
afternoon’s saffron rays. People move
very fast on the streets, their gaits self-
aware. The residential area has a sprin-
kling of industrial complexes. All the
compoundsare surrounded by high
fences, most of the walls wearing gar-
landsof electric barbed wire. I look up
and down the street—no immediate
danger. I get out and push the dead
Beetle off the road.

Then a rusty iron gate creaks open and
a huge man pops into the twilight. ‘This
six-footer isn’t hurrying homelike other
Lagosians. He’s broad-shouldered and
square-jawed. His head is shaved, big and
bumpy, his neck powerfully built. Al-
thoughthe sun has gone down,he’s wear-
ing round dark glasses. He has on a black
pin-striped suit, a blue hand-woventie,
and a Rolex watch, like myown. Thetri-
angular edge of his white handkerchief
showsfrom his breastpocket. He bounces
toward me. I move away, getting the car

in betweenus, pretending to be checking
the tires, craftily hiding my Rolex. I beg
Godto take him away from me.

“It's like you got a problem, man,” he
says in a husky voice.

“Hmm.. . actually, no,” I manage to
say, looking away.

I can feel his eyes all over mycar. I
know immediately that he’s a swindler.

“Man,you sure need help.”
I smile. “No,please. I can manage.”
Whenhereturns my smile,I see that

he has twogold lowerteeth, whichlight
up the gloom. “Gotpetrol?”

“More than half a tank.”
“No problem,then. Let’s push.”
Heoffers to get into the driver's seat,

butI getin fast, to be on thesafe side. He
goes to the back and pushes thecar,
sweating, hissing obscenities, yet the car
doesn’t start. I try to catch his accent, to
work out whattribe or part of the coun-
try he's from. Buta streak ofan American
accentin his voice makesit impossible.

“Please, where can I get a mechanic?”
I ask whenhe gives up on pushing.

“Lagos mechanics? Don’t trust any
Lagosian. I'm a Lagosian. Oncethey see
youre a stranger, they'll cheat you or
dismemberandsell your car piecemeal,
no matter how old. Just listen to me.”
Hepushes the Beetle again. “O.K.,let’s
see your engine,” he says when we come
to ajunction. Fearfully, I open the hood.
Hebends downand disconnects a tube
and handsit to me. “Suck this, man,
The problem mustbethe fuelfilter.”

Suck? I’ve never fixed anything in a car
before. Back at myparish,I have a driver.
“T thinkwe should get a mechanic.”

“Damnit, man, you don’t need a
fucking mechanic!”

Hetakes off his sunglasses to reveal
small, angry eyes. I grab the tube. Petrol
gushes into my throat, andI letgo ofthe
tube, coughing. I puke on the front of
myblue-and-white duba shirt. The pet-
rol soaks into myclothes, its cold sting
reaching the zipper of myjeans. Ignor-
ing my state, he bends down again to
study the engine.

I see a pistol bulging in the right
pocketofhis trousers.

hy didn’t I wear my priestly
habit? Whydidn’t I borrow one

of those church vehicles with “Catho-
lic Archdiocese ofLagos” emblazoned

on its sides?
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1 begin to plead with the Lagosian.
“Please, ’'m a Roman Catholic priest
and...”

“So? You Nigerian clerics just want
everything free! Youflash your status at
every chance.” Whenhetalks, the two
gold teeth burn in the night, as if he
were chewing flames.

“Please, sir, don’t be angry.”
“Just suck this stuff, Father, man.It’s

very easy. Then close the opening with
your thumb. Would have doneit for
you, but ] don’t want any dirt on my
suit, O.K.2”

I reconnectthe line with trembling
hands. He beckons to a mallam, which
is what Lagosianscall the Hausa Mus-
lim gatekeepers. The ma//amis an old
man,tall and skinny. He’s sitting on a
matoutside his wood-and-wire kiosk by
a residential gate, selling cheap sweets,
mosquito coils, pens, and chewing
sticks, and listening to the BBC Hausa
Service on a tiny transistor radio. The
mallam removes his radio from his
shoulderas delicately as if it were a par-
rot, and comesover, barefoot, his long
white gown sweeping the ground. To-
gether, they push the Beetle, downthis
street, up that street, into and out of
potholes. ‘Thecar starts. | want to drive
away, but the road is a dead end. The
Lagosian lumbers over and pokes his
big head into my passengerseat’s win-
dowand advises me never to turn the
engine off. His eyes are scanning every-
thing in the car.

“Thanks very much,sir,” I say. “Very,
very much. May Christ lead you home.”

“Don't mention, Father.”
Fe doesn't go away.
As I slowly putthe car in reverse, he

says, “Man,please, give a little some-
thing for Mallam. .

“Oh, I'msorry. I forgot. Thanksfor
reminding me.” I scramble and give him
a twenty-naira bill.

“Oh, man.” He chuckles, collecting
the money. “Your bills are so fresh and
new. Youpriests are having a ball in this
hard country! You need to lose weight.”

The mallam smiles heartily and de-
clines the money, saying his help is
free. The Lagosian returnsit to me.
His hands are rough and wide, with
big bonyfingers and chewednails. ]
thankhim again. Buthestill doesn’t go
away. He smiles and moveshis tongue
over his gold teeth asif it were being
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roasted. Fle reaches into the passenger
seat and grabs my folded mapofLagos.
He switches on theceiling light.

“This mapis outdated,” he says with
a suppressedlaugh.

‘Tl manage, I'll manage.”
He wants to say something butis

reluctant. He looks at his watch and
sighs, tapping my front tire with his

shoe. God, don’t let him harm me.It’s
20:14.

“Father, do you know your way
home, man?”

“Yes.”

“Where?”

“Tkotun . . . [kotun Egbe.”
“That's far from here.”
“Yeah. I’m positive I'll do just fine.

You have a good night. You're very

kind.”

He opens the door, squeezing his
huge frame into mypassengerseat, like

a child in undersized clothes. “I'm com-
ing with you,” hesays. “This oldie will
give you hell tonight, man.” Fle tells me
how his mother-in-law’s cousin’s hus-
band can't afford to buytires for his old

Beetle.
“Father, do you know the difference

between rich Lagos and poor Lagos,
according to one standup comedian?”

He doesn’t wait for an answer: “The
billboards!”

“Really?”
“Yes. In Ikoyi, they're huge, impres-

sive. You see a happy family advertis-
ing Kelloge’s cereals, flat-screen TVs,
Benson & Hedges and stuff.” His
fingers are tapping playfully on the
dashboard. But I’m not deceived by
this or by the way hetriesto befriendly,
pouring out every thoughtlike a child.
“But come to Amukoko and Ajegunle

slums, man, and, apart from cigarette

adverts, the native doctors and the fake
prophets take over! You see: “AIDS?

Unemployment? Infertility? Our Herbal
HomeHasthe Absolute Weapon! Or
‘Prophet General Something—Spiritual
Warlord—Will Bomb Witches, Inces-
sant Examination Failures, Infidelity

B65 
TH
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Out ofYour Life.” He allows himself
a chuckle and thenstops abruptly, turn-
ing to me. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to
upset you. Just trying to make you
relax.”

I ignore him and pick up speed.I
can't let him catch meoffguard. I know
he’s one ofthose sleek 419ers or Yahoo-
Yahoo Boys whospendtheir days writ-
ing fake business letters to Americans
and Europeans, assuring them of mil-
lions of petrodollars in profit if they'll
only release their credit-card and bank
details. My eyes are on the road, my
mind on him. MyBeetle begins to
soundlike a wretched cassava mill. But
I don’t care anymore,
The car ahead of me swerves and

climbs over something.I see a bundle of
clothes and try to dodge it, almost ram-
ming into another car, but my wheels
still roll over part ofit. The bundle feels
soft, as if the car were climbing over a
felled banana tree. The car behind me
screeches and I see it swerving in the
rearview mirror, but it drives over the
bundle, too.

“That was a corpse, man.”
“A corpse?Whatcorpse?” I slowdown

to stop and switch on myindicators.
“Move on, damnit. Switch offyour

indicators!” He’s chuckling cynically
and patting my shoulder. “Calm down,

Father.”
“A hit-and-run?”

“Maybe. Or it might be ritual
corpse. Theseritualists cut off the parts
they want and toss the remains on the
road, This city is unpredictable. Do you
want meto drive?”

“No, thanks.”
“Sure?”
“Positive.”
“Then stop looking in the rear mir-

ror, so we don’t have an accident!”
I feel guilty about the corpse, and

my bladder becomes heavy, pressing
against my groin like a sack of stones,
Laughing, he tells me that different
bodyparts are required for different
types of rituals, but that kidneys are
useless, except as exports to rich coun-
tries for transplant. He warns me to be
careful about using commercial vehi-
cles, because body-part agents abduct
their passengers. He says humanasses
are in hot demand now because the
military generals are afraid oflosing the
seat of powerto civilians; the sacrifice
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of manyasses at the right shrine could
glue the generals’ asses to their offices

and destroy our hopes for democracy.

try to stop again.

“What the fuck are you doing?
Keep going, Father, man!”

“Please, I want to pee. Please,sir.”

“And where are the public toilets? If
you stop, we're screwed anyway! Hear
how the Beetle is sounding?”
He apologizes for using an obscen-

ity, and proceedsto talk, in a serious
tone now, aboutproviding his extended
family member with newtires like
mine. He tells me how your tribesmen
make demandson you once youre rich.
O.K., I see—he wants myPirellis so
that he'll be seen as agenerous extended-
family man. That's fine. I relax a bit
now that he’s no longer laughing his
cynical laugh. For him,car tires are
more important than humanlife or the
dignity of a corpse. Well, he can take
the whole car—everything. I can walk
back to my brother’s, or even the two
hundred andfifty miles to the heart of
the Niger Delta.

Helooks at his watch, shrugs, and

gives me a thumbs-up. “Father, oh-oh,
I thought I saw you with a Rolex, just
like mine.” So the bastard saw my Rolex
before I could hide it! I pretend notto
hear him. “Whyare you so afraid?I said
1 sawyou with a watch!”

“You didn't.”
“Really?”
“Positive.”
He’s quiet now and looks straight

ahead,his eyes squinting to become two
angry arrowheads. Occasionally he gri-
maces, as ifhe were biting down on the
golden flames in his mouth. His fingers

are no longer tapping on the dashboard
but draped aroundhis pointed knees.
Sweat dribbles down his face. He
reaches for the gun but changes his
mind. With his left hand, he retrieves
his breast-pocket handkerchief and
wipeshis face. He puts his shades back
on. Now helooks like General Sani
Abacha, who as head ofstate would
sometimes begin his office hours at
22:00,always behind dark glasses. Gen-
eral Abacha diedlast year. Am I going
to die tonight?

MaybeI should apologize and hand
over the watch. What's a watch com-
paredwith life? Maybe I shouldn’t have

 
‘Andthat’s when Irealized thatImuchpreferredmakingfrothy desserts.”

accepted the watch from the oil-com-
pany executive whoattends my church
in thefirst place.

Mystomachfeels like a grater, and
myinsides hurt as ifthey'd been shred-
ded. Silently, I start saying the Rosary
to calm myself down. First decade.
Second decade. Third decade . . . This
is a bad silence. The watch in myleft
back pocket is a malignant tumor, an
unripe boil. It feels cold and quiet
against my butt, yet I knowit’s ticking
away, a countdown to my death and my
corpse on the road. I shouldn't have
lied. St. Christopher, Patron of Trav-
ellers, what do | tell this man?

see a group of policemen and sol-
diers ahead, setting up a roadblock.

‘They're well armed, members ofOper-
ation Sweep, the Lagos State anti-
crime unit. They're flagging down cars.
Thank God, I’m not wearing my
Roman collar and I won't be automati-
cally waved on. I slow down, working
the accelerator and the clutch to insure
that the engine doesn’t coughout. Lord,
I bless you for sending me these Good
Samaritans!

“TH kill you if you stop this car,
damnit!”

1 point up ahead. “Operation Sweep.”

“Shit, man. They've blocked the road
completely!”
He removes his sunglasses again. I

pull up but leave the engine running.
Passengers from othercars get out to
catch somefresh air until the officers re-
lease the cars, one here, two there,like
chickensset free at a shrine.
A soldier and a policeman approach

us. The former has no shirt on, and his
huge stomach hangs overhis belt; the
latter is as tall and powerfully built as
my companion. They're so close to me
that I can smell the gunpowderin the
nozzles oftheir AK-47s. My passenger
is more uncomfortable than | am.

“Please, Officers, check everything,” I
say, inviting them. “I mean everything—
everywhere. Search both of us. You're
doing a great job in Lagos. By the way,
please, back there, there’s a corpse on
the road!”

“T look like vulture to you?” the sol-
dier says, slurring his words.

“Wetin concern meifcorpse deyroad?”
the policeman says, the last part of the
sentence explodingin a sneeze. A thick
smell of alcohol sweeps my face. He
staggers as if the sneeze has made him
dizzy, his rifle nozzle clattering against
my door. Heraiseshis rifle again and
smiles, as ifto prove that he’s sober.

THE NEW ‘YORKER, JANUARY 4, 2010 59

The New Yorker, Jan 04, 2010 http://archives.newyorker.com/global/print.asp?path=/djvu/Conde%20Na...

63 of 84 12/28/2009 4:41 PM



The Lagosianis paying close atten-
tion to them now. He's got one hand
on his thigh, close to the pistol; the
other is fidgeting with the side win-
dow,to let in more air. I just hope he
doesn’t shoot them first. 'd be caught
in the crossfire. They'd probably toss
my bodyinto the road. How manycars
would it take to flatten me—for the
pulp ofmy corpse to be squeezed out of
myclotheslike toothpaste?

“To Allah, your car too old and cheap
a!” the policeman sneers, stumbling away
to more promising cars. But the soldier
stays.
“Gimme money, jo o!” he growls,

thrusting his palm forward. “I want
money for my tithe dis Sunday!”

For my safety, I quickly hand him a
twenty-naira bill. “Thank you, Officer!”
I say.

“Greedy man!”he tells me, burping
and bending down to hold his knee
with one hand as ifhe’s going to vomit.
The other hand clasps therifle like a
walkingstick, the nozzle planted on the
ground. “Only twenty naira? Twobig
mennogo give only twenty naira to two
officers! How can you give us twenty
naira in 1999? Shame on you! Oya,
gimme money, or you want argue wid

my gun?”

I give him anotherbill. He turns
his rifle upside down and blows into
the nozzle to clear the dirt and then
lurches overto other vehicles. I breathe

normally again, pulling in lungfuls of
humid Lagos air. The urge to pee

gradually returns.

eve been driving nowforthree,
four miles, the longest stretch

since the Lagosian kidnapped me.Still
grumbling about Operation Sweep, he
shows me the way. He seems humili-
ated and agitated,his fingers often mov-
ing toward his weapon.

I mustlook for a wayto distract him.
He mustn't knowthat P'm afraid.

“You know,sir, they could have burst
the tires.”

“No way, man!” he says, sitting up,
his big head almost grazing the folded
sun protector.

“Youreally love Pirellis, then?”
“Are you kidding? They're wonder-

ful. If I have to buy anytires, that’s the
brand. This old Beetle is worth a million
with Pirellis. I] even love their advert.”

“Really?”
“‘Power without control is nothing’

is the line. Have you seen that advert,
man?”

“No.”

He’s beginning to laugh again, but
my mindis really on the corpse, which
has become a picture of my immediate
future. I should never have driven over
it. It was my Pirelli tires that crushedit.
Meanwhile, the Lagosian’s passion for
my tires seems to have expunged the
Operation Sweep encounter from his

 
“Bad news, hon. Igot replacedby an app. =

mind. Occasionally, he taps my thigh
with his fist, a needle to my bladder.

“We have to do something about our
military and police,” I say, hoping to
temper his excitementa bit so I don’t
pee in mycar.

“They're better only than Kenyan
police,who flogged a memberofParlia-
ment on TV,” he says, laughing even
more. He’s capricious! “WhenI visited
Kenya once, the police almost beat me
blind for not producing my [.D.in-
stantly! Kenyanpolice love their toa Ritu
kidogo—their small bribe. ‘That saved
me. But youhave no problemsifyou're
a white tourist! Ah, how they worship
the whites! But black African tourists?”

“Really?”
“Really what? Oh-oh, you're not

listening!”

“Sorry,sir.”
“[ justwish all cops were like the ones

I met in Zimbabweback in 1990. Even
if you were from Nigeria, theystill
treated you well. They seemed to be the
only people who didn’t believe ‘Trans-
parency International's verdict thatwe're
the new Nineveh! When I had the
money,I travelled everywhere. . . .” His
voice trails off.

“Operation Sweep, Operation
Sweep!” he suddenly shouts, as our
headlights pick out another jeep by an
intersection. Soldiers and cops are
lounging onit, drinking Star and Gul-
der beers and playing cards. “I swear
when IJ have the money,” hesays, bang-
ing the dashboard andgrating his teeth
on “money,” “anybody who humiliates
me... ai... Father, don’t even try to
talk me outofit! The Bible says thou
shall not judge! You priests are always
judging us!”

“No, no, I’m not.”

“Tm being up front with you.”
I nod. “] understand,sir.”
“Father, they're saying that General

Abachastole four billion dollars in his
five-year robberyofour oil money! How
can one man steal this much, when my
village in the Niger Delta has moreoil
wells than flush toilets? The govern-
ment has connived with foreign oil
companies to enslave us.”

“Oh,youre from the Niger Delta?”I
ask, relieved.

“Of course, man.”
I smile a toothless smile. “Well, that’s

myplace,too!”
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Hesmiles in turn andis as relaxed as
he wasbefore I lied to him about the
Rolex. Now he maylet me off. He’s not
sweating anymore, andhis backis rest-
ing against the seat. He's at home with
me now,andthis timehis silence is se-
rene, as if he were going to sleep. His
face is turned up,his nose almost touch-
ing the roofofthecar, his throat arched
and vulnerable, his eyes closed. He puts
his left arm around myseat, andstarts
whistling, a soft pulsing sound that
calmsthe heart and flows into the chaos
outside.

“You're mybrother, then!” the Lagos-
ian finally exclaims, nudging me and
openinghis eyes as if waking from a
peaceful dream.
He extendshis arm. “Did you have a

good day?” he asks, as he vigorously
shakes myhand.

“A good day? Yes,yes.”
“Mine was trashy. Nothing worked

for me—which is whyI mustget some-
thing outof this trip.”

“Really?”
“I must. I won't give up onyou.”
I wonder what he meansbythat. I

shrug and say, “Sometimes we take
things out on innocentpeople.”

“No,no,no,I hate thosewho exploit
others!” Hesits up again,as ifthe Devil
hadjust tickled his spine. “Man, you
know something then aboutinjustice
and exploitation. You know something
about your environment being de-
stroyed. God has cursed us with oil,

man. Neveragain will our people suffer
as theydid these forty years ofoil drill-
ing. We'll go to war! What do you
think?”

I decide that it's best to agree with
him. “Wewill,” I say.

“Good, Father! These days, every
month I send money back hometo our
militia, so they can defend ourfather-
land. Those youths putting their lives
on the line need better guns, and they
need our support against Mobil and
Shell and our government.”

“Mybrother, definitely we must fight
back.”

Herelaxes again,like a man who has
convinced his opponent. “Father, |
doubtyou know aboutthe recentclashes
between our militia and O.P.C. in Aje-
gunle slums.”

“T didn’t.”
“Heavy casualties on both sides.

That's why I'm escorting you home,”he
says, chuckling. “On a more serious
note, ifO.P.C. thinks Lagos belongs to
them alone, we'll see. I hate O.P.C.! Our
fearless Eebesu Boys will avenge every
drop ofIjaw blood shed in Lagos.”

At the mention ofthe dreaded Eg-
besu Boys, my palms becomesweaty.
His accent has deceived me. Now I
know he’s Ijaw—arival tribe in the
Delta. Once he knowsthat I'm Itsekiri,
God, he maynot look kindly on me.
We're finishedin this country. Two pu-
pils can’t fight anymore without the
parents introducing the tribal agenda.If
someonecan't pay herrent, she appeals
to her tribal militia. Every tribe in Ni-
geria is forming a militia. And, within
these militias, splinter groups have
emerged, makinglife very complex and
dangerous, especially in a place like
Lagos, crammed asit is with migrants
from all over the country.

I pray that myfate will notbelike that
of a priest friend of mine who was kid-
napped andkilled because he attempted
to mediate between twotribes. Here in
Lagos, my kidnapperjust has to pop me
in the head and toss mybody onthe road
and laugh his cynical laugh. He doesn’t
have to do what our youthsfighting in
the tribal wars back homedo:tie the
corpses to big stones and sink them in
rivers alreadykilled by oil spillage.

I must escape. I'll beg the Lagosian
to let me stop and pee.I'll outsmart him.
Pil run along the columnsof cars and
mingle with the restless commuters and
disappearinto the night. I'll ask for the
nearest Catholic parish. Mybrother can
comeforhis car tomorrow.

he Beetle dies again in another
traffic jam. I decide to make my

move, andstudy the surroundingscare-
fully. The shoulderless road is tight,
and there are neon signs on some shops
andloud musicin the air. People stream
out ofthe buses to walk home.A swarm
of child hawkers thrust their wares in
ourfaces.

“Uncle, buy democracy flyer!”a little
girl calls, waving a bunchoftiny plastic
Nigerian flags, her thick multicolored
braids gathered up in a ponytail.

“Vitamin C for good health!” a shirt-
less boy with a clean-shaven head says.
Fe carries sachets ofyellow-blue vitamin
capsules in a wide white metal tray.

“Rat killer, twenty naira,” another
boy says. “Holy Bible and Koran,five
hundred naira! Rat killer plus Holy
Bible plus Koran, four hundred naira!”

“Let us push your car, and youll pay
us whatever you want,” they all say in a
practiced chorus, coming closer to me.
“We've not eaten today!”

I say no—nothing mustdistract me
now. Some roadside mechanics have
also surfaced,sitting on their toolboxes,
waiting for a car to need them. ‘They're
drumming on their boxes with span-
ners, like beggarsrattling their bowls.

Part ofthe road hasbeen claimed by
refuse from a dump,and cars drive
aroundit as ifit were a constructionsite.
The refuse rises into a gentle hill and
then flattensout in a plateau. There are
a few people up there, scavengingstill.
Their silhouettes look like those of
hunchbacks, because of the treasure
sacks slung overtheir backs.

Onthe otherside of the road, there’s
a long row of shops. A crowded mobile
eatery, catering to the needs of traffic-
jam victims,flourishes in front of one of
them. Customers are sitting on white
plastic chairs in a circle, eating dodo, and
rice and stew, and amala and ewedu. The
chef, sporting stretch jeans, a T-shirt,
and a GraceJonescoiffure, is dancing for
the crowd. One ofher children is wash-
ing plates; anotheris stirring a cauldron
over a large fire with a long spoon, as
if every customer were Satan. The bass
guitar of Awilo Longomba’s “Coupe
Bibamba” begins to bludgeon the night
from two loudspeakers.

The mother stoops in a bowlegged
pose, turns her feet outward, and
heaves her huge muscular frame to-
ward the toes of her canvas shoes. She
sticks out her big buttocks and cocks
her head. Then she advances toward
the edge of the circle in a Ndombolo
wobble, scoops the night repeatedly
with her groin, then wobbles back.
Onlookers clap. As Awilo’s voice rus-
tles the night and the lead guitar takes
over, the entertainer executes the fake
kick and the stagger-and-freeze. The
crowd explodes in excitement, spilling
over onto the road.

Andyet next to this frenzy there are
two men hunkered overa low table on
the veranda of the shop next door—no
shoes, no shirts—playing draughts. A
handful ofspectators are as transfixed by
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the gameasthe players. One ofthem has
a huntingrifle slung over his shoulder. A

couple have sticks. ‘The players are sweat-
ing. Oneis so old and gauntthatthe hair
onhis body is white, and the sweaton his
chest hangslike drops ofthefirst rains on
dry blades of grass. The younger manis
lean, with dreadlocks, and is wearing a
necklace ofassortedtalismans. No drink-
ing, no talking, no movement, except the
occasional calculating hands of the two
players. ‘The square pieces on the worn-
out board have lost their edges to age and
usage. Slowly, the youngerplayerpicks
up a piece and puts it down in another
square. Before his hand can retreat, the
old man storms throughhislines, smack-
ing the board so hard that other pieces
jumpinfright. The spectators gasp in cel-
ebration or sadness, depending on their
allegiance. The old man receiveshiswin-
nings from a neutral spectator, and the
loser puts his shirt and shoes backon and
disappears in a huff, his fans in tow.

“Father?”
“Ye... yes,” I stammer, turning

to the Egbesu Boy—my unwelcome
passenger.

“It’s your turn to pushthecar.” He
points to a two-car gap that has opened
up between us and a white Peugeot
wagonin front. It’s 21:56. “I'm tired.
This city wears youout.”

“Ofcourse, it’s my turn,” I say, my
heart leaping, celebrating the chance to
escape. “Don't worry, I'll push. You've
been an incredible Good Samaritan to
me.Just rest.”

I love this traffic jam. Lord, may he
betired forever.

I get out and begin to push the car,
maneuvering the steering wheel through
the window. WhenI have closed the gap,
I remove the keys and smile andtell the
Egbesu Boy that I'm going to pee.

Hetells me to doit bythe roadside,in
frontofthe refuse, but I ignore him and
walk across the road, aroundthe dancing
mob, and through a gap between two
shops. Before me opens up,in the semi-
darkness, a field of rubbish and stones
and elephantgrass. A defuncttrain track
cuts throughit, parallel to the road. Sud-
denly someonerises from thefield,
startling me. Before I knowit, another
person heads past meinto the field.
‘Then my eyes adjust and I can see many
people squatting in the field, defecating,
some of them onthe old railroad. The
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people looklike little anthills. I pee hard,
emptying my full bladder in the shortest
possible time. ‘The sudden loss of pres-
sure gives mea little dull pain in mygroin,
but mylegs are strong again. Also, a
strange comfort has descended on me: at
least, 'm just peeing, not shitting in the
open ona train track.

I turn around and sneak awaybehind
the shops, hurrying in the direction we
camefrom. I can’t move as fast as ] want
because I'm peering at the ground care-
fully, leaping over this patch of elephant
grass, that dark spot on the ground. When
youre tired ofsitting in mycar, I think,
youll find your way home. We'll see
how you must “get something out of
this trip,” Satan!

Se there, youshitter!” someone
screams.

‘Two menappear in front of meas I
come to the end ofthe rowofshops. One
ofthem is the old draughts player; in the
semi-darkness, the tough white hair on
his arms looksas if it had been chalked
on. Theystoop to catch me,their legs and
handsspread outlike a goalkeeper’s.

“Please, what's the problem?” I whis-
per. I turn, and notice two more men
looming behind me. When theyget
closer, I see their native huntingrifles
and sticks. One ofthem tries to charm
me by touching me with a talisman, a
snake head.

I know I have been captured by
O.P.C. members.

“Webe vigilante fordis part ofLagos,”
the old man says. “Whyyoushitfortrain
track?”

“No,I didn’t defecate.”
“You no supposeshit fortrain track!”

the snake-head man shouts at me. “You
must pay forall de shit for defield!”

“Please, I did not shit. We Itsekiris
have a strong culture of hygiene—like
the Yorubas.” [ look them in the eye with
the hope that my appeal to tribe will
save me.

 

“O.K., Mr. Itsekiri Hygiene, we go
carry you go crime scene to take evi-
dence,” the third person says. “We no
care aboutyour tribe!”

“Yougo use your hand carry your ighe
to our headquarters,” the fourth adds.
“How dare youshit on Yorubaland!”

“But look at these other people,” I say.
The menstart shoving me and poking
mewith their sticks. The talisman fellow
keeps hitting my knees with the snake
head. Then the other two men haul me
off my feet toward the tracks, far away
fromwhere I urinated. Seeing that they're
determined to hang someone’s shit
around my neck, as it were, 1 manage to
hand some money to the old man.

“Let me handle this fake Reverend
Father Red Beetle, O.K.,” he says to his
people, who drop me. I'm shocked that
he already knows myidentity. Now I
know that they must be working hand
in hand with the Lagosian. But didn’t
my passenger say he hated O.P.C.,
that his militia of choice was Egbesu
Boys? All the same,I’m relieved that my
money has stopped them from stick-
ing my hand in someoneelse’s shit. “He
doesn’t understand our English,” the old
mansays. “He's V.LP. criminal. Let me
handle him.”

“Sorry, egbon!” The snake-head man
apologizes andsalutes him.

“Carry on, Commander!”the other
men sayin agreement.

“Know that anything you say can
be used against you at our headquar-
ters,” the old mansays to me. “Did you
vote for Abiola, our Yoruba President
that never was? The Yoruba man who
was admiredall over the country, but
whoseelection was cancelled by Gen-
eral Babangida?”

“I voted, Commander!”

“Good. Youre a friend of O.P.C.,
then. Nothingto fear!”

I hear people running toward us.
Three grim faces pop up around us; |
immediately recognize the young dread-
locked draughts player.

“Don’t argue with the rich shitter!”
he shouts at the old man. “Just seize his
wallet!”

“No talk to Commanderlike dat o/”
one ofthe men warnshim. “Learn to be
a democrat. Democracy dey come.”

“He's too old to handle these things,”
the dreadlocked mansays, taking off
his necklace of talismans. He moves
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menacingly toward me, trying to putit
around my neck, to hypnotize me. But
Commanderandhis lieutenants block
him and his men. For awhile, they circle
each other,like two packs ofhyenas an-
gling for the same carcass—mine—until
the dreadlocked player andhis followers
leave, as abruptly as they arrived, in
search ofbetter prey.

: oure shivering like a coward!”
Commander admonishes me.

“They're gone. Be a man! Anyway, as
they say, a coward is a chicken: peeing
and shitting are the same thing.”

“[ only urinated, but not onthe track,”
I say, balling my fists to check the trem-
ble. “I promise never to pee in public
again.”

Commanderchuckles. “Good, you're
now admitting guilt.”

“Yes, I'm sorry.”
“But, see, onelittle thing. ‘The bribe

you gave me a few minutes ago will be
used as evidence against youatour head-
quarters, unless—” Hestops and wrings
his hands, as if he were trying to wash the
white hairs from his skin. “Unless you
buy back the bribe. It’s called ‘bribe ser-
vicing,’ as in “debt servicing.’ Itsekiri or
not, you mustservice the bribe!”

I give him another five hundrednaira,
hoping that he'll release me. But after
putting the money in his pocket he says
to me, “And, by the way, why abandon
your car in a traffic jam? Don’t you have
jams where you comefrom?”

“IT didn’t wantto bekilled for Pirelli
tires,” I start to say.

“Tt's O.K., Pm here, I'm here, please
a!” It's the Lagosian’s merryvoice. He
runs to us and shakes hands with the
O.P.C.folks but avoids myeyes. “Thanks

for finding him for me. We're disrupting
traffic; we must go back immediately.”

“O.P.C. is more efficient than Nige-
rian police!” Commandersays. “I prom-
ised you we'd find him.”

t's 22:34, and in my absence the jam
has become worse. Manycars have

overtakenus, driving around my Beetle
as if it were a huge pothole. | try the
ignition and the car re-starts, though I
have to keep revving to sustain it. The
darker the night the more aggressive the
child hawkers become, but they ignore
me,as ifa manwho abandonshis car in
traffic were a pariah.
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‘The Lagosian keeps mumbling that
he has to get more outofthe trip than the
forty naira he just paid the old O.P.C.
man to find me. But nothing matters to
me anymore. If he asks me why I ran
away, I won't say a thing. Let him kill

me, auction off or sacrifice my essential
organs, and crush my corpse under cars,
I think. Howdifferent is my corpse, any-
way, from the one I drove over or the
hundreds I periodically bury back home
or the ones weighted with stones in the
black Delta rivers? All these deaths,
day in, day out. Whybother? Why even
bother to bring together the tribes in my
parish? Whybotherraising fundsforthe
displaced and the wounded? Thisis a
horrible trip.

y car dies again, in spite of my
revs, at a roundabout. Half a

mile down the road,there’s a petrol sta-
tion. Cars are lined up in pairs, bumper
to bumper, coated with a week-old
layer of dust. Drivers lounge around,
with no idea when fuel will come. The
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queue has formed a tightening noose
around the roundabout, reducing three
lanesoftraffic to the one that contains
my dead Beetle. The Lagosian arranges
for someofthe child hawkers to push
it as the traffic inches along; it doesn’t
worry me anymore to pay them to do
this.

“Father, I'm killing a goat to usher in
this democracy!” the Lagosian says ex-
citedly. “God won't let any number of
ritual butts curse us with another mili-
tary government!”

“Really.”

I wish they were sacrificingyour butt!
How do I get you to shut your trap and
leave me to my thoughts? You're denoune-
ing the military, yetyou're kidnapping me

formy Pirellis anda rollofnew naira bills,

I wishyou dead.
“Our pumpsare dry! ‘The generals

have blocked therefinery so that they
can import fuel to make money!” He's
tapping the dashboard again. His chor-
tle bottomsoutinto a relentless guffaw.
“T get so mad I wantto carry a big, big
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gun and popsoldiers. Sometimes,I just
laugh. Father, man, I just laugh. Well,
Godis helping ussurvive these military

thieves. What do you think?”
“Me?”
“Yeah. Are you really close to God,

man?”
“Yes.”
“Well, good for you, man, good for

you. Nobody believes in anything in this
damn country. God this, God that. Yet
the place is hell, you know.”

“['m in hell in this car.”

Fle glances sideways at me. “Are you
O.K., man?”

“Well, does it matter? Stop question-
ing me. Just leave me alone. Whatthe
hell do youbelieve in?”

Heleaves his eyes on me but contin-
ues to laugh cynically. “Oh, come on,
don’t let this military kleptomania get
to you, my friend! As I was saying, I
mean, what’s four billion dollars com-
pared to the twelve and a half billion
they say we lost under General Ba-
bangida in the eighties? This is the only
country I know where people who
pinchfive naira are burned, while those
whosteal billions of dollars are revered!
Whenthese generals go, we must sit
together and figure out what kind of
country we want to bequeath our kids,
man.”

“Look, I don’t reallycare.”
Being Nigerian means nothing to me

now. Ijust want to befree ofyou. I wish
you dead, dead, dead. IfI hadn't metyou,

I would be home by now. You coldhearted
bastardwho connivedwith O.P.C. bullies
and robbed meat shitpoint. Ifyou had ac-
cess to billions ofdollars, you wouldconnive

with the Swiss banks and stash it away.
You're Commander and Babangida and
Abacha combined.

Now a motorcycle, with three pas-
sengers atop, begins to make its way
like a giant spider through the tiny
space between mycar and anarticulated
lorry. The motorcycle, fitted with a
radio, is screeching gospel music. “Pull
in your side mirror so dat my Mer-
cedes-Benz can pass, 0jare!” the mo-
torcyclist commands, I ask him to be
patient, tell him that there’s no space
yet. Hestarts calling me names in a

language I don’t understand,leaving
his finger permanently on his horn.
He spits on my windscreen,butit still
doesn’t worry me. My companion asks
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the boy selling Vitamin C, whois help-
ing to move mycar, to push in the side
mirror. Thespiderstaggers ahead, with
all three passengers dragging their legs
to stabilize it.
The children are singing and push-

ing, their lilting voices competing with
the loudspeakers. Theyget the car into a
side street, and the Lagosian pays them
off.

“But ontopofall this,” the Lagosian
says, “General Abacha and his friends
still grabbed, as the Kenyans would
say, tons ofgovernmentfertilizer! Why
hoard governmentfertilizer for your
friends?” He’s not laughing anymore,
and the contemptin his voice almost
overturns my guarded hatred of him.
“As our people say, ‘How can a man
whohaskilled an elephant andcarries
the meat on his head be distracted by
a roasted cricket?’ That man hasdis-
gracedus!”

“Really.”
Mylife, my tires, my money. Which one

is elephant meat or roasted cricket to you?
In the dark, his thievish eyes glow

with unshed 419 tears. Hesits there, as

gloomyas ifhis business empire hadjust
lost billions to swindlers. ‘Then his husky
voice climbs six bars to an angry rant
that sounds almost convincing: “T’'d go
nowhere near someone'sfertilizer! Flow
did we comeby this sort of decay?”

“Decay?”
He excuses himself and gets out of

the car.

hen I look in the rearview mir-
ror, he’s behindthecar, chatting

with a mechanic he’s found, one hand in
his pocket, holding the gun. This tight-
ens the cloth aroundhis groin andjacks
up the leg ofthe trousers. The mechanic
is a tall wiry man withayouthful face and
a ready smile. He’s carrying two span-
ners and a piece ofwire.

I join them, The mechanic is anx-
ious to begin work andistelling the La-
gosianthat he can fix anything, and that

 

he offers the cheapest service around.
‘Two ofthe hawkers, the ponytailed girl
and the shirtless boy, come closer, hand
in hand.

“Please, sir, hire Daddy,” the boy
says. “Fe won't disappointyou!”
“We need to eat tonight!” the girl

adds. “Jesus will bless you, sir.”
“God shall elect you the new Presi-

dent ofour country!” the boy says.
“Shut up!” the Lagosian commands,

hushing them. “Get outofhere, little

manipulators!”
‘Then he turns to me and asks whether

we should hire the mechanic. I shrug to

show my indifference: who knows what
sinister plans he has already made with
him.

I get inside the car, and the two men
and the children push it back to the
main road. It’s 23:37. My companion’s
white shirt is dirtied by sweat and by the
dust whippedup by mo/ues. Evenhis tie
is soaked with sweat.

Theelectricity goes out, the city dis-
solvinginto a noisy darkness. Fe hands
the mechanic a tinytorch thathe pulls
from a pocket. It's 23:58. Hawkers are
still selling, their lanterns illuminating
the streets like a stalled candlelight pro-
cession. Molues are still moving.

Nearby, the CommodoreJesus Min-
istries has begun a “Democracy Victory
Vigil” in a packed compound, Overpow-
erful loudspeakers, the congregants sing
and scream and bomb out demons. The
pastoris telling them that witches are
responsible for our national woes, that
only well-placed spiritual explosives can
help. He says those whoare waiting to
obtain their rights from the new govern-
ment have pagan thoughts, that God's
people thrive noton humanrights but on
spiritual vows to Heaven’s dictator. He
warns that America and Europeare the
new Babylons because they believe in
every religion, when the Bible clearly says

thatGod wants Pentecostal Christianity
alone.
The Lagosian keeps laughing at the

church's name, saying that the military
has stained everything in ourculture.
Hesays that the pastoris a lunatic who
doesn’t understand democracy.

“Are you calling my pastor a mad-
man?” the mechanic says, stopping his
work. “It's not funnyatall!”

“Oh, Pmsorry,” the Lagosian says.
“What's democracy?” the mechanic
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continues, still offended, banging his
two spanners together.“Is it more diffi-
cult than the miracles our pastor has
wrought, huh?”

“Bullshit. You guys must come out
and vote!” The Lagosian seems angry
now that the mechanic hasn’t accepted
his apology.

“Show me democracy in the Bible!
Look, we're spiritual commodores!
Our pastorhassetupspiritual polling
stations.”

“Then quit messing around with my
car and join the fucking vigil.”

“No, I need the moneybad,” the
mechanicsays, his face relaxing again
into a smile.

But the Lagosian is upset. “An ass-
hole like you does no one any good.
Don't touch my car again!”

I can tell that he wants to pull out
the gun, but looking at the children he
changes his mind. The kidsaretired,

sitting by the side ofthe road,giggling
and playing with pebbles. I wink at the
mechanic, warning him not to provoke
the Lagosian again. But he can’t see
myeyesin the night. With all the noise
around,who would even hear a gunshot?
God, it would be better for me to die
than this poor mechanic. Have mercy,
for the sake of these children.

The mechanic continues, “Ifyourtwo
wives gave youfive childrenin five years,
you'd understand howtoughlife is.”

“You shouldbe castrated!” the Lago-
sian says.

“Myfirst job in two days. If God
hadn't given me childrentosell goodsin
traffic, my family would have starved.”

“Child abuse,” hesays.
“Child abuse?” the mechanic says,

laughing. “Mychildren havejust helped
you push your car. Weren't you happy
with that? If they hadn’t brought me
to you tonight, what would you have
done? For their sake, don’t be angry
with me.”

Mycompanion doesn’t speak any-
more. He bendsover, returning his at-
tention to the engine of the car. And

suddenly,as if hit by a new idea, he
says, “By the way, mechanic, have you
checkedthe coil?”

The problem is the coil—it’s over-
heated, and the mechanic buys three
small plastic bags ofwater from a road-
side stall. But there’s no container to
soak the coil in.

The Lagosian sighs and thrusts his
hand firmly—Oh, Christ!—into his

gun pocket.

My legs become numb.
“Are you O.K.?” the mechanic asks,

catching me as I stumble. The children
come and hold me,too.

“Daddy, he’s shaking,” the boy says.
“Daddy, he has malaria,” the girl

whispers, and then she begins crying,
feeling myforehead with the back ofher
hand.

Mykidnapperpulls out a handker-
chief the size of a hand towel—andhis
gun pocket goes flat. It's empty.

“I hope you're not ashamedofthe
size ofmy hanky,” hesays, apologizing.
“I sweat a lot.” Then he rushes to my
side and, together with the mechanic
and his family, leads me overto sit on
the Beetle’s mudguard.

y embarrassment is boundless

as | watch the mechanic soak
the “gun” and wrapit aroundthecoil.
The boy suggests that I need some
vitamins, which he can give me at a

discount.
“So, what do you do, sir?” I finally

ask the Lagosian.

“I have a companythat imports iron

rod, back where I found you. I used to
travel abroad a lot, but now businessis
slow. Hey, at last you're relaxed, Fa-
ther.” He smiles and nudges myribs.
“You mustbe Itsekiri, yes?”

“Tam,sir.”
“I had to stop talking about Eg-

besu Boys once | noticed you were

uncomfortable.”
Myeyes are teary with shame and

gratitudeas I pay the mechanic.
“[ just don’t know howto thank you,

sir,” I say to the Lagosian.
“Ohno, thank you, Father, man,for

allowing me to dumpall myfrustrations
at this country ofours on you,” hesays,
laughing again, his teeth glowing.
“You know, we need tostart trusting
each other. I’m tired ofblamingit all on
our leaders—we've become a difficult
lot to help. 1 was praying hard that I'd
connect with you somehow.”

I reach into myback pocket to show
him mywatch.I hold it with two hands,
an offering to a god ofguilt, before put-
ting it back on.

As mypassengerfadesintothe night,
his laugh is my absolution. ¢
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THE CRITICS

  

BOOKS

HOLLYWOOD ROYALTY
Twosides ofGrace Kelly,

BY ANTHONY LANE

ne spring day in 1952, Miss Grace
Kelly, of Philadelphia, now resi-

dent in New York, went across to “a
barn-like studio on the far West Side of
Manhattan.” That is how shelater de-
scribedit, as ifrecalling a foreign trip. In
the barn, she did a screen test, for a
movie called “Taxi,” opposite Robert
Alda: the fair young maid and the
darker, troubled fellow, each pleading
with the other. Kellywears a soft sweater
and, beneath it, a white blouse, whose
demurecollar isjust discernible. Wecan
also make out a mild Irish accent—not
much of a stretch, for one of the Kelly
clan. “It ain’t that I’m not fond ofyou,”
she says, in words that have weighed
like lead, throughout history, on the
hearts of disappointed guys. Her eyes
keep moving across the man,as if he
were a passage ofverse. ‘There is both
hesitancyand force in this woman; you
can picture her, faced with a decision,
flitting back and forth, andyet, once de-
cided, becoming quite fiery and sure. It
was a combination that appealed to the
director of “Taxi,” Gregory Ratoff. He
liked the look of Kelly, all the more so
because, in his view,the look wasthat of
a plain Jane. According to Kelly, “I was
in the ‘too’ category fora very long time.
I wastoo tall, too leggy, too chinny.I re-
memberthat Mr. Ratoff keptyelling,
‘She's perfect! WhatI love aboutthis
girl is that she’s notpretty!”
Few movie directors have been

certifiably blind, and on the strength of

this oversight Ratoff tops the list with
ease, but, to his credit—and to Kelly’s
relief—he was ready to rave aboutthis
creature for reasonsotherthan her looks.
Ratoff’s bosses at Twentieth Century
Fox didn’t share his eagerness, and she
failed to get the part, buthis fellow-
directors knew better. Donald Spoto,
the author of a new biography, “High
Society: The Life ofGrace Kelly” (Har-
mony; $25.99), seems to place her
screen test in 1950, but I watchedit re-
cently, and there, in the cornerof the
frame, is the date “May 26 1952.” In
short, it was only a matter of months
before Kelly came to the attention of
John Ford, at M-G-M.(Spoto’s remark
on such practice—‘it was common for
studios to exchange screen tests made
by actors they subsequently rejected”—
has the rightring of pitiless mercantile
behavior. You take my leavings, I'll have
yours.) Ford warmedto what he saw—

“This dame has breeding, quality,class,”
he said, adding, “I'll bet she'll knock us
onour ass!”—and, come November, the
dame was in Africa, shooting “Mo-
gambo” and knocking Clark Gable on
his ass. That may haverattled a bit, be-
cause he had false teeth.

Andstill “Taxi” sped on. In the sum-

mer of 1953, Kelly was summoned to
the presence ofAlfred Hitchcock, who

wantedto inspect herfor a leading role
in “DialM for Murder.” He had notyet
seen “Mogambo”; he was not even cer-
tain, he once told Spoto, that he had

seen “High Noon,” which had beenre-
leased a year before, and in which Kelly
played Gary Cooper’s Quaker wife. But
he had seen her in the “Taxi” test, and
that was sufficient; to those fleeting

minutes, therefore, we owe not only
“Dial M for Murder” but “Rear Win-
dow,” one ofthe monuments ofthe me-
dium, and “To Catch a Thief,” one of
its blithest feats ofseduction.

Mathematically, Kelly presents an
unusual case. She madeonlyeleven fea-
ture films, in a career that lasted just
five years, from 1951 to 1956. Ofthose
eleven, six are treasured—five and a
half, maybe, depending on howyoufeel
about “Mogambo,” with its amusing
studyofthe waybaby elephants behave
in proximity to mud. Of the remain-
ing movies, “Green Fire” is a certified
stinker, while “Che Country Girl’—for
which Kellywon an Oscar—is drab and
overwrought. Kelly appears in “The
Bridges at Toko-Ri,” despite herlofty
billing, for about fifteen minutes, and in
“Fourteen Hours”for a fraction ofthat.
As for “The Swan,” her penultimate
film, it was a smash in its day but has
fadedinto a delicate curiosity, like a wa-
tercolor on a sunnywall. Yet the patina
of Kelly hersel(—the gloss ofher name
and fame, the freshness and directness
of her look—has,if anything, acquired
a richer lustre. Accounts of her modus
vivendi never cease to accrue, yet the
more we know the less we seem to
grasp. Starlight can be quantified—1954
was “this year of Grace,” according to
Life—butits effect on maddened mor-
tals below is all but impossible to gauge.
TheKelly effect is not unlike the James
Deaneffect (three greatfilms, three bit
parts), whereby a few brief hours of
screen time continue unquenchablyto
burn.

race was the third child ofJohn B.
Kelly, and far from his favorite. He

was a strapping, outdoors figure, who
grew rich in the construction business,
and won three Olympic gold medals for
rowing; Franklin D. Roosevelt made
him National Physical Fitness Director.
He pushed his only son, John, Jr., in
similar directions. Grace was soft and
sickly as a child, “always sniffling,” she
recalled, and her father preferred her

Kelly in 1955, in thegown she worewhen shewon the Oscarfor best actress. Photograph by PhilippeHalsman.
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Grace Kelly on theset of “To Catch a Thief,” in 1954. The Kelly effect is not unlike theJames Deaneffect, whereby afew briefhours of

eldersister, Margaret (known as Peggy),
for whom he predicted greatthings. “T
thought it would be Peggywhose name
would be upin lights one day. Anything
that Grace could do, Peggy could do
better,” he told McCa//’s in January,
1955, shortly before the disappointing
daughter got her Academy Award.
PeggyandJohn,Jr., for their part, grew
up to lead problematic lives, dampened

by drink.
A home movie exists of the children

at play, on a beach—perhaps at the
family vacation home in Ocean City,

68 THE NEW YORKER, JANUARY 4, 2010

New Jersey. The children, in bathing
costumes, are still small, and each is
summonedforth to face the camera and
salute,as ifbeing a Kelly were a form of
active service. When in Rome, you can
see the movie for yourself; just wander

downthe Via del Corso and duck into
the Fondazione Memmo,wherean ex-
hibition entitled “Gli Anni di Grace
Kelly, Principessa di Monaco”is show-

ing till the end of February. Thereis
muchto dote upon, beginning with a
birth certificate, dated November 12,
1929. There are film clips, posters,

magazine covers, dresses, jewels, a giant
Hermés Kelly handbag, and a TOOM de-

voted to the day, in 1956, when Kelly
married Prince Rainier and became
Princess Grace. There are letters from
a range of acquaintances, including
George Balanchine,Jacqueline Onassis, 2
and Greta Garbo, who admits to being §
“upside-downy” and confides, as one 9
deity to another, that “T have not been 3

around muchwith human beings lately.” g
No,indeed. ‘The deal that Kelly struck 43
with herself is, in some ways, even 2

stranger than Garbo’s withdrawal from =
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screen time continue unquenchably to burn.

the world. The youngerwoman’s kernel
of privacy was no less keenly guarded,
yet she chose to live and marry in the
public glare, as if daring herself to bury
any frailties beneath the sheen of self-
possession, Even when wretched, she
would beright-side-uppy.

The most touching object in the
showis the scrapbook compiled by
the teen-age Grace. A paper napkin, a
Christmas-tree decoration, a Schaefer
beer mat, a bookmark with lines from
Emily Dickinson, a red matchbook, a

ticket for a charity golf match, and the

wrapperfrom a packofWrigley’s Dou-
blemint, its cheerful greennessstill
bright. Joseph Cornell would have taken
one look and wept. There are notes, in-
scribed in ink by the owner: “This is
where Harpergot methesilver compact
he gave mefor Valentine’s,” “Daddy
boughtthis for me at the Penn Cornell
game,” and, beside a torn blue ticket
stub for the Locust Street Theatre, in
Philadelphia, the words “Dec. 9" ’43.

Our class wentin to see ‘Kiss + Tell.’”
The stage bug, unencouraged by her

parents, wasstarting to bite, and, with
barely ajump,Kellywent from collecting

playbills to appearing on them. In 1947,
before enrolling at the American Acad-
emy of Dramatic Arts, which charged
a coolfive hundred dollars a year, she
moved to NewYork, where sheresided,
as nice youngladies did, at the Barbizon
Hotel for Women, at Lexington and
Sixty-third Street, and had an affairwith
an actor and directoreleven years her se-
nior, as nice young ladies didn’t. Whatis
more, he was married, though separated,
and Jewish; “The fact that I could fall in

love with a Jewwas beyond them,” Kelly
said ofher parents,in letter to a friend.
For the next twoyears, she alternated be-
tweentheatrical training and professional

modelling, including spots on TV com-

mercials. Thefirst of these, for insecti-
cide, required the future Princess to run
about, “smiling like an idiot and spraying
like a demon,”as she putit, but, sadly, no
whiff ofit lingers. Shortly after gradua-
tion, in 1949, she wonroles at the Bucks

County Playhouse, in New Hope, Penn-
sylvania, and Donald Spoto, helpfully,
reprints a program note. It is a master-
piece ofbelittlement:

She is the daughter of John B. Kelly, of
Philadelphia. Her brother recently figured in
the news by winning the Diamond Sculls at
the Henley Regatta in England. Her father
was a champion oarsmanandis well known
as the former chairman of the Democratic
Party in Philadelphia.

Reading this, you can’t help marking
out the time line of Kelly's liberation.
Whatshe did was escape from one
starchy, disapproving, tradition-tight
environment, become her own woman
for eight or nine years, and then dive
head first into another, as if her con-
science had caught up with her.If, for
the term ofher fame,she was able to en-
slave the attention of all who knewher,

as well as the millions whodidn’t, it may
be because she was forced—or forced
herself—to pack a lifetime of freedom
into the briefest span. She sometimes
comesacrossas thelast oftheJamesians,
slipping the bonds of the New World,
“aftronting her destiny,” asJames says of
Isabel Archer, yet winding up before
long in a parody of the Old—ina min-
iature state, antiquated and fussy, where
she couldlive in limitless style but never
at ease. (It is reported that, as a gesture
ofgood will on the occasion ofher mar-
riage, Monaco’s only prisoner was re-
leased.) Everywoman who cametovisit

her, Princess Grace learned,was obliged
to wear a hat.

According to Spoto’s calculations,
Kelly, having been noticed by scouts,
performed in no fewer than thirty-five
live television dramas between 1950 and
1954. (Who wouldn't wish to have seen
her as Dulcinea to Boris Karloff’s Don
Quixote?) Amid these, she did indeed
play a character from Henry James, a
nineteenth-century enchantress from his
late, time-travelling novel “The Sense of
the Past.” Onstage,twoyears before, she
had played Marian Almondin an adap-
tation of“Washington Square.” Marian
is described by James as “a pretty little

person of seventeen, with a very small
figure and a very big sash, to the elegance
ofwhose manners matrimonyhad noth-
ing to add,” and whatis extraordinary,
in retrospect, is the number of Kelly
projects that arrowed in on marriage—
on the loom and thelure of it, on the
sacrifices that might be incurred, on the
dreamsofflight that it could not help
but promote. Her first appearance on
the big screen, in “Fourteen Hours,” al-
ready fits the bill; in fur coat, veil, and
pearls, she is helped through a gridlock
of cars, in a hurry to get to the lawyers’
office, where herdivorce will be finalized.
In the end, she decides to halt the pro-

ceedings and give love another go. Next
came “High Noon,” whichbegins with
Kelly as a newlywed, worried—and no
wonder, when you see the varmints
whom her husband must confront—
that she is set to become aninstant
widow. Then we get “Mogambo,” in
which Kelly must tamp down herattrac-
tion to a hunter andsafari guide (Clark
Gable)in favor ofa stolid husband; “The
Country Girl,” in which her marriage is
imperilled by drink; “The Bridges at
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“Tfwe don't decide what we're worth, who will?”

‘Toko-Ri,” in which she sees her hus-
band off to war and death; “Rear Win-
dow,” where her dearest wish is to win
JimmyStewart; and “To Catch a Thief,”
in which sheis pretty much pimped by
her own mama.
And so to “The Swan,” where we

find Kelly’s Princess Alexandra, a no-
blewomanin a sunlit European land,in
the lull before the First World War,
torn betweena royal tutor (Louis Jour-

dan), glossy and flame-hearted, and the
dry, balding prince (Alec Guinness) for
whom sheis intended. “Your whole
life, your whole upbringing, has been
devoted to just one thing: to make you
fit to be a queen,” Alexandra’s mother
tells her. Temptationsare resisted; duty
calls, and the happy couple—or,at
least, the correct couple—gethitched.
“The Swan” wrapped in December,
1955. On December 28th, Prince Rai-
nier proposed to Kelly, and what one
longs to knowis: Had she planned
what kind ofgroom she would snare in
the end, and, perhaps unconsciously,

angled her choice of movies in that di-
rection, or did the matchmaking sim-
ply prove—to a worldthirstyfor illu-
sion, only a decade after the Second
World War—that movies couldstill
come true?
To that last question, “High Soci-

ety,” which wasfilmed during Kelly’s
engagement,is a tarter responsethanits

7O THE NEW YORKER, JANUARY 4, 2010

.

reputation might suggest, with Kelly,
playing the ex-wife of Bing Crosby,
veering back toward him on the eve of
her second marriage. (And enjoying a
bracing dip with Frank Sinatra along
the way.) It is customary to denigrate
“High Society” by comparing it with its
parent, “The Philadelphia Story,” but I
knew the child first, when I was a child,
too, and nothing can undo the movies
that we are led to in our youth, or the
skein of impressions that they leave. I
remember my mother explaining to me,
drawing on who knows what store of
apocrypha, that Prince Rainier had
watched the scene of his wife-to-
be, droopy with drink, being lugged
through the moonlight in Sinatra’s
arms, both of them in towelling robes,

and that His Serene Highness had bri-
dled at the outrage and declared that
her works be outlawed, henceforth and
on pain of death, within the bounds of
his kingdom. This struck me as pre-
cisely how a jealous monarch should
behave, and the twin sense of Kelly
as both sovereign and subversive was
planted in my brain. I was told how re-
markable it was that Kelly had deigned
to sing, and therefore hownatural it was
that her yacht-borne duet with Crosby,
“True Love,” should have sold a million
copies on record. She fondles the end of
his squeezebox as they harmonize, but
that, I suspect, went over my head,as

did their bizarre exchange beside the
swimming pool:

“Gee, I didn’t know that you wanted a
husband who would be kind ofa highpriest
to a virgin goddess.”

“Oh, stop using those foul words.”

Bestof all, my mother pointed out
that when Crosby sang “I Love You, Sa-
mantha” he did everything—folded his
handkerchief, tied his bow tie, woundhis
wristwatch,filled his cigarette case, and
donnedhis tuxedo, crooning all the
while—withouta cut. I had never heard
ofa cut before, or a take. (And,ifthere is
any actoralive today who could reach
that extremepitch ofrelaxation, I've yet
to see him.) When thecutfinally comes,
it is to Kelly, listening at the window of
her bedroom. She walks away, over-
whelmed; we follow her, then pause, and
pull politely back, as she turns and stands
there, sheathed in her Oriental robe of
yellow-gold. Downstairs, Louis Arm-
strong laughs and says, “Now we're get-
tin’ warm.”

he sex life of Grace Kelly, like the
homelife of the Incas, is one of

those distant but down-to-earth matters
which we can investigate in depth, and
muse upon at length, but neverreally
hopeto understand. According to some
observers, she herself may not have
grasped its implications; in the words of
a columnist at Photoplay, “I wonderif
Grace Kelly knew she had so much
5.A.” To which the only properre-
sponse is, W.T.F.?

Donald Spoto, in his new book,
takes the unfashionable decision to
deny anything that smacks of ram-
pancy. That distinct clatter you can
hear, as youturn the pages, is the sound
of skeletons being crammedback into
the closet. Here are someofthe people
with whom Kelly, contrary to what you
may have heard,did nor have an affair:
the star andthedirector, respectively, of
“High Noon,” Cooper and Fred Zin-
nemann (“not a shred of evidence to
support either rumor,” Spoto writes),
Ray Milland (“no one connected to
‘Dial M for Murder’ was aware of or
spoke about anyintrigue”), Bing Crosby,
and, most impressive ofall, Clark
Gable, on “Mogambo.” Spoto puts us
straight on that one right away: “A
strong attraction is not invariably ex-
pressed sexually, no matter how randy
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the principals”—a sentence that grows
curiouser and curiouser the more you
peruse it. This is not to say that nothing
whateveroccurred between the King of
Hollywood andthe Ice Princess. Oh
no. “There wasdefinitely a passionate
friendship, however. Grace undertook
to knit Clark a pair ofsocks for Christ-
mas.” Such woolly restraint was not
practiced by the other pair of resident
friends, Ava Gardner and Frank Sina-
tra; they had flown to Africa together,
and could be heard resorting to what
Spoto, pursing his lips, describes as
“loud intimate merriment.” That’s three
wordsforit.

This maidenly approach on the part
of the modern biographer has some-
thing refreshing aboutit. If the trend
continues, we can look forward to the
lite of, say, Lady Gaga, expressed in the
form of a two-volume memoir, com-
piled by a loyal friend, in whicha dis-
creet narrativeis linked by her personal
correspondence. That wasthe Victorian
method, and there is much to be said for
it, as opposedtothis:

Grace Kelly was a conniving woman. She
almost ruined my best friend Mal’s marriage.
Grace Kelly fucked everything in sight. She
was worse than any woman I'd ever known.

So said Skip Hathaway, the wife of
Henry Hathaway, who directed Kelly in
“Fourteen Hours.” She was interviewed
by Robert Lacey in 1992,fortyyears after
the filming of“DialM for Murder,” and
quoted in “Grace,” Lacey's 1994 biogra-
phy. (Malwas Mrs. Ray Milland.) Lacey
is an expert proponentof the Chinese
whisper, whereby he quotes somebody
who quotes somebody who knew the
subject in question. Thus, he turns to
“the screenwriter Bryan Mawr,” ofwhom
I can find no other trace (was he an old
friend ofVossar?), and hears these words,
secondhand,from the lips of Alfred
Hitchcock, complete with attempted
transcription from the Cockney: “That
Gryce! She fucked everyone!” Given the
choice,I prefer the poisedrecollection of
Herbert Coleman,who knew Kelly from

“Rear Window’ and“To Catch a Thief,”

on which he was second unit director,

and said to Spoto, “Just about everyone
wanted to bring her a cup oftea or run an
errand for her or do something.”

Your view of Kelly depends on what
you make ofthe something.All thatwe
can be sure of, in the end, is the cup of

tea, because we have a wonderful pho-
tograph of Hitchcock giving tea to his
star on the set of “To Catch a Thief.”
Proper tea, of course, from a bone-
china teapot, served in a cup andsaucer,
with a silver teaspoon. Kelly is seated in
Cary Grant's chair, outside on the grass,
as though at an English picnic, and the
master ofsuspense looks like a rubicund
butler at a country house. James Cam-
eron may have done the same for
SigourneyWeaveronthe set of“Aliens,”
but I doubtit.

Hitchcock is the figure who wraps
together the opposing views of Grace
Kelly, and folds them into a single mys-
tery. He knew andrelished all the ru-
mors, butwould never have been so vul-
gar as to brandish what they proposed,
like an emblazoned flag, in the course of
the three films with Kelly. One quick
flutter would suffice. He wasthefirst
director to listen closely to the gentle
crack in that well-bred speaking voice
(“improperly placed,” according to the
American AcademyofDramatic Arts),
and to register the wicked elongation of
her vowels: “Oh now,don’t say you can't
go,” a scarlet-clad Grace tells Ray
Milland in “Dial M for Murder,” low-
ering thatfinal syllable into a two-toned

croon. (She is cheating on him, and her

lover is in the room.) During a famous
exchange with Francois Truffaut,
Hitchcock argued that“ifsex is too bla-
tant or obvious, there’s no suspense.
You knowwhyI favor sophisticated
blondes in my films? We’re after the
drawing-room type,thereal ladies, who
become whores once they're in the bed-
room.” He thenreferred to the scene in
“To Catch a Thief” where John Robie
(Cary Grant), a former cat burglar,joins
Frances (Kelly), an heiress, and her

motherfor drinks at a Riviera hotel. “T
deliberately photographed Grace Kelly
ice-cold and I keptcutting to her profile,

lookingclassical, beautiful, and very dis-
tant. And then, when Cary Grantac-
companies her to the doorofher hotel
room, what does she do? Shethrusts her
lips right up to his mouth.”

The auteur is aroused, perhaps, by
his own art, and with good cause.
“Thrusts” is too meaty a word for what
Kelly does; she just homesin, friction-
less and unquestioning, as if of to kiss
Cary Grant would have been an insult
to nature, and the giveawayis less in her
devilish shadow of a smile than in the
arm that she drapes around his neck,

fingers faintly kneading, to pull him
close. Oh, and that look on his face as
she closes the door: modest, enter-
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tained, surprised, but not too sur-
prised—confessing to himselfthat, yes,
in the bestofall possible worlds (which
is where Hitchcock, for a minute or
more, has landed us), this is just the
kind of thing that ought to happen.

“ race” reads the heading ofSection
XXII, in the third part of“A Phil-

osophical Enquiry into the Origin of
OurIdeas ofthe Sublime and Beautiful,”
published in 1757. The author, Edmund
Burke, elaborates: “Gracefulness is an
idea belonging to posture and motion. In
both these, to be graceful,it is requisite
that there be no appearanceofdifficulty,
there is required a small inflexion of the
body,” whose variousparts, he says else-
where,should be “not angular, but melted
as it were into each other.” Burke was in
his twenties whenhe wrotethis, and you
can tell. You also wish thathe could have
hopped a couple of centuries and wit-
nessed Grace in action: the small
inflection of her body, say, as she strolls
around a low-lit room, in “Rear Win-
dow,” turning on lamps, with James
Stewart watching, wry and enraptured,
from his wheelchair. “By beauty,” Burke
says, “I mean, that quality or those qual-
ities in bodies by which they cause love,
or somepassion similar to it.”

That is what Kelly did: she caused
love. No gift is morepriceless, and you
probably have to be born with it, but,
like all jewels, it can use a cut and pol-
ish, and it took a while for Kelly—not
to mention her lovers, and herbetter di-
rectors—to make the mostofherfacets.
The glitter is not yet at full power in
“Mogambo,” although John Ford did
snatch a few shots of her panting at
Gable, with a storm in the air and sweat
in the hollow of her throat. Nonethe-
less,when Ava Gardner, wearing a con-
ical bra that could put outthe eyes of a
hippo, says to her, “Oh, men can get
you intoall sorts oftrouble, can’t they?,”
Kelly just sips her tea in some confu-
sion, Ford had the two most beautiful
women in the world in one frame, but
the clash was not yet between equals,
because Kelly wasstill being presented
as the little woman.Ifshe grew taller by
the end of the shoot,it's partly because
of what happenedoffscreen, notleast
when Gardner, who had becomea pal,
took her on furlough to Rome. There,
according to Lee Server, Gardner’s bi-

72 THE NEW YORKER, JANUARY 4, 2010

ographer, they toured thecity’s brothels
after dark. Women can get themselves
into all sorts of trouble.

Hollywoodhas, as often as not, been
thrown and bafHed byits most unearthly
beauties; Gene Tierney, Linda Darnell,
and Hedy Lamarr boast no more than
a pocketful ofstrong films among them.
How did Kelly manage? Well, it may
have helped to have grownupin a Phil-
adelphia mansionwith seventeen rooms
and a chauffeur.It certainly helped that
she was not so consumedby desperation
for stardom that she would do anything,
and buckle underanyinstruction, to
reachit; “the idea of being owned by a
studio was offensive to me,” she said.
The Kelly who emerges from Spoto’s
book is more headstrong, during her

years of self-rule, than you might ex-
pect; first in her contractual duels, and
then in the control ofher own image.In
1955, the two strands entwined,as, with
an Oscar nomination under her belt, and
with the heads ofM-G-Msnarling and
suspending her for turning downroles
that they thought she should be grate-

ful for (including that ofthe ailing Eliz-
abeth Barrett Browning), she took her-
self and hersister Peggy off to Jamaica,
where she arranged to be photographed

by Howell Conant. Those who bought
Collier’s magazine on June 24th, and
checked the cover, knew that they had
run into something hot, and that Kelly
knewit, too—posing in a pool andstar-
ing at the lens, with the water up to her
bare shoulders. What went on below
the surface, or what had come off, was
ours to guess. This is not the action ofa
cold fish.

In the meantime, she had won her
Oscar, notionally for “The Country

Girl,” maybe the only movie in which
she got to don the spectacles that she
wore in regular life. (That misty, far-
awaylook that she gave to Cary Grant?
She really was faraway, from her myo-
pic perspective, andit really was a mist.)
But the award wasfor a stretch ofhard
labor, which had yielded five films in a
year; in the words of Bob Hope, the
masterofceremonies, “I just wanna say
they should give a special award for
bravery to the producer who produced
a movie without Grace Kelly.” When
she won, she turned to Don Hartman,
the Paramountexecutive sitting next to
her, and said, “Are you sure? Are you

sure?” No less incredulous was her fa-
ther, watching on TV. “I simply can’t
believe Grace won,” hesaid, still miss-

ing the point. The footage shows her
gliding down to the stage in her pale
sea-blue gown,as if on casters, tiny
handbag hung from the crook of her
arm: posture and motion, as Edmund
Burke would say.

Highlights ofthe Kelly wardrobe are
now ondisplay in Rome. They include

some of her most famous outfits, if you
know the movies, yet without her
inflection they are dead shells; in the
Kelly universe, the soul needs the body
as the body needs Edith Head, who
dressed her for “RearWindow’ and “To
Catch a Thief.” They also demonstrate,
beyond doubt, that nothing about Kelly
was morestylish than her decision to
quit the moviesjust in time, before the
gods offashionlost the plot—or, at any
rate, the reliance on line and structure

that had flattered and fortified her par-
ticular poise. Some of her clothes from
the nineteen-sixties and seventies, like

an Yves Saint Laurentcaftan in orange
and pink, with a high, jewelled collar, are
enough to make your eyes water, and

what Head would have said about the
albino squid that appeared to have
landed on Princess Grace’s scalp,in lieu
ofa hat, when shevisited President and
Mrs. Kennedy in 1962, I shudder to
imagine. Ifyou want to see Hollywood
at the last gasp of its otherworldliness,
before the old glory gave way, consult
the photograph ofKelly and herfellow-
presenter, Audrey Hepburn, backstage
at the Academy Awards in 1956. (Kelly
had returned to present an award.) Both
are in profile, gazing in expectation, and
both wear white gloves. They could be
at their first Communion.

A monthlater, Kelly was on the SS.
Constitution, heading for the South of
France. If you buy the heavy hints
dropped by Wendy Leigh, in “True
Grace: The Life and Times ofan Amer-
ican Princess” (2007), Kelly found time
on board to make loud intimate merri-
ment with a photographer. And, a
month after that, moviegoers in New
York could go to see “The Wedding in
Monaco,” a half-hour documentary, in
festive Cinemascope. The poster I saw
for this, in Rome, had painted head
shots of Rainier and Kelly, as if they
were the stars of a feature film. And so
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the debate continues, even now:slaver-
ing man-eaterorvirgin bride? In truth,
Grace Kelly owes her primal power to
the gusto with which we go ontelling
stories about her, layering the carnal
with the fairy-tale. Ifyou are Spoto, for
instance, you are swept away by her
fling with Oleg Cassini, the designer,
whom she almost married—a classic
nineteen-fifties playboy, with his worm-
thin mustache and walnuttan, like a
weak-chinned Errol Flynn. In Rome,
you can see his proposal, on a scrap of
paper(“Io Hi amo ti voglio sposare”), and
the handwriting is that of a nine-year-

old, but Spoto is agog at Cassini's “al-
most princely demeanor and a courtly
mannerthat usually left womenbreath-
less.” That is how we think and write
whenour fancy is inflamed but ourfacts
are weak, and, in Kelly's case, no oneis
immune. Alec Guinness, filming “The
Swan” with Louis Jourdan, reported to
his wife:

P’ve spent the evening with Louis and his
wife, just the three of us, in scandalous gos-
sip, mostly about Grace Kelly, who forall
her sweetness we think is Miss Enigma
1955-1975.

In the event, the enigmalasted a
while longer, till 1982. That was when

her Rovercrashed, with Princess Grace
and her daughter Stéphanic inside.
Theyhad driven past the spot where
Kelly enjoyed a flirtatious picnic in “To
Catch a Thief,” along the roads where
hercarefree handling ofa sports car had
petrified Cary Grant. The ghost of
Hitchcock trailed her to the end, and
rightly so; it was he who had sum-
monedforth her unmistakable blend of
yearning andreserve. If“Rear Window”
outshines her otherfilms,it is because,

for once, she got to join in with the my-
thologizing: her character picks on an-
other, a middle-aged man across the
yard, and embroiders his existence,
picking upevery thread ofdetail, just as
we do with Grace Kelly. That is why
women,noless than men, devote them-
selves to her case; you don’t desire her,
but you urgently want to knowwhat she
desired, and whatshe longed to flee. The
causesoflove, weinstinctivelyfeel, ask to
be loved back, which is why Don Hart-
man wrote to Grace Kelly, on July 23,
1954,after seeing “Che Country Girl,”
and closed with a request: “In the next
world, will you marry me?” #

 

BRIEFLY

Just Like Us, 4y Helen Thorpe (Scribner;

$27.99). Over the course of several
years, Thorpe shadowed a groupoffour
friends from immigrant families in
Denver. Twoofthegirls hold legal doc-
uments, two do not. Against the odds,
each finds her way into a goodcollege,
but the hurdles only mountfrom there.
Studentloans are not an option when
you don’t have a Social Security num-

ber, and ifyour parents face deportation
your siblings may be moving into the
dorm. Like her subjects, Thorpe strad-
dles two worlds: she is both a journalist

and the wife of Denver's mayor. De-
spite the occasional lapse into bland
civic boosterism, she is meticulously ob-
servant, always attuned to the poignant
ironies of her topic. One undocumented
mother, a sometime housecleaner, con-
fides that she wants her “children always
to be behind a desk.” Even as Thorpe
cheers the youngwomen’s academictri-
umphs, she begins to wonder whether
education (or, indeed, any individual
accomplishment) can offer a panacea
for the “state of irresolution” that they
inhabit.

The Last Empress, y Hannah Pakula

(Simon & Schuster; $35). During the
Second World War, Madame Chiang
Kai-shek, née Soong May-ling, was
not only the First Lady of
China but the secretary-
general of the Chinese Air
Force. In 1950,as First Lady
of Taiwan, she suggested
to General Douglas Mac-
Arthur thatshe lead a guer-
rilla movement to reclaim
the mainland from Mao.“T
would be the last one the
enemy would suspect,” she
noted. Ruthless and vain, charismatic
and sly, she spoke English with a Geor-

gia accent and looked, as Time putit,
“more like next month’s Vogwe than the
avenging angel of422,000,000 people.”
Pakula’s biography makes it clear that
MadameChianglived one of the most
extraordinarylives ofthe twentieth cen-
tury. At the veryleast, she was among
the few who saw the whole thing: born

 

 

NOTED

in 1897, she died in 2003, in NewYork
City, an Upper EastSide eccentric in
an cighteen-room apartment.

As God Commands, by NiccolsAmma-

niti, translatedfram the Italian byJona-
thanHunt (Black Cat; $14.95). “T's when

youre sleeping that they fuck you over!”
Rino, an alcoholic skinhead, warns his
thirteen-year-old son Cristianoat the be-
ginning ofthis gritty, suspenseful novel.
The two live in squalor in a small Italian
town,their isolation relieved only by Ri-
no's two friends—Quattro Formaggi, the
village idiot, and Danilo, a man desperate
and crazed after the loss of his wife and
child. When the three men hatch a plot
to rob a bank, the plan goes awry,result-
ing in an act of gruesomeviolence that
leaves Cristiano alone, sorting out the
night's tangled events. Ammaniti builds
the tale in tense cinematic cross-cuttings.

Atfirst, his characters seem only bru-
tal and repulsive, beasts whoare “tired,
drained, and reduced,” but the story un-
covers their humanity and tenderness.

Theresult is grim but redemptive.

If 1 Were Another, by MahmoudDar-

wish, translatedfrom the Arabic by Fady

Joudah (Farrar, Straus &F Giroux; $28).
Nopoetis as closely associated with con-
temporary Palestinian identity as Dar-

wish, whodied in 2008,but,
as this superbly translated
selection of poemsproves,
the workresists classification,
ranging over such themes as
memory, inheritance, and

exile. Landscape, the cele-
bration ofit and the longing
forit, is evoked both by dec-
laration (“Each war teaches
us to love nature more”) and

in metaphor (“cut the braids ofyour olive
trees to match/thesoldiers’ hair’), The
poet's chronic heart disease is a recurrent
concern. In “Mural,” he asks, “Whatgood
is the soul ifmy body/is ill and unable to
perform/its primary function?” While
Darwish welcomesthecollective into his
vision—“Every living thing/flies’—in
the end he acknowledges his indepen-
dence: “I am me,/ nothing else.”
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MUSICAL EVENTS

NOWHERE BOUND
Anight ofSchubert andBeckett.

BY ALEX ROSS

Gcubers “Winterreise,” twenty-four
numbingly beautiful songs on texts

by Wilhelm Miller, opens with the
lines “I came here as a stranger / A
stranger I depart.” The words seem to

be a typical specimen of Romantic
angst, but Schubert transforms them
into a kind ofphilosophical motto. The
first song, “Gute Nacht,” is in walking
rhythm, with accents implying a deter-
mined stride.It is in D minor,the iconic
tragic key ofMozart and Beethoven,al-
though the steady pace suggests that
tragedy has been internalized, made
into a way oflife. And the principal
melody, which movesin steeply de-
scending phrases, is positioned with ex-

traordinary precision between ancient
balladry and the questing spirit of the
art-song tradition, which Schubert
more or less invented. The absence of

conventional sentimentis whatfrees the
song from its Romantic context and
takes it into the eternal present. The
contentmentofa solitary winterstroll
mixes with a deeper, more abstract
dread—that of a man proceeding
throughlife in a disaffected trance,

counting off the steps toward death.
The musicologist Karol Berger has
claimed, boldly butplausibly, that Schu-
bert's cycle is “our civilization’s greatest
poem ofexistential estrangement and

isolation.”
Berger mentions Samuel Beckett in

the same breath as Schubert, and heis
hardly the only commentatorto do so.

“Winterreise,” or “Winter Journey,”
unfolds like a Beckett play, in a land-
scape as vivid as it is vague. A manis
walking out of a village on a snowy

road, lamenting that his beloved has
spurned him, He watches a weather-
vane spin, feels tears freezing on his
face, looks for the woman’s footprints,
standsby a linden tree where he once
carved wordsoflove. A river flowing
beneatha crust of ice reminds him ofa
heart beating inside a cold body. His

soles burn. A will-o’-the-wisp leads
him astray. He sleeps in a charcoal
burner’s cottage. He dreamsof spring
and wakes to cawing ravens. Events
grow stranger: the blowing of a post
horn makes him hope fora letter, even
though heis ofno address; a crow flies
around his head; a fluttering leaf ap-
pears to holdhisfate in the balance. He
returnsto the village, where dogs bark
andrattle their chains. Then he returns
to the road, avoiding all signposts to
familiar places. He comes upon a grave-
yard, which he pictures as an inn of
eternal rest. There is no vacancy. He
walks on. A burst of courage: “La-
menting is for fools.” Mock suns in

the sky. Longing for night. Finally, in
“Der Leiermann,” he meets an ancient
organ-grinder, whoplays a tune for no
one and “letsit all go on asit will.”

Beckett himself recognized the kin-
ship. A music lover and an amateur pi-
anist, he felt closer to Schubert than

to any other composer. Beckett's radio
play “All That Fall” begins with the
strains of“Death and the Maiden.” The
teleplay “Nacht und Traume” employs
a fragment of the Schubert song.
The writer once reported to his cousin
John Beckett that he was spending his
days listening alone to “Winterreise’—
“shivering through the grim journey
again.” His final play, “What Where,”
ends with an allusionto the cycle:

It is winter.
Without journey.
Time passes,
Thatisall.
Make sense who may.
I switch off.

Those lines are almost a précis of the
music itself. On somelevel, there is no
journey, no movement; the cycle keeps
circling back to the same textures and
motifs. “Wegweiser,” the song of the
signposts, echoes the ambling tempo,
the repeating chords, and the obstinate
one-note patterns of“Gute Nacht.”The
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wanderer always finds himself on the
same road out of the same village, no-
where bound.

he British director Katie Mitchell, in
collaboration with the tenor Mark

Padmore, the actor Stephen Dillane, and
the pianist Andrew West, had the excel-
lent idea ofcreating a theatre piece around
Beckett’s intense relationship with “Win-
terreise,’ weaving his poetry andprose into
a live performance ofthe cycle. Theresult-
ing production, titled “One Evening,” had
its premi¢re in Aldeburgh, England, last
May, and cameto John Jay College in
early December, under the auspices of
Lincoln Center's Great Performers series.
A few days before, Great Performers,
whichhas been experimenting inventively
with concert formats in recent years, pre-
sented another Mitchell piece, “Four
Quartets,” in which a recitation of the
T. S. Eliot poemsadjoins a performance
ofBeethoven's String Quartet Opus 132.

“One Evening” was not an evening for
Schubert purists. First ofall, we didn’t hear
“Winterreise” complete; two songs were
cut, and others were heard in fragmentary
form or merely spoken, with Beckett and
Schubert intermittently overlapping. A
constant stream ofelectronic and hand-
made noise, in the style of an old-school
radio play, underpinned the music. Dil-
lane, who assumed therole ofthejourney-
ing protagonist, breathed heavily into a
microphone and mimicked the sound of
feet crunching on snow. Padmore, even
whenhewassinging, busied himselfturn-
ing a wind machine,rustling twigs, pour-
ing waterfrom ajug into a cup, and so on.
West wasalso given various sound-effect
assignments. At times,it seemed as though
“Winterreise” were being played alongside
John Cage's “WaterWalk” or some other
exercise in conceptual composition.

I foundit an alternately fascinating and
frustrating spectacle. For longstretches,
there was too much going on—especially
given that Schubert and Beckettwere both
masters of the minimal,telling gesture.
(Beckett, in his letters, praised the com-
poser’s “rigid economyof application.”)
WheneverI felt ready to immerse myself
in either artist’s threadbare world, the
multitasking interrupted myreverie. Pad-
More is one of the mostdistinctive lyric

% singers on the contemporary scene—he
& has recorded starklylovely “Winterreise,”
2 with Paul Lewisatthe piano, for the Har-

moniaMundilabel—buthis sweet-toned,
nuanced tenor often seemed lost in the
melee, even with the use ofamplification.
Perhaps the wayto do it would have been
to presentthe piece twice, the second time
in near- or total darkness.

All the same, Mitchell'sintricate vision
had me thinking about “Winterreise” for
days. She brought homethestartling

 

audience, It was a furiously committed
interpretation, and the staging kept you
riveted on the music.

In the end, the focus of“One Evening”
was less on Schubert than on Beckett, and
the production worked best as an oblique
dramatization ofthose occasions when the
writer absorbed “Winterreise” in isolation.
In the final minutes, Beckett took over:

Zo

The tenorMarkPadmoreperforming Schubert's “Winterreise,” which Beckett admired.

specificity ofSchubert's writing—his evo-
cation ofrattling dog chains in the slow
trills of“Im Dorfe,” or ofice cracking over
theriver's flow in the quick detached chords
of “Aufdem Flusse.” The strangeness of
Schubert's dreamscape was heightened at
everyturn. And itwas reliefto be released
from the routine ofthe liederrecital, where
the houselights usually remain ata level
suitable for the keynote address at a medi-
cal convention. To watch an experienced
director training her sights on concert cul-
ture is to realize how bland, and funda-
mentally anti-musical, the standard format
has become. In “Four Quartets,” following
Dillane’s bravura recitation of the Eliot
poems, the Miré Quartet played the
Beethoven undera hanging lamp,the mu-
sicians facing each other rather than the

Dillane intoned, in an icily lyrical voice, the
late-period prose fragment that gave the
eventits name. “He was found lying on
the ground,” the piece begins. “No one
had missed him. No one was looking for
him. An old woman found him. To putit
vaguely. ... Hewore a greatcoat in spite of
the time ofyear.” The audience automati-
cally pictured the wanderer of “Winter-
reise,” his body apparently discovered in the
spring thaw. Droning from an upright

pianowas the open fifth that sounds through
“Der Leiermann.” The conventional inter-
pretation is to see the organ-grinderas a
personification ofdeath, leading the travel-
ler to his grave, but here the song conjured
up an uncanny scene of Schubert and
Beckett meeting face to face, in the place
where beauty and bleakness converge. ¢
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THE CURRENT CINEMA

GOING NATIVE
“Avatar”and “Sherlock Holmes.”

BY DAVID DENBY

ames Cameron's “Avatar”is the most
beautiful film I've seen in years. Amid

the hoopla over the new power of 3-D
as a narrative form, and the excitement
about the complicated mix of digital
animation andlive action that made the
movie possible, no one should ignore
howlovely “Avatar” looks, how luscious
yet freewheeling, bounteous yet strange.
As Cameron surges through
the picture plane, brushing
past tree branches, coursing
alongside foaming-mouthed
creatures, we maybe overcome
byan uncannysenseofemerg-
ing, becoming, transcend-
ing—a sustained moodofela-
tion produced by vaulting into
space. Working with a crew
of thousands, Cameron has
reimagined nature: the movie
is set on Pandora, a distant
moon with thick forests, al-
pine chasms, and such fantas-
tic oddities as wooded moun-
tains hanging in the sky. The
geographical center of the
movie is a giant willow tree
wherea tribal clan, the Na’vi,
worships the connections
amongall living things—a du-
bious-sounding mystical con-
cept that the movie manages
to make exciting. In “Titanic,”

Cameron turned people blue
as they died in icy waters, but
this time blue is the color of
vibrant health: the Na’vi are
a translucent pale blue, with
powerful, long-waisted bodies,
flat noses, and wide-seteyes. In their easy
command ofnature, they are meant to
evoke aboriginal people everywhere.
They have spiritual powers and, despite
their elementaryweapons—bows andar-
rows—teal powers, too. From each one’s
head emerges a long braid endingin ten-
drils that are alive with nerves. When the
Na’vi plug their braids into similar neural
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cords that hangfrom the heads ofcrested,
horselike animals and giantbirds, they
achieve zahelu, which is not, apparently,
as pleasurable as sex, but somewhat more
useful—the Na’vi’s thoughts govern the
animals’ behavior. Cameronbelieves in
hooking up: this world is as much a ver-
tical experience as a horizontal one, and
the manyparts of it cohere and flow to-

 
Corporate interests come underfire inJames Cameron's movie.

gether. The movieis a blissful fantasy of
a completely organiclite.

The Na’vi’s turf is also rich with an
energy-yielding mineral called Unobtain-
ium (whichis as close as Cameron comes
to a joke in this movie). Eager to harvest
the mineral, corporate predators,joined by
heavily armed military contractors, have
established a base on Pandora. They've

been feeding people’s DNA into long,
pale-blue versions of their bodies—ava-
tars—andsetting them loose among the
Na’vi, where theylearn their lingo andtry
to argue them offthe land. A high-pow-
ered biologist (Sigourney Weaver), who
loves the Na’vi, has been to the woods and
back manytimes. She is followed byJake
(Sam Worthington), an ex-marine. He
has witheredlegs, but, reconditioned as an
avatar, he can spring andjump anywhere;
he’s fearless, and as wild as a monkey. His
job,ifhe can’t persuade the Na’vi to leave,
is to find out enough about them sothat
contractors can come in and kill them. The
next stage of the fable isn’t exactly a sur-
prise: living among the Na’vi, Jakefalls in
love with a warrior princess, Neytiri (Zoé
Saldana), wholookslike a painted amazon

on a Milan runway. She teaches
him the native ways, and pro-
tects him from the other Na’vi,
whodiscover that he’s a spy.It's
the old story ofPocahontas and
John Smith, mixed, perhaps,
with the remnants ofWesterns
(like “Dances with Wolves”) in
which awhite man spends some
time with the Comancheor the
Sioux and then, wonover, tries
to defend the tribe against the
advancing civilization that will
annihilateit.

Science is good, but technol-
ogy is bad. Community is great,
but corporationsare evil, “Ava-
tar” gives off more than a whiff
of nineteen-sixties counter-
culture, by way of environ-
mentalism and current antiwar
sentiment. “What have we got
to offer them—lite beer and
bluejeans?” Jake asks. Well,
actually, life among the Na’vi,
for all its physical glories, looks a
little dull. True, there's no real-
ity TV or fast food, butthere's
no tennis or Raymond Chan-
dler or Ella Fitzgerald, either.
Butlet's not dwell on the senti-

mentality ofCameron's notion ofaborigi-
nal life—the movieis striking enough to
make it irrelevant. Noris there much point
in lingering over the ironythat this anti-
technology message is delivered by an ex- ,
ample of advanced technology that cost §
nearly two hundred andfifty million dol-
lars to produce; or that this anti-imperial-
ist spectacle will invade every available the- &R

A
N
K
S
T
O
C

The New Yorker, Jan 04, 2010 http://archives.newyorker.com/global/print.asp?path=/djvu/Conde%20Na...

80 of 84 12/28/2009 4:41 PM



atre in the world, Relish, instead, the
pterodactyls, or the flying velociraptors, or
whatever they are—large beaky beasts,

green with yellow reptile patches—andthe
bright-red flying monster with jaws that
could snap an oak. Jake, like a Western
hero breaking a wild horse, has to tame one
of these creatures in order to prove his
manhood, and the scene has a barbaric
splendor. The movie's story maybe a little
trite, and the big battle at the end between
ugly mechanical force and the gorgeous
natural world goes on forever, but what a
showCameron puts on! Thecontinuityof
dynamized spacethat he has achieved with
3-D gloriously supports his trippy belief
thatall living things are one. Zahel!

uy Ritchie’s hyperbolic “Sherlock
Holmes” isn’t a movie;it’s a fran-

chise. Or, at least, a would-be franchise.
Arthur Conan Doyle’s material has been
grabbed byits velvet collar and thrown
into twenty-first-century media culture.
Such a turn wasinevitable. The subdued
charm of Conan Doyle’s hansom cabs,
enveloping fogs, and courteous manners,
in whichthe fagade ofgentility is broken
up so delightfullyby devilish conspiracies,
is not of our age. In Ritchie's version, the
facade doesn’t even exist: his Londonis
rubbled and mucky, with beggars under-
foot, and fouled by half-finished indus-
trial monstrosities. Ritchie's visual style,
aided by the cinematographer Philippe
Rousselot, is graphic-novel Victoriana:
there are steampunk interiors—iron-
works andinfernal machineswith a retro-
futuristic look—and dim laboratories in
which everything looks rank. The movie
is grimly overproducedand exhausting, an
irritating, preposterous, butfitfully enjoy-

able work, in which every element has
beeninflated. Thetask that faces Holmes
here isn’t merely to solve a murder mys-
tery but to prevent a massacre led by a
black-heartedvillain whowantsto tyran-
nize England and then take back the
American colonies (the bounder!). The
plot is perfervid hokum pumped up to
justify the movie's portentous look, and,
for extra juice, it has squeezed popele-
ments from martial-arts movies, “Fight

Club,” and “The Da Vinci Code.” There
are secret rituals, unspeakable practices,
symbols, codes, and many, manyfights.
Holmes (Robert Downey,Jr.), bare-
chested, engages in Victorian extreme
boxing before a howling arena ofEnglish-
men with bad teeth. Dr. Watson (Jude
Law)is a fighter, too, wielding cane and
sabre, palm andfoot. The twoheroestake
on a variety ofbruisers with karate,jujitsu,
and,for all I know, Musti-Yuddha and
GongKwon Yusul. Total fighting ma-
chines, those Baker Street boys.
The excess and the extravagance

extend even to Holmes and Watson’s
quarters, whichare so cluttered that you
can't pick out a single item in the chaos.
Butyou see the two menclearly enough,
and Downeyand Law areterrific to-
gether. For me, watching them actis the

movie's principal pleasure. Holmes,in
this interpretation,is an intellectual with
a vast knowledge of arcane matters, but
he’s also a brawler and a prankster, and
he’s formidably street-smart. Downey,
like Johnny Depp,has found away ofre-
maining hip in the mostgrossly frivolous
and commercial projects—a quick wig-
gle ofthe eyes, a halfsmile, a beat or two
of silence, and he conveys that hereal-
izes it’s all nonsense.His attitudeis: Yes,

[I know, but why not come along for
the ride? The screenwriters, Michael
Robert Johnson, Anthony Peckham,

and Simon Kinberg, have helped create
a bond between Downeyandthe audi-
ence with neatlittle jokes. Holmes’s fa-
mousratiocination is now at the service
of a man ofaction. In slow motion, we
see the fighting techniques he plans to
use against an opponent(he narrates the
blowsfor us, insisting on the logical
rightness of each one); then we sec his
attack again, in lightning-quick flashes.

Challenged by Downey’s energy,Jude
Law, who often seems aimless in his
movies, comesfully up to speed. He’s vir-
ile and quick-witted, and his Watson,if
not Holmes’s equal in brainpower, comes
close to him in daring. Their repartee
evokes the banter of lovers in a screw-
ball comedy; they flirt outrageously but
chastely. Watson, it seems, wants to get
married (to Kelly Reilly, of the freckled
cheek and bosom), and Holmestries to
break up the engagement. He can’t bear
to let Watson go, and Watson has some
doubts, too—theyhave always had so
much fun getting into scrapes together.
But Holmes, eunuch-coldfor years, also
feels the allure of a woman: Irene Adler
(Rachel McAdams), his long-lost in-
amorata, turns up as a criminal. At the
end, the principals live to fight again, and
Professor Moriarty, who is present but
mostly unseen throughout the movie,
waits patiently in the dark for the inevi-
table sequel that will reveal his face. +
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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 vote
foryourfavorite. Caption submissionsfor this week's cartoon, by Leo Cullum, must be receivedby Sunday, January 3rd. The

finalists in the December14th contest appear below. We will announce the winner, andthefinalists in this week's contest, in the
January 18th issue. The winner receives a signedprintofthe cartoon. Any resident ofthe U.S. or Canada (except Quebec) age

eighteen or over can enter or vote. To do so, andto readthe complete rules, visit www.newyorker.com/captioncontest.

THE WINNING CAPTION

 

 
THE FINALISTS

“So,for the record, areyou a duck or a rabbit?”

Anne Murphy, Ann Arbor, Mich.

 

“Yes, Mr. Rabbit also needs to quit drinking.”

“Soyou're the infamous Sudsy Mafone.” Terry Keshner, Forest Park, Ill.

Dave Barber, Columbus, Ohio

‘Avoid directsunlight.”

Emily Wurtz, Chevy Chase, Md.   
THIS WEEK'S CONTEST  
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Experts predict that within 100 years, natural lands and water

resources will become scarce. Climate change will irreversibly

alter the planet. And the habitats that support-all life could be

lost forever.

Support our mission to protect the future of our natural world.

To makea difference that lasts, join The Nature Conservancy. TheNature
Conservancy

Log onto www.nature.org today or call (800) 842-8905. acca(aie ae nice

Iguazu National Park, Parana State, Brazil. Image ©Scott Warren 
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No more cover-ups.
It’s not just subprime mortgages and derivative insurance that bury honesty in legal
mumbo jumbo. A legal loophole allows some U.S. wines to masquerade as something
they're not.

There are many fine sparkling wines, but only those from Champagnecanusethat
region's name. Names of American wineregionslike Napa Valley and Willamette are
also misused.

Consumer groups agree: deceptive wine labeling muststop. Tell Congress to protect
consumers. Sign the petition at www.champagne.us.

Champagne only comes
from Champagne,France.

 

CHAMPAGNE BUREAU
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