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GOINGS ON ABOUT TOWN

THE TALK OF THE TOWN

Philip Gourevitch on the G.O.P. in Tampa;

the Empire State shooting; teleprompters.

LETTER FROM TEL AVIV

The Vegetarian
A veteran spymaster becomes a dissident.
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How to Win at Conversation

ANNALS OF HOLLYWOOD

Limited Release
The ElginJamesstory.
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Confidential informants at risk.
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FICTION
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The makingofOne Direction.
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Aportrait of “The Portrait ofa Lady.”
Enrique Vila-Matas’s “Dublinesque.”

THE CURRENT CINEMA

“Lawless,” “The Expendables 2.”
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Pmvintage—

I’m not antique—
and I’m your
tour guide.99

—Patricia Marx, from “Old Things

Made New,” the audio tour of her

favorite Manhattan vintage stores

ele)ee, Ble)

Peter Sel ijeldahl tours MOMA

P31.

EATING DOWNTOWN

Calvin Trillin gers some food in

lower Manhattan.

OLD THINGS MADE MEW  Vintage shopping with Patricia

Marx.
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Peter Schjeldahl visite the Frick
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The GOINGS ONapp,a free guide
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audio tours from someof the mag-

azine's celebrated writers, along with

a daily, digital version of the Goings

On About Townlistings section.

Download today at
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CONTRIBUTORS

Philip Gourevitch (Comment,p. 17)is
a staff writer. His books include “A

Cold Case” and “The Ballad of Abu
Ghraib.”

Lizzie Widdicombe (The Talk of the
Town,pp. 18, 21; “Teen Titan,” p. 48)
has been writing for the magazinesince

2006.

Frederick Seidel (Poem,p. 26) is the au-
thor ofmany books ofpoems,including

“The CosmosTrilogy,” “Ooga-Booga,”
and “Poems 1959-2009.” He has a new

collection, “Nice Weather,” coming out
next month,

Paul Simms (Shouts & Murmurs,
p. 30) lives in New York and writes for
magazines andtelevision.

Tad Friend (“Limited Release,” p. 32) is
the author of, most recently, “Cheerful
Money.” Hehas been a staffwriter since

1998.

BarryBlitt (Cover), a regular contribu-
tor of cover art to the magazine, drew
the illustrations for “George Washing-
ton’s Birthday: A Mostly True Tale,”
which was published in January.

Michael Schulman (The Talk of the
Town, p. 19) is a memberofthe maga-
zine’s editorial staff.

Sarah Stillman (“The Throwaways,”
p- 38) won an Overseas Press Club
Award and a National Magazine Award
for her article “The Invisible Army,”

about the treatmentofforeign workers
on U.S. military bases in Iraq and Af-
ghanistan, which appeared in the mag-
azine in June, 2011.

MaryJo Salter (Poem,p. 54) is the au-
thor ofseven poetry collections, includ-

ing “A Phone Call to the Future” and
“Nothing by Design,” which will be
published nextyear.

T. Coraghessan Boyle (Fiction, p. 58)
has written nine short-story collections
and fourteen novels, including “When
the Killing’s Done” and “San Miguel,”
due out next month.

AnthonyLane (Books, p. 70; The Cur-

rent Cinema, p. 78) is a staffwriter and
a film critic for the magazine.

Sasha Frere-Jones (Pop Music, p. 66),
who writes the pop-music column for

the magazine, is working on a book
about identity and popular music.

Joanna Kavenna (Books, p. 76) has pub-
lished three novels: “Inglorious,” which
won the Orange Award for New Writ-
ers, “The Birth of Love,” and, more
recently, “Cometo the Edge.”

 

THIS WEEK ON
NEWYORKER.COM

The Political Scene: Analysis, podcasts, cartoons,

video, and more about the 2012 campaign,at

newyorker.com/politics. / The New Yorker Out
Loud: Sarah Stillman and Evan Ratlifftalk about

the use and abuse of confidential informants. /

Ask the Author: David Remnick answers readers’
questions about Israel and Iran. / Blogs: Daily
Comment byAmy Davidson;John Cassidy on

politics, RichardBrody on movies; the Borowitz

Report; essays on books at Page-Turner;slide

shows at Photo Booth; and more. / Animated

cartoons, the caption contest, and coverjigsaw

puzzles. / Qur complete archive, back to 1925.
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THE MAIL

VICE-PRESIDENTIAL DEBATES

Ryan Lizza’s piece on Representative
Paul Ryan, ofWisconsin, now the Re-
publican Vice-Presidential candidate,
brings up Ryan’s fascination with Ayn
Rand (“Fussbudget,” August 6th).1

believe that Rand’s highly dualistic
thinking is having a negative influence
on ourcurrentpolitical conversation.
Rand'sfictional world consists of self-
sufficient business-owner heroes and
government “looters” who confiscate
their wealth and thwart their dreams.

A lookat today’s headlines might have
disabused her of this view. In fact, it
was the C.E.O.s of Enron, Tyco,
HealthSouth, and Peregrine, among

others, who looted their corporations
and shareholders. Ryan likewise seesa
dualistic world of “individuals” and
“collectivists,” and seeks to free the
wealthy from government looting—
that is, to free them from the need to
supportthe less fortunate. It would be
wonderful if the real world consisted
only of people capable of supporting
their families on their own. Unfortu-
nately, Ryan’s philosophy, like Rand's,
is at odds with the real world.

Laurence Mailaender
New York City

It’s too bad that the young Paul Ryan
was notaround to enjoy the days oftruly
small government. In 1929, myfather,
an engineer, lost his job when his com-
pany abruptly cancelled plansfor an oil
refinery he had been helping to design.
He received no severance pay, andthere
was no opportunity for formal job re-
training, no unemploymentinsurance,

and no welfare. He was simply told to
packup his slide rule and go home. My
father took any work he could find to
help us survive—from fighting wildfires
to digging ditches. Our food came from
my grandparents’ vegetable garden and
chicken house. There was no Social Se-
curity or Medicare for them. One good
thing: in those days, you could notlose
your medical benefits if you lost your
job, but only because there weren't any
to begin with. Health care was simple:

if you could affordit, you gotit; if not,
you wereforced to skip it—with some-
timesfatal results. Ryan mentionsthat
he has three small children. Has he

asked his grandparents if they feared
losing their children to measles, whoop-
ing cough,or polio? Doeshe think that
the governmentshould be involved in
research at institutions like the Centers
for Disease Control and Prevention?
If Ryan had been a small-business
owner—like the ones helikes to talk
about—inthedays before there was any
kind ofsocial safety net, he might have

found that if his customers could not

pay their bills neither could he. His
bank would not have been able to ex-
tend a loan, because it had closed, and
his savings in it were gone. We can do
witha lot less government, but only if
weare willing to go backward.

Bernice L. Youtz
Tacoma, Wash.

I enjoyed reading about my hometown
ofJanesville, Wisconsin, in Lizza’s ar-
ticle. 1 don’t recall that the town,fifty
years ago, was dominated byan “Irish
Mafia” ofthree families (although there
were some parochial-versus-public-

schoolrivalries—mostly friendly). I do
remember, however, that there were
literally no African-Americansliving
there, and only one family ofHispanic

ethnicity. Of the three Jewish families
whowere longtimeresidents, one, the

Feingolds, had a son who went on to
becomethe distinguished U.S. Senator

Russ Feingold, whose bipartisan at-
tempt, with SenatorJohn McCain, to
limit the way in which corporations

can influenceelections has been griev-
ously overturned, thanks to the liber-

tarian paradox that corporations, too,
are “persons.”
KurtHeinzelman
Austin, Texas

J

Letters should be sent with the writer’s name,
address, and daytime phone number via e-mail
to themail@newyorker.com. Letters may be
edited for length and clarity, and may be pub-
lished in any medium. All letters become the
property of The New Yorker and will not be
returned; we regret that owing to the volume of
correspondence we cannot reply to everyletter.

THE CROWNING

ACHIEVEMENT OF

KOZOL’S
CAREER

 

 

“If you care about

the children who are

the future of America,

this is a book you

must read.”

—ELLIS COSE,
Authorof

The End ofAnger and The

Rage of a Privileged Class

JonathanKozol.com
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THIS WEEK Theatre, which was permitting, aselectnumber MOVIES
Tae designed by ‘Thomas Lamb ofvisitors can also obtain BOND MARKET
THE THEATRE and opened in 1926 asa timed-entry tickets to
GOOD JOB cinema and vaudeville ‘Tomas Saraceno’s rooftop Onthefiftieth anniversary

palace, becamea concert installation, “Cloud City.” ofthe launch of the 007
The young black playwright hall, and presented shows by (See page 9.) movie franchise, [FC
Thomas Bradshawhas Janis Joplin, the Grateful Center highlights the
made his namewith Dead, Pink Floyd, and CLASSICAL MUSIC seven sixties classics that
boundary-pushing plays
aboutrace, such as
“Southern Promises” and
“Strom ‘Thurmond Is Nota
Racist.” The Flea premiéres
Bradshaw’s“Job,” an
adaptation of the Book of
Job. Benjamin Kamine
directs. (See page 6.)

NIGHT LIFE
CAPITOL IDEA

In the nineteen-seventies,
Port Chester's Capitol

others. The theatre fell on

slightly harder times in

recent years, but it has been
restored, and Bob Dylan
christens it this week.

(See page 7.)

ART
OPEN INTERVAL

Asa rule, the Metropolitan
Museum is closed on
Mondays. But holidays are
an exception, includingthis
Labor Day, when, weather

4 THE NEW YORKER, SEPTEMBER 3, 2012

WORKERS’ UNION

Every Labor Day weekend,
Bargemusic lets down its
hair and hosts a new-music
festival. The superb
performersat this year’s
concerts include members
of the Knights and ofthe
Declassified, a group of
young professionals who
are alumni ofCarnegie
Hall's prestigious
Ensemble AC]W.
(See page 11.)

feature Sean Connery.
Thefestival includes a
weeklong run ofthefirst
ofthem, “Dr. No,” which
wasdirected by Terence
Young, who wasalso
responsible for “From
Russia with Love”
and “Thunderball.”
(See page 15.)
 

Asculpture byJo Davidson,
at Franklin D. Roosevelt

FourFreedoms Park.

Photograph by Gus Powell.



How a car dealeris driving a safer business.

As the world becomes more interconnected, threats and risks are growing exponentially. Fortunately, on

a smarter planet, we have the tools to help protect critical data and business continuity. Gruppo Intergea is

amidsize company with about 460 employees that sells cars in NorthernItaly. They wanted to improve the

security of their IT infrastructure — a critical part of their daily operations. With help from IBM and its Business

Partners, Gruppo Intergea implemented a smart security solution that can proactively scan their data across

their networkto identify threats and block them before they can damage business operations. So Gruppo

Intergea can be protected not only from Known security threats, but also from other vulnerabilities that may

not have been on their radar. As a result, their network can stay up, and their data stays safer. To see how IBM

and its Business Partners can help your midsize business work smarter, visit ibm.com/engines/auto.
Let’s build a smarter planet.

Midsize businessesare the engines of a Smarter Planet.
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IBM, the IBMlogo, ibevcom, Smarter Planet and the planet icon are trademarks of Intemational Business Machines Corp, registered in many jurisdictions worldwide. Other product and service names might be

trademarks of IBMor other companies. A current list of IBMtrademarks is available on the Web at wwwuibm.comlegal/copytrade.shtral. international Business Machines Corporation 2071. All rights reserved.



 

CRITIC’S NOTEBOOK
GO-TO MAN

David Vaughan,the author
of the standard histories
of the work ofMerce
Cunningham and
Frederick Ashton:this
national treasure, eighty-
eight years old, stands ready
to help you with dance-
research questions, every

 

Wednesday between 1
and 5 P.M., at the New
York Public Library's
dance collection, at Lincoln
Center. Vaughan saw
his first ballet in 1937.
He movedto the U.S.,

from London,in 1950,
started workingfor the
Cunningham companyin
1959, and wasits archivist

until last year, when the
troupe, having donatedits
entire, massive archive to
the dancecollection, gave
its last performance. “At

that point,” Jan Schmidt,
the collection’s curator,
says, “we pounced on him.”
Once a month,at the
library, Vaughanwill
presenta historic film.

On Aug. 29,it will be
Cunningham’s “Channels/
Inserts,” which has, I

believe, Cunningham’s
most burning male-female
duet. On Sept. 26, he will
show a 1962 telecast of
Ashton’s “La Fille Mal
Gardée,” with the original
cast. “T've always criedall
throughit,” Vaughan says.
Getthere early.

—JoanAcocella
 

 

THE THEATRE
OPENINGS AND PREVIEWS

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

BIRD IN THE HAND
Jorge Ignacio Cortifias wrote anddirects this play,
centered on the owner of a tropical-bird theme
park in Florida, A Fulcrum Theatre production.
Previews begin Aug. 29. (Theatre for the New
City, 155 First Ave., at 10th St. 212-868-4444.)
CHAPLIN

A musical aboutthe life of Charlie Chaplin (Rob
McClure), with music and lyrics by Christopher
Curtis and a book by Curtis and Thomas Mee-
han. Warren Carlyle directs and choreographs.
In previews. (Ethel Barrymore, 243 W. 47th St.
212-239-6200.)
DETROIT

Lisa D’Amour wrote this comedy, directed by
Anne Kauffman, about the increasingly close re-
lationship between two couples who are new
neighbors. Amy Ryan, David Schwimmer, Dar-
ren Pettie, Sarah Sokolovic, and John Cullum
star. In previews. (Playwrights Horizons, 416
W. 42nd St. 212-279-4200.)
AM ENEMY OF THE PEOPLE

Manhattan Theatre Club opens its season with
an adaptation, by Rebecca Lenkiewicz, of the
1882 Ibsen play, about a doctor who discovers
toxic contamination in his town’s water. Boyd
Gaines and Richard Thomas star; Doug Hughes
directs. Previews begin Sept. 4. (Samuel J. Fried-
man, 261 W. 47th St. 212-239-6200.)
FORBIDDEN BROADWAY: ALIVE

AND KICKING
The Broadway shows spoofed in the latest in-
stallment of he musical satire include “Porgy
and Bess,” “Evita,” “Death of a Salesman,” and
“The Book of Mormon.” Created and written by
Gerard Alessandrini, who co-directs with Phillip
George. In previews. (47th Street Theatre, 304
W. 47th St. 212-239-6200.)
IF THERE 1§ | HAVEN'T FOUND IT YET

Michael Longhurst directs this play by Nick
Payne, about the complicated life of an over-
weight fifteen-year-oldgirl. Starring Annie Funke,
Brian F ©O’Byrne, Michelle Gomez, and Jake Gy!-
lenhaal, in his American stage début. A Round-
about Theatre Company production. In previews.
(Laura Pels, 111 W. 46th St. 212-719-1300.)
JOB

At the Flea, Benjamin Kamine directs Thomas
Bradshaw’s newplay, an adaptation of the Book
of Job. Previews begin Aug. 31. (41 White St.
212-352-3101.)
MARY BROOME

Jonathan Bank directs the first New York revival
of this 1911 comedy, written by Allan Monk-
house, in which a maid gets pregnant by her em-
ployer’s son. In previews. (Mint, 311 W. 43rd St.
866-811-4111.)
THE TRAIN DRIVER

Signature Theatre presents the New York pre-
miére of a play by Athol Fugard, about a con-
ductor searching for the identities of a mother
and child whomhe killed in a train accident. Fu-
gard also directs. In previews. (Pershing Square
Signature Center, 480 W. 42nd St. 212-244-7529.)

 

NOW PLAYING

BULLET FOR ADOLF
Woody Harrelson and Frankie Hyman, the co-
authors of this raucous hipster comedy, met in
Houston in the early eighties, which maybe
the best explanation for whythe play, directed
by Harrelson, is set there. A young white guy
(Brandon Coffey) and a young black guy(Tyler
Jacob Rollinson), who work together mixing ce-
ment for a nostalgic old German (Nick Wyman),
move in together, and start partying with the Ger-
man’s teen-age daughter (Shannon Garland), two

foxy black women (Marsha Stephanie Blake and
Shamika Cotton), a Latino-Czech madman who
calls himself a “nigger” (Lee Osorio), and a rav-
ing metrosexual (David Coomber). The focus of
the play is the characters’ eccentricity, but, de-
spite good performances, they’re fairly run of the
mull, and the dialogue, while sometimes funny,is
not colorful enough to carry a long play with a
weak story. (New World Stages, 340 W. 50th St.
212-239-6200.)
HARRISON, TX: THREE PLAYS BY

HORTON FOOTE

It’s always good to be back in Harrison, Texas, the
world of Horton Foote, populated by the lonely,
the graceful, the suffering, and the meddling, and,
often, by the great actors Hallie Foote, Horton’s
daughter, and her husband, Devon Abner, so au-
thentic and at home that they seem to actuallylive
there. This trilogy of one-acts, unrelated except by
setting, gives us Foote by way of Goldilocks—the
first, “Blind Date,” is comic but thin; the second,
“The One-Armed Man,” is potent but abrupt; the
third, “The Midnight Caller,” about social upheaval
at a women’s boarding house in the fifties, is poi-
gnant, funny, devastating, and just right. Under the
direction of Pam MacKinnon, the actors—espe-
cially the veterans, including the wonderful Jayne
Houdyshell—generally manage the delicacy of
Foote’s writing with aplomb, and the power ofall
three works only increases after the show is over.
(S9ES9, at 59 E. 59th St. 212-279-4200.)
HEARTLESS

Signature Theatre presents the world premiére of
a newplay by Sam Shepard, about the dark se-
crets of a Los Angeles woman. Daniel Aukin di-
rects a cast that includes Julianne Nicholson,
Jenny Bacon, Gary Cole, Betry Gilpin, and Lois
Smith. (Pershing Square Signature Center, 480
W. 42nd St. 212-244-7529.)
INTO THE WOODS

In Stephen Sondheim and James Lapine’s musical
(in a Public Theatre production), the musings of
the preadolescent Narrator (played by Noah Rad-
cliffe, who alternates in the role with Jack Brod-
erick) give way to the characters, archetypes culled
from fairy tales, including Little Red Riding Hood
(the adorable Sarah Stiles), Rapunzel (Tess Soltau),
theWitch (Donna Murphy), Cinderella (Jessie Muel-
ler), Cinderella’s Stepmother (the outstanding Ellen
Harvey), the Baker (Denis O’Hare), and his Wife
(the wonderful Amy Adams). Part of the fun of
Act I is being in on Sondheim and Lapine’s bla-
tantly Freudian reading of these stories. Since the
director, Timothy Sheader (co-directing with Liam
Steel), treats this production as something of a sex
farce, the Wolf (the multitalented, charismatic Ivan
Hernandez) gets a lot of play, particularly after he
“eats” Little Red Riding Hood and her granny
(Tina Johnson), who, unlike the Witch, are not am-
bivalent about male attention. But quirks are not
character. Nor is our familiarity with fairy tales
enough to make any of these figures whole. (Re-
viewed in our issue of 8/27/12.) (Central Park.
Enter at 81st St. at Central Park W. 212-539-8750,
Through Sept. 1.)
NEW GIRL IN TOWN

In 1957, when George Abbott and Bob Merrill's
musical played on Broadwayfor the first time, it
was nominated for several Tonys, including one
for its choreography, by Bob Fosse; Thelma Ritter
and Gwen Verdon shared the Tonyfor best ac-
tress. In 2012, though, the story, based on Eugene
O’Neill’s 1921 play “Anna Christie,” seems old-
fashioned and lacking in nuance—a young woman
with a secret, sordid past (Margaret Loesser Rob-
inson) moves to a port townto start over, quickly
falls in love, and then, when her new lover (Pat-
rick Cummings) learns of her past, nearly loses ev-
erything. Despite the underdeveloped story, the har-
monies are sweet and the dancing entertaining and
professional. Directed by Charlotte Moore, (Irish
Repertory, 132 W. 22nd St. 212-727-2737.)

Also Playing

THE BOOK OF MORMON:Eugene O’Neill,
230 W. 49th Sr. 212-239-6200. BRING IT
ON: St. James, 246 W. 44th St. 212-239-6200. C
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CLOSER THAN EVER: York Theatre at St. Pe-
ter’s, Lexington Ave. at 54th St. 212-935-5820,
CLYBOURNE PARK: Walter Kerr, 219 W. 48th
St. 212-239-6200. Through Sept. 2. cock: The
Duke on 42nd Street, 229 W. 42nd St. 646-223-
3010, EVITA: Marquis, Broadway at 46th St.
877-250-2929. THE GERSHWINS' PORGY AND
Bess: Richard Rodgers, 226 W. 46th St. 800-
745-3000. GORE VIDAL"S THE BEST MAN:
Schoenfeld, 236 W. 45th Se. 212-239-6200.
JERSEY BOYS: August Wilson, 245 W. 52nd St.
212-239-6200. MEWSIES: Nederlander, 208
W! 41st St. 866-870-2717. ONCE: Jacobs, 242
W. 45th St. 212-239-6200. ONE MAN, TWO
GUVNORS: Music Box, 239
W. 45th St. 212-239-6200.
ThroughSept. 2. PETER AND THE
STARCATCHER: Brooks Atkinson,
256 W. 47th St. 877-250-2929,
ROCK OF AGES: Helen Hayes,
240 W. 44th St. 212-239-6200.
SILENCE! THE MUSICAL: Elck-
tra, 673 Eighth Ave., at 43rd St.
212-352-3101. SPIDER-MAN:
TURN OFF THE DARK! Foxwoods,
213 W. 42nd St. 877-250-2929,
WAR HORSE: Vivian Beaumont,
150 W. 65th St. 212-239-6200.
WICKED: Gershwin, 222 W. 51st

St. 212-239-6200.

 

NIGHT LIFE
ROCK AND POP

Musicians and night-club pro-
prietors live complicatedlives;
it’s advisable to check in ad-
vance to confirm engagements.

BEACON THEATRE

Broadwayat 74th St. (212-465-
6500)—Aug. 29-30: The long-
running world-music pioneers
and goth favorites Dead Can
Dance disbanded in 1998, but
the Aussie duo has reémerged
with “Anastasis,” an exploration
of musical dialects from East to
West that picks up where the
mystical pair left off.
THE BELL HOUSE

149 7th St., Brooklyn (718-643-
6510)}—Aug. 30: The Glasgow-
based Vaselines first gained wide-
spread attention in the early
nineties, after Nirvana covered
three of their songs and Kurt Co-
bain called the band’s leaders, Eu-
gene Kelly and Frances McKee,
his favorite songwriters. (Cobain later named his
daughter, Frances, after McKee.) Two years ago,
the group returned, after a long hiatus, with the
album “Sex with an X,” an irresistible collection
of catchy garage pop highlighted by funny, insight-
ful lyrics and understated harmonies. With the duo
Schwervon! and their punky pop sensibilities and
high-spirited -song banter.
BOWERY BALLROOM

6 Delancey St. (212-533-2111}—Aug. 30: The
avant-pop rockers Xiu Xiu have a long-standing
penchant for the disturbing. Their latest album,
“Always,” is no exception. The feral punk anthem
“T Luv Abortion” raised feminists’ eyebrowsat the
political blog ThinkProgress, and most of the al-
bum’s lyrics are brutal suicide notes. (There are
alsorich ballads, such as “The Oldness,” that don’t
resort to shock tactics.) What saves Xiu Xiu from
mere melodrama is the intelligence of the group's
front man and sole remaining original member,
Jamie Stewart, in his role as a synth programmer.
Aug. 31: The twenty-seven-year-old CalArts grad-
uate Julia Holter named her sophomore record
“Ekstasis,” the Greek word for the idea of displace-
ment, or trance. Holter painstakingly crafted the
album in the course of nearly three years, and her
quasi-liturgical pop balladsare strikingly advanced.

The music evokes Kate Bush and Laurie Ander-
son, while the clever lyrics cite Anne Carson, Vir-
ginia Woolf, Frank O’Hara, Euripides, and the film
work of Alain Resnais, among other references.
CAPITOL THEATRE

149 Westchester Ave., Port Chester, N.Y. (877-
435-9849)—Sept. 4: Bob Dylan, whose thirty-
fifth studio album, “Tempest,” will be released
the following week, fifty years after his début.
CITY WINERY

155 Varick St. (212-608-0555)—Aug. 29: Joan
Osborne, in residence here this summer, contin-
ues to swim happily in the river of blues and
soul, which buoyed her when she wasfirst start-

 
Julia Holter brings heratmospheric songs to the Bowery Ballroom.

ing out as a performer. Her latest album, “Bring
It On Home,” produced by Jack Petruzzelli, her
longtime guitarist and musical director, includes
a blistering version of Slim Harpo’s “Shake Your
Hips,” and that energy informs her live shows.
Aug. 30-Sept. 1: The great Philadelphia-born,
Tarrytown-raised guitarist David Bromberg is
also a formidable arranger and raconteur. He ap-
pears here with a big band.
DAVID RUBENSTEIN ATRIUM
Broadwayat 63rd St. (212-546-2656)—Sept.4:
Short, Martin, and Chase they are not, but the
musical project known as Tres Amigos have their
own loose-limbed charm. Justin Poindexter (gui-
tar), Eddie Ray Barbash (washboard and sax),
and Sam Reider (accordion) serve up a sprightly
mixture of folk, country, mariachi, and more.
DEATH BY AUDIO

49 §. 2nd St., Brooklyn (No phone)—Aug. 29:
A night of loft-shaking punk rock, headlined by
Naomi Punk, whose sludgy tunes often give off
a deranged carnival vibe and stretch into epic-
feeling, alternative-flavored rambles. The electri-
hed riffing of the Brooklyn three-piece band Nude
Beach could be equally at home on a Southern-
rock bill, and comes complete with a gravel-
voiced front man and countrified electric-guitar

solos. The loud noise-punk band Sleepies keeps
audiences on their toes with dissonant instrumen-
tal sections and breakneck tempo changes, while
the electrified pop band ShoXX seems more in-
fluenced by dance music than by punk. Aug. 30:
Mac DeMarco’s début EP, “Rock and Roll Night
Club,” was a confusing introduction to this
Edmonton-born, Vancouver-based recording art-
ist. The songs leaned heavily on a disconcertingly
ironic sleaze factor, with tracks like “Baby’s Wear-
ing Blue Jeans” and “European Vegas.” If the sin-
gles from his upcoming October release, “2,” on
Captured Tracks, are any indication, DeMarco
has matured and mellowed, and upgraded his re-

cording equipmentas well, Sept.
1: The hard-rocking Torontotrio
METZ.
HIGHLINE BALLROOM

431 W. 16th St. (212-414-5994}—
Aug. 31: Rodriguez. In one of the
most unlikely pop-music stories
of recent years, Sixto Rodriguez,
who goes professionally by his
last name, ts getting some of the
recognition he sought forty years
ago andfailed to find. In the early
seventies, the Detroit musician—
a kind of urban Donovan—re-
leased two counterculturally in-
formed and folkily psychedelic
albums that went absolutely no-
where. But somehow his records
found their way to South Africa,
where he achieved a legendary
status among younglisteners.Two
fans recently decided totry to
track down their musical hero, a
quest documented in the new film
“Searching for Sugar Man.” They
found Rodriguez working con-
struction in his native Michigan,
and the rest is history, delayed but
not deleted.
HOUSE OF VANS

25 Franklin St., Brooklyn (No
phone)—Aug. 29: A heavy-
hitting hard-rock bill featuring
the Norwegian rockers Turbone-

» whose bumpycareer started
in 1989, with anill-advised stint
performing in blackface. That pe-
riod was short-lived, and by the
mid-nineties they achieved inter-
national fame with a streamlined,
arena-rock sound. Their sense of
humor helped, and they haven’t
lost it; their latest single is “You
Give Me Worms.” Baroness, out
of Savannah, Georgia, is a group
of hard-rock balladeers whobeet
up thei borderline schmalz with

fast metal riffing and the occasional Pink Floyd-
ish drone. The Boston metalheads Doomriders and
the supercharged New Jersey punks Night Birds
fill out this testosterone-fuelled celebration.
MERCURY LOUNGE

217 E. Houston St. (212-260-4700)—Aug. 31:
A few years ago, three Yale students came to-
gether to form the folk ensemble Plume Giant.
Now, having just graduated, the harmony-happy
expert fiddlers celebrate the release of their first
full-length album, “Callithump.” Twobands with
a flair for string plucking lend support: Tall Tall
Trees and the Black Swans.
MUSIC HALL OF WILLIAMSBURG

66 N. 6th St., Brooklyn (718-486-5400)—Sept.
2: The punk-metal band Leftéver Crack, whose
members live in one of the last remaining squats
in the city (C-Squat), has a reputation for pro-
vocative and subversive songs.
PIANOS

158 Ludlow St. (212-505-3733)—Aug. 31: METZ.
(sce Death by Audio).
RUMSEY PLAYFIELD

Central Park, mid-Park at 69th St. (800-745-3000)—
Aug. 29: With influences ranging from Balkan folk
to Mexican funeral music, Beirut are the princes
ofindie gypsy pop. Brandishing trumpet, accordion,

THE NEW YORKER, SEPTEMBER 3, 2012 7



 

Advertisement

BUSINESS INSIGHT
 

THE NEW YORKER PROMOTION DEPARTMENT

PRESENTS FINDINGS AND FORESIGHT

FROM OUR BUSINESS ADVERTISERS.
 

RETIRE FROM

YOUR JOB,
NOT YOUR
LIFESTYLE.

      

Fifty-one per cent of U.S.

households are at risk of not

having enough to maintain

their standardofliving in

retirement* At Prudential,

we have innovative strategies

that can help provide

retirement incomefor life.

Learn moretoday at

prudential.com/bringyourchallenges.

The Prudential Insurance Company of America,

Newark. Ni.

*Source: The Center for Retirement Research

at Boston College.

  CS Prudential
—— :

Bring Your Challenges’

prudential.com/bringyourchallenges

0224282-00001-00

newyorkeronthetown.com

Follow us on Twitter:@NewYorkerPromo

 

THE NEW YORKER, SEPTEMBER 3, 2012

  

and ukulele, to name just a few instruments, the
band takes world music in a new, hip direction,
TERRA BLUES

149 Bleecker St. (212-777-7776)—Aug. 30: Willie
Jaye Lawsis a guitarist and singer whoplaces spe-
cial emphasis on his Texas roots, keeping alive the
musical traditions of T-Bone Walker, Doug Sahm,
Albert Collins, and Stevie Ray Vaughan. But he
and his band also find some deep blues in songs
that previously seemed quite pale indeed, among
them the Rolling Stones’ “Angic.”
285 KENT

285 Kent Ave., Brooklyn (No phone}—Aug. 29:
In September, the acclaimed New York avant-
chamber group Zs celebrates its tenth anniversary.

peter Tom Harrell and the saxophonist Vincent
Herring, salute one of the kings of bebop, Char-
lie Parker.
BLUE NOTE

131 W. 3rd St. (212-475-8592)—Aug. 28-Sept.
2: It’s become nearly impossible to chart a pre-
dictable path for the enterprising pianist and com-
poser Kenny Werner; here his guests include two
Jazz internationalists steeped in their native cul-
tures, the Beninese guitar sensation Lionel Loueke
and the Puerto Rican saxophonist Miguel Zenén.
DIZZY'S CLUB COCA-COLA

Broadway at 60th St. (212-258-9595)—Aug. 28-
Sept. 2: The Brazilian transplants Trio da Paz,
along with the singer Maucha Adnet, the vibra-

 

POP NOTES
SIX-STRING THEORY

Robert Cray has been one of the most reliable
pleasures of soul and blues for almost three de-
cades now, an assessment that sounds like faint
praise but shouldn’t. Cray is still mostly remem-
bered for his 1986 release, “Strong Persuader,”
which remains one of the best albums of his ca-
reer, because it would have been one of the best
albums of anyone’s career, Cray released five stu-
dio LPs in the ensuing decade and has maintained
an enviable recording and touring schedule, and,
while that professionalism steadily increases his
body of work, it also meansthat individual albums
tend to pass by somewhat anonymously.

It would be a mistake if that same fare befell
his sixteenth album, “Nothin but Love” (Mascot).
Theleadoff track, “Won't Be Coming Home,” has
a familiar story—woman leaves man, man can’t
get past it—stretched over a menacing keyboard
line and a surging chorus. As always,it’s bolstered
by Cray’s writing, which has the compression of
short fiction: “Two days later I get a letter/A pic-
ture of a room in some hotel/Sitting framed up
on the table/A picture I know so well.” Oneofthe
things that made “Strong Persuader” not just a
pleasure but a classic was the unreliability of its
narrators: the tortured cuckold of “Smoking Gun,”
the self-doubting ladies’ man of “Right Next Door
(Because of Me).” That’s the case here as well. Why

 

does the narrator of “Worry” feel that passive anx-
iety is the only option available to him as a loved
one descends into a life of ill repute?

Musically, Cray remains Sane footing. There
are, as always, nods to his forebears—Albert Col-
lins in the slashing, squealing solos, Otis Redding
in the forceful vocals—but he’s been doing this
long enough, and well enough, that he’s mostly
just himself. On recent albums, Cray has some-
times fallen victim to the Curse of the Ambitious
Composition. “Truce,” the closing track from his
2009 album,“This Time,” wasa jazzy, understated,
and borderline soporific five-and-a-half-minute por-
trait of a fraught relationship. What it lacked is
what “Nothin but Love” has in abundance, and
that’s forward motion. “Fix This”glides along on
a reggae lilt and tasteful piano, until it reaches its
chorus, all soul organ and full-throated vocals.
“Side Dish” uses food metaphors to sketch out the
facts ofinfidelity(it’s elevated above novelty by su-
perb playing and by the plaintive closing line,
“Please take me back”). And even though “I’m
Done Cryin’” is nearly nine minutes long and a
message song at that—it chronicles the emotional
effects of job loss—it’s taut and straightforward, a
letter from the economic front.

—Ben Greenman

 

‘To commemorate the occasion, the groupwill release
“Score,” a four-disk boxed set featuring its pioncer-
ing experimental work from the mid-aughts. Here
they will unveil a new lineup, which features the
founding member Sam Hillmer, the downtown com-
poser Patrick Higgins, and the drummer Greg Fox,
formerly of Liturgy and currently of Guardian Alien.
WARSAW

261 Driggs Ave., Brooklyn (718-387-0505}—Sept.
1-2: The Power of the Riff, a metal-oriented festival
that began in Los Angeles two years ago, makes its
first East Coast foray with a diverse lineup. Highlights
include the doom-metal pioneers Pentagram, which

in Virginia in 1971, and the early-eighties New
York hardcore group Agnostic Front, whose concise
1984 masterpiece, “Victim in Pain,” contained eleven
songs and clocked in at just over fifteen minutes. The
festival is rounded out by younger bands, including
the experimental metal outft Sunn O)})), which spe-
cializes in slow and drone-filled compositions.

 

JAZZ AND STANDARDS

BIRDLAND
315 W. 44th St. (212-581-3080)—Aug. 28-Sept.
1: A quintet of neo-boppers, including the trum-

phonist ce Locke, and the saxophonist Harry
Allen, celebrate the music of Stan Getz and Joao
Gilberto.
JAZZ STANDARD

116 E, 27th St. (212-576-2232)—Aug. 28-Sept.
2: Ron Carter, the grand master of the jazz bass,
fronts a big band, with punchy arrangements by
Bob Freedman, that leaves plenty a space for
the leader’s adroit improvisations and those of
the featured soloists, including the guitarist Rus-
sel Malone.
THE KITANO NEW YORK

66 Park Ave., at 38th St. (212-885-7119}—Sept.
1: In the seventies, as a sharp post-bop pianist
who also happened to be female, Joanne Brack-
een was an anomaly. This pioneering player re-
mains as vigorous and questing as ever; here she
leads a trio that includes the drummer Adam
Cruz.
SMALLS

183 W. 10th St. (No phone)—Luckyis the horn
soloist who has Mulgrew Miller as his accompa-
nying pianist; on Aug. 31 and Sept. 1, the hard-
bop trumpeter Joc Magnarelli is the beneficiary.
SOFIA'S RESTAURANT

221 W. 46th St. (212-719-5799}—On Mondays
and Tuesdays, in Club Cache, a downstairs room
at this Italian restaurant adjacent to the Hotel J
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Edison, Vince Giordano and his eleven-piece band,
the Nighthawks, take dancers back in time to the
twenties and thirties.
VILLAGE VANGUARD

178 Seventh Ave. §., at 11th St. (212-255-4037}—
Aug, 28-Sept. 2: The Jenny Scheinman quartet. The
violinist Scheinman tends to set herself off against
equally strong instrumental partners; here, the pianist
Jason Moran will spark her driving, lyrical playing.

 

ART
MUSEUMS AND LIBRARIES

METROPOLITAN MUSEUM

Fifth Ave. at 82nd St. (212-535-7710}—*Tomas
Saraceno: Cloud City.” Through Nov. 4. # “Bel-
lin,Titian, and Lotto: North Italian Paintings from
the Accademia Carrara, Bergamo.” Through Sept.
3. # “Naked Before the Camera.” Through Sept.
9. ¢ “Ellsworth Kelly: Plants.” Through Sept. 3. #
“Chinese Gardens: Palace Pavilions, Scholars’ Stu-
dios, Rustic Retreats.” Through Jan. 6. (Open Tues-
days through Sundays, 9:30 to 5:30, and Friday
and Saturday evenings until 9.)
MUSEUM OF MODERN ART

11 W. 53rd St. (212-708-9400)}—*Alighiero Boetti:
Game Plan.” Through Oct. 1. ¢ “Century of the
Child: Growing by Design, 1900-2000.” Through
Nov. 5. # “Quay Brothers: On Deciphering the
Pharmacist’s Prescription for Lip-Reading Pup-
pets.” ThroughJan. 7. ¢ “Eyes Closed/Eyes Open:
Recent Acquisitions in Drawings.” Through Jan.
7. # “Projects 98: Slavs and Tatars.” Through
Dec, 10. (Open Wednesdays through Mondays,
10:30 to 5:30, and Friday evenings until 8.)
MOMA P51

22-25 Jackson Ave., Queens (718-784-2084)—
“Lara Favaretto:Just Knocked Out.” Through Sept.
10. # “Esther Klas—Better Energy.” Through Sept.
17. ¢ “Solo Projects by Rey Akdogan, Edgardo
Aragon, ja Karilampi,and Caitlin "Th
Sept. 17. (Open Thursdays through Mondays,
noon to 6.)
GUGGENHEIM MUSEUM

Fifth Ave. at 89th St. (212-423-3587)—*Rincke
Dijkstra: A Retrospective.” Through Oct. 3. ¢
“Art of Another Kind: International Abstraction
and the Guggenheim, 1949-1960.” Through Sept.
12. (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)—*Yayoi
Kusama.” Through Sept. 30. ¢ “Sharon Hayes:
There’s So Much I Want to Say to You.” Through
Sept. 9. ¢ “Oskar Fischinger: Space Light Art—A
Film Environment.” Through Oct. 28. (Open
Wednesdays, Thursdays, and weekends, 11 to 6,
and Fridays, 1 to 9.)
BROOKLYN MUSEUM

200 Eastern Parkway (718-638-5000)—*Jean-
Michel Othoniel: My Way.” Through Dec. 2. #
“Ulrike Miller: Herstory Inventory.” The Lesbian
Herstory Archive, foundedin the mid-seventies and
housed in a Park Slope brownstone, includes an
extensive collection of T-shirts; the Austrian-born,
New York-based Miiller invited a hundred artists
to make drawings of them. Displayed near the mu-
seurm’s elevators, the works range from thesilly to
the serious, and theliteral to the abstract, by art-
ists both established (Amy Sillman, Faith Ringgold)
and up-and-coming (A. K. Burns, Dawn Kasper).
Also on view are items selected by Miiller from
the museum’s collection, including an Eskimo wom-
an’s knife and a nineteenth-century porcelain cast
of a woman’s hand. ThroughSept. 9. (Open Wednes-
days through Sundays, 11 to 6, and Thursday eve-
nings until 10.)
AMERICAN MUSEUM OF NATURAL HISTORY

Central Park W. at 79th St. (212-769-5100}—*Crea-
tures ofLight: Nature’s Bioluminescence.” Through
Jan. 6. # “Spiders Alive!” Through Dec. 2. (Open
daily, 10 to 5:45.)
BRONX MUSEUM OF THE ARTS

1040 Grand Concourse (718-681-6000)—*Urban
Archives: The Rituals of Chaos.” Sparked by the
work of the Mexican photojournalist Enrique

Metinides, the curator Monica Espinel investigates
the pleasures and terrors of the urban experience
in a provocative show of photography and video.
Metinides’s sensational shots ofaccidents and crime
scenes ground the exhibition in the kind of mat-
ter-of-fact disasters that appealed to both Weegee
and Warhol, but much of the other material here
suggests a more vibrant and complex experience
of city life, whether it’s in Kingston, Sao Paulo,
Algiers, or SoHo. Peter Moore, Gordon Matta-
Clark, and Alvin Baltrop documented dance and
art work that made use of abandoned or under-
used spaces in New York. Sophie Calle’s portraits
of Bronx residents, originally hung at Fashion
Moda, in 1980, were tagged with graffiti by “un-
expected and providential collaborators” who
broke into the South Bronx gallery the night be-
fore Calle’s show opened. Through Jan. 6. # “Rev-
olution Not Televised.” Through Oct. 17. (Open
Thursdays through Sundays, 11 to 6, and Friday
evenings until 8.)
INTERNATIONAL CENTER OF

PHOTOGRAPHY

1133 Sixth Ave., at 43rd St. (212-857-0000)—*Gor-
don Parks: 100 Years.” Through Jan. 6. ¢ “Chris-
ter Stromholm: Les Amies de Place Blanche.”
Through Sept. 2, # “President in Petticoats! Civil
War Propaganda in Photographs.” Through Sept.
2. ¢ “Weegee: Murder Is My Business.” Through
Sept. 2. (Open Tuesdays through Sundays, 10 to
6, and Friday evenings until 8.)
JEWISH MUSEUM ‘

Fifth Ave. at 92nd St. (212-42.3-3200})—*Edouard
Vuillard: A Painter and His Muses, 1890-1940,”
Through Sept. 23. ¢ “Sanford Biggers and Jen-
nifer Zackin: A Small World.” Through Oct, 14.
(Open Saturdays through Tuesdays, 11 to 5:45,
Thursdays, 11 to 8, and Fridays, 11 to 4.)
MORGAN LIBRARY & MUSEUM
225 Madison Ave.,at36th St. (212-685-0008)—*Rob-
ert Wilson/Philip Glass: Einstein on the Beach.”
Through Nov.4. ¢ “Josef Albers in America: Paint-

ing on Paper.” Through Oct. 14. (Open Tuesdays
through Thursdays, 10:30 to 5, Fridays, 10:30 to
9, Saturdays, 10 to 6, and Sundays, 11 to 6.)
MUSEO DEL BARRIO
Fifth Ave. at 104th St. (212-831-7272)—*Carib-
bean: Crossroads of the World.” Through Jan. 6.
(Open Tuesdays through Saturdays, 11 to 6, and
Sundays, 1 to 5.)
MUSEUM OF ARTS AND DESIGN
2 ColumbusCircle (212-299-7777)—*Changing
Hands: Art Without Reservation 3/Contempo-
rary Native North American Art from the North-
east and Southeast.” This thoughtful overview of
contemporary art by indigenous peoples—the
final installment of a three-part show—features
more than eighty artists whose work is divided
between modernist gestures and pointed politi-
cal commentary. The show avoids facile general-
izations and pigeonholing by emphasizing indi-
vidual voices. Some themes inevitably recur:
smallpox-infected blankets are invoked by Marie
Watt, whose poignant abstraction, which recalls
textiles by Anni Albers, is composed of recycled
satin bindings; and Michelle LaVallee contributes
a damninginstallation titled “Final Proof,” which
includes Hudson Bay blankets and the “Chron-
icles of Canada,” a thirty-two-book history of
Canada’s colonization. Other artists reference
non-Native art and popular culture: Jordan Ben-
nett updates Duchamp by combining a bicycle
wheel and a dream catcher, and Skawennati’s
computer-generated animation about a time-
travelling Mohawk strikes an optimistic chord,
envisioning a more egalitarian future. Through
Oct. 21. # “Space-Light-Structure: The Jewelry of
Margaret De Patta.” Through Sept. 23. (Open
Tuesdays through Sundays, 11 to 6, and Thurs-
day and Friday evenings until 9.)
MUSEUM OF BIBLICAL ART
Broadwayat 61st St. (212-408-1500}—*The Ad-
oration of the Magi by Bartolo di Fredi: A Mas-
terpiece Reconmucted* ThroughSept. 9. (Open
 

  



 

CRITIC’S NOTEBOOK
NEW YORK, METZ

 

In the pastten years,
independent bands have
inched back toward the
musical aggression that was
something ofa default
position for the community
in the late eighties and early
nineties. METZ,a trio from
Toronto,has fully revived
this confrontational, skilled
and energetic approach. The
guitarist-vocalist Alex
Edkins, the drummer
Hayden Menzies, and the
bassist Chris Slorach have
made oneofthe year’s best
albums,a self-titled début
for Sub Pop thatwill be
released in October. The
band has described the
album as an “audio
equivalent ofthe film
‘Fitzcarraldo’ by Werner
Herzog,” whichis effectively
nonsense, except that both
art works contain plenty of
sweating. It is a punishing,
noisy, exhilarating thing,a
deeply impolite racket that
will only soundbetterlive at
Pianos on Aug. 31 and at
Death by Audio on Sept. 1.
The bandhasalso described
its sound as “Aggressive
Perfector—Blue Bomber-Fu
Manchu-—Core,” whichis

probably what you should
tell your parents (or, as the
case may be, your children)
that you're going to see. Just
so they won't worry.

—sSasha Frere—Jones
 

Wednesdays through Sundays, 10 to 6, and Thurs-
day evenings until 8.)
MUSEUM OF CHINESE IN AMERICA

215 Centre St. (212-619-4785}“AmericaThrough
a Chinese Lens.” Through Sept. 10. (Open Mon-
days and Fridays, 11 to 5, Thursdays, 11 to 9, and
weekends, 10 to 5.)
NEW MUSEUM

235 Bowery, at Prince St. (212-219-1222}—“Ghosts
in the Machine.” Through Sept. 20. ¢ “Pictures
from the Moon: Artists’ Holograms 1969-2008.”
Through Sept. 30. (Open Wednesdays through Sun-
days, 11 to 6, and Thursday evenings until 9.)
NEW YORK BOTANICAL GARDEN

Bronx River Parkwayat Fordham Rd., the Bronx
(718-817-8700}—*Monet’s Garden.” Through May
18. (Open Tuesdays through Sundays, 10 to 6.)
NEW YORK PUBLIC LIBRARY

Fifth Ave. at 42nd St. (917-275-6975)—*Lunch
Hour NYC.” Through Feb. 17. (Open Mondays,
and Thursdays through Saturdays, 10 to 6, Tues-
days and Wednesdays, 10 to 8, and Sundays, 1
to 5.)
QUEENS MUSEUM OF ART
Flushing Meadows-Corona Park (718-592-
9700)—*Caribbean: Crossroads of the World.”
Through Jan, 6, ¢ “Ada Bobonis: Stages, Moun-
tains, Water.” Through Jan. 6. ¢ “Her Stories:
Fifteen Years of the South Asian Women’s Cre-
ative Collective.” Through Oct. 7. (Open Wednes-
days through Fridays, 10 to 5, and weekends,
noon to 5.)
SOUTH STREET SEAPORT MUSEUM

12 Fulton St., at WaterSr. (212-748-8600}—*Com-
pass: Folk Art in Four Directions.” Through Oct.
7. (Open Wednesdays through Sundays, 10 to6.)
STUDIO MUSEUM IN HARLEM

144 W. 125th St. (212-864-4500)—*Caribbean:
Crossroads of the World.” Through Oct. 21.
“2011-2012 Artists in Residence: Njideka Akun-
yili, Melcko Mokgosi, and Xaviera Simmons.”
Through Oct. 12. (OpenThursdays and Fridays, noon
to 9, Saturdays, 10 to 6, and Sundays, noon to 6.)

 

GALLERIES—UPTOWN

“STAFF PICKS"

The concept—employees picked their five favorite
photographs from the gallery’s inventory—may
sound uninspired, butit’s not. Instead, it’s a great
opportunity to see works that may not have been
out of a box since they were acquired, much ofit
by New York photographers who have always
beenthe gallery’s backbone, including Lisette Modcl,
Leon Levinstein, Louis Faurer, and William Klein.
Among the discoveries: Bill Burke’s shot of a boy
poking his head into a silver cone at a speaker
shop in Phnom Penh, Homer Page’s picture of a
man lost behind his racing form, and Gordon
Parks’s portrait of Alexander Calder as a disem-
bodied hand hanging, a mobile. Through Sept. 8.
(Howard Greenberg, 41 E. 57th St. 212-334-0010.)

Short List

JAMES LEE BYARS: Werner, 4 E. 77th St. 212-
988-1623. Through Aug. 31. BRUCE NAUMAN:
Gagosian, 980 Madison Ave., at 76th St. 212-
744-2313. Through Aug. 31. "JANET CARDIFF
AND GEORGE BURES MILLER: THE MURDER
OF crows": Park Avenue Armory, Park Ave.
at 66th St. 212-933-5812. Through Sept. 9.

 

GALLERIES—DOWNTOWN

PAOLO PELLIZZARI
The Italian photojournalist shows a series of color
panoramas whose subjects range from George W.
Bush in the Oval Office to a swarm of Tour de
France bicyclists pedalling through a small-town
traffic circle. Most of Pellizzari’s prints are nearly
four feet across, but they cover so much visual
acreage that the scale feels oddly compressed and
figures scem miniaturized (a single, even larger

print whets the appetite for more). The best im-
ages have the generous sweep and the intriguing
detail of history paintings, and one—ofthe skier
Han Xiaopeng suspended in midair at the Winter
Olympics in Torino—captures such a decisive mo-
ment that it looks more like a dream thanlike a
document. Through Aug. 31. (Anastasia, 166 Or-
chard St. 212-677-9725.)
"INSIDE THE BANANA"
‘The textaccompanyingthis slickly nonsensical seven-
person show offers a tip for enjoying it: “Jettison
any thoughtof thinking about why.” Liberated frorn
the quest for meaning or theme, you're bound to
get a kick our of Adriana Lara’s Brobdingnagian
bunch of grapes (green balloons) suspended from
the ceiling and Jordan Wolfson’s shelf lined with
lobster claws collaged with lewd images. Darren
Bader—an artist as baffling as he is compelling—
contributes agiant fortune cookie titled “Gary Comet-
ner’s Favorite Hires During That Tenure.” The dig-
ital animator Tabor Robak sets his stylized video
gamein, ofall places, the Vatican. Best in show goes
to the perversely erotic photographs of Torbjern
Redland, through whose lens a cluster of shuttle-
cocks is every bit as seductive as a woman’s finger
dipped in a tumbler of lager. Through Sept. 22.
(Algus Greenspon, 71 Morton St. 212-255-7872.)

Short List

JONATHAN ALLMAIER: Fuentes, 55 Delancey
St. 212-577-1201. Through Sept. 30. ANDREW
GBuR: Eleven Rivington, 11 Rivington St. and
195 Chrystie St. 212-982-1930. Both shows open
Aug. 30. JESSICA RATH: Hanley, 136 Watts St.
646-918-6824, Through Sept. 1.

 

GALLERIES—BROOKLYN

OSCAR TUAZON

With the Brooklyn waterfront undergoing rapid
transformation into an urban greenway, the Los
Angeles artist’s work blends into the surrounding
construction almost too well. Which may be the
point: his three hybrids of sculpture and architec-
ture exude such a confident presence that they feel
like permanent fixtures in the landscape. Each struc-
ture incorporates tree trunks: one acts as a water
fountain, another supports a basketball hoop, and
a third pierces a cement cube, paying homage to
both DonaldJudd and Gordon Matta-Clark.Through
April 30, (Public Art Fund at Brooklyn Bridge Park,
Furman St. at Old Fulton St. 212-223-7800.)

 

DANCE

“CHANNELS/INSERTS"

The dance historian David Vaughan—who,in the
course of five decades, served as an administra-
tor, a tour manager, and, eventually, an archivist
for the Merce Cunningham Dance Company—
shares his insights at a screening of “Channels/
Inserts” (1981), at the New York Public Library
for the Performing Arts. The piece was conceived
by its creators, Cunningham and the filmmaker
Charles Atlas, as a dance specifically to be seen
on film, with generous use of crosscutting tech-
niques. Atlas described it as a party going on in
twodifferent rooms at once. This is the first of
a series of films to be presented by Vaughanthis
fall. (40 Lincoln Center Plaza, 212-870-1630,
Aug. 29 at 2.)

 

CLASSICAL MUSIC
CONCERTS IN TOWN

METROPOLITAN OPERA

SUMMER HD FESTIVAL

In whatis becoming an end-of-summer Peter Gelb
tradition, the Met presents a series of free broad-
casts of the HD films it shows in movie theatres,
on a jumboscreen very close to home—Lincoln P
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Center Plaza. Seating is first come,first served. Aug.
29 at 8: Karita Mattila’s first appearance in Jiir-
gen Flimm’s production of “Salome,” in 2004, sent
seismic shocks through the New York opera world.
Here’s a chance to see her 2008 repeat of the role;
Patrick Summers conducts. ¢ Aug. 30 at 7:45: The
2009 revival of Cesare Lievi’s charming produc-
tion of “La Cenerentola” stars the more than ca-
pable Elina Garanéa, Lawrence Brownlee, and Ales-
sandro Corbelli; Maurizio Benini. ¢ Aug. 31 at
7:30: Gounod’s “Faust,” with Jonas Kaufmann (in
the title role), Marina Poplavskaya, and René Pape;
Yannick Nézet-Séguin. ¢ Sept. 1 at 8: Bartlett Sher’s
recent production of Rossini’s seldom heard “Le
Comte Ory” maybe visuallydistracting, but its
cast is supreme, with Juan Diego Florez, Diana

lyn. Aug. 29 and Aug. 31-Sept. 1 at 8 and Sept.
2 at 2. For tickets and more information, see
bargemusic.org.)
OPERA SLAVICA: "JENUFA™
Susan Marie Pierson, a distinguished American
dramatic soprano whoselife and career were se-
verely affected when she was injured in an au-
tomobile accident, in 2010, is making a cautious
but noteworthy return to opera by starring in
this intimate production (with chamber orches-
tra) of Janaéek’s noble work, in which she takes
the role of Kostelnicka. William Hobbs conducts
a cast of young performers who have produc-
tively spent their summer studying Czech. (Bo-
hemian National Hall, 321 E. 73rd St. opera-
slavica.org. Aug. 30-31 at 7.)

 

TABLES FOR TWO
CATCH

21 Ninth Ave, (212-392-5978)—Why have one
hostess when you can have four? At Catch,a typ-
ically cavernous restaurant in the meatpacking dis-
trict—surely the only neighborhood in NewYork
where you wish the restaurants would take up a
little less space—the answer is that more is always
more. Hence the velvet rope and two bouncers
on the way in, the juiced-up samba version of
“Move on Up” playing inside, the twenty-five-
dollar tequila cocktail, and the grab-bag, menu of
dishes from around the world, governed by the
principle that most, though notall, of it should
be seafood.

Spinning on the lazy Susan at any given
point, there might be the Italian-American clas-
sic cioppino stew (thick with tomato pulp but
served in a stingy shallow bowl), some sushi
rolls (including a dned-coconut-encrusted Zulu
roll), a chunk of “simply cooked” salmon or
mahi-mahi(served 4 la carte, with the sauce,
naturally, on the side), and, with any luck, a
crispy whole snapper (done in the traditional
Thai style, curved in on itself and covered in
chili and garlic). It’s the best thing on the menu,
but it’s also seventy-two dollars.

 

For those without expense accounts, simpler
pleasures are hard to find. The hot, soft pretzels
with honey-mustard butter don’t have a lot to do
with seafood, but no one will complain. On the ap-
petizer menu, there are some spicy tuna rice cakes
that are appropriately crispy on the bottom and
satisfyingly laborious the jaw muscles, like good
pizza crust, or nougat. Hamachi tartare with pear
and potato chips works better than expected; in
fact, this cleanest of fish provides a neat staging
ground for the delightfully weird intermingling, of
salty and sweet, crunchy and mushy. The high-low
dessert offerings sound like they should be cheap,
but theyaren’t, of course.The big draw ofthe cookie
bucket is the fried Oreo, which doesn’t really taste
like anything, except maybe tempura. The s’mores
pizza is heavy on the cinnamon and comes with a
little tub of burnt-marshmallow ice cream, from
which you’re instructed to scoop your own.It’s di-
verting, though not delicious, and,like the over-all
dining experience, feels dated, and a little too de-
terminedly “downtown.” (Open everynight for din-
ner. Entrées $26-$90.)

—Amelia Lester

 

Damrau, and Joyce DiDonato in the leading roles;
Benini. # Sept. 2 at 8: David McVicar’s solidly tra-
ditional production of “II Trovatore” stars the im-
pressive Sondra Radvanovsky, Marcelo Alvarez,
Dmitri Hvorostovsky, and Dolora Zajick; Marco
Armiliato. ¢ Sept. 3 at 7:30: The final showing in
the series is of last season’s “Anna Bolena,” which
David McViearcrafted as an opening-night vehi-
cle for Anna Netrebko. She leads the cast, which
also includes Ekaterina Gubanova and Ildar Ab-
drazakov; Armiliato, (Lincoln Center Plaza. No
tickets required.)
BARGEMUSIC LABOR DAY FESTIVAL

Every Labor Day weekend, the barge expands
its occasional series of “Here and Now” concerts
to sponsor a mini-festival ofcontemporary music.
This year’s collection of performers (slightly dif-
ferent on each night) includes members of the
dynamic Brooklyn chamber orchestra the Knights,
performing a new improvisational work of their
own; members of the newly minted modern-
music group the Declassified, all alumni of Car-
negie Hall’s Ensemble ACJW, playing pieces by
Caleb Burhans and Ted Hearne; the theremin
maven Rob Schwimmer, offering his own work;
the soprano Lauren Goldsmith, singing songs by
Libby Larsen, William Bolcom, and Ned Rorem;
and the sterling pianist Steven Beck, performing
solo selections by the formidable Milton Babbitt
and Elliott Carter. (Fulton Ferry Landing, Brook-

SOHEIL NASSERI

Ten years ago, this young pianist was a dedicated
bon vivant; since then, he’s matured into a hardy
survivor of the keyboard world, with superb tech-
nique and a poetic touch. His upcoming, program at
Merkin Concert Hall is serious and substantive: a
clutch of works by Beethoven(including the Sonata
No, 28 in A Major and the Bagatelles, Op, 119) and
Brahms’s “Handel Variations,” precededby selections
from “The Vanishing, Pavilions,” a vast work bythe
American modernist Michael Hersch, (129 W. 67th
St. 212-501-3330. Sept. 4 at 8.)

 

OUT OF TOWN

MAVERICK CONCERTS
The Maverick’s Labor Day weekendspreadis a typ-
ical amalgamof ambition andstyle. Sept. 1 at 6: Al-
exanderPlatt, the series’ music director, conducts the
summer’s annual chamber-orchestra concert, “La
Bonne Chanson,”a celebration of French song named
forthe masterpiece by Fauré, which will be performed
by the baritone Andrew Garland in the rarely heard
version with piano and strings. The mezzo-soprano
Mary Nessinger is on hand to sing not only Ravel's
luminous “Trois Poémes de Stéphane Mallarmé” but
also the world premiére of Harold Meltzer’s “Varia-
tions on a Summer Day,” a setting of the eponymous

poem bythe great Francophile Wallace Stevens; Gar-
land also sings (accompanied by the pianist Alan
Murchie) a selection of songs by Debussy, Poulenc,
Dupare, Franck, and Ned Rorem. ¢ Sept. 2 at 4: The
Jupiter String Quartet, a powerful and clegant young
ensemble that will appear with the Chamber Music
Society of Lincoln Center next season, makes its Mav-
erick début with a program that features music by
Webern and Beethoven (the “Harp” Quartet); the
group joins the pianist Ilya Yakushevin Franck’s in-
tense and luxuriant Piano Quintet. Yakushev also
performs Ravel’s “Gaspard de la Nuit” in a prelude
concert at 3. (Woodstock, N.Y. maverickconcerts.org.)
MUSIC MOUNTAIN

The Shanghai Quartet, a favorite group at the string-
quartet shrine, has a weekendto itself, offering, two
concerts.Thefirst includes hearty works by Beethoven
(including the Quartet in F Minor, “Serioso”) and
Smetana (the Quartet No. 1 in E Minor, “From My
Life”); the second features Mozart’s Quartet in
B-Flat Major, K. 589, and Dvorak’s Piano Quintet
in A Major (with the Van Cliburn laureate Hao-
chen Zhang, whowill also perform a solo work by
Chopin). (Falls Village, Conn. 860-824-7126. Sept.
1 at 6:30 and Sept. 2 at 3.)
TANNERY POND CONCERTS

Christian Steiner’s almost private series, held in an
acoustically satisfying old Shaker tannery barn on
the aainee of the Darrow School, rarely lacks star
quality. The radiant soprano Elizabeth Futral, joined
by the clarinettist Todd Palmer and the pianist Ran
Dank, takes pride of place in a concert featuring
three beloved songs of Schubert (including “Du Bist
die Ruh”) and a complete performance of Ricky
lan Gordon’s “Orpheus and Euridice,” a “song cycle
in twoacts,” which freely adapts the ancient myth;
Dank begins the evening with Schubert’s Piano So-
nata in A Major, D. 664. (New Lebanon, N.Y. 888-
820-1696. Sept. 1 at 8.)

 

MOVIES
OPENING

THE AMBASSADOR

A documentary directed by and featuring Mads

Briigger, who impersonates a diplomat in the Cen-
tral African Republic. Opening Aug. 29. (In lim-
ited release.)
BREATHING

Karl Markovics directed this drama, about an
Austrian boy (Thomas Schubert) who, after his
release from a juvenile detention center, delves
into family secrets. In German. Opening Aug. 31.
(Cinema Village.)
FOR A GOOD TIME, CALL...

Lauren Anne Miller and Ari Graynorstar in this com-
edy, as roommates in NewYork who work as phone-
sex operators. Directed by Jamie Travis; co-starring
Justin Long. Opening Aug. 29. (In limited release.)
THE GOOD DOCTOR

Orlando Bloom stars in this drama, as a phy-
sician whose care for a young patient (Riley
Keough) turns obsessive. Directed by Lance Daly;
co-starring Rob Morrow and Taraji P. Henson.
Opening Aug. 31. (In limited release.)
LAWLESS

Reviewed this week in The Current Cinema,
Opening Aug. 29. (In wide release.)
LITTLE BIRDS
Elgin James directed this drama, starring Juno
Temple and Kay Panabaker as teens from the
Salton Sea area who follow three young men to
Los Angeles. Co-starring Kate Bosworth and Les-
lie Mann. Opening Aug. 29.(In limited release.)
ORNETTE: MADE IN AMERICA

Reviewed below in Now Playing. Opening Aug.
31. (IFC Center.)
THE POSSESSION
Ole Bornedal directed this horror film, abouta lit-
tle girl whose behavior turns strange under the in-
fluence of a dybbuk. Starring Jeffrey Dean Mor-
gan, Kyra Sedgwick, Madison Davenport, and
Natasha Calis. Opening Aug. 31. (In wide release.)
SIDE BY SIDE
A documentary, directed by Chris Keneally, fea-
turing Keanu Reeves in conversation with direc-
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tors (including Martin Scorsese, Steven Soder-
bergh, and David Fincher) about the conversion
to digital filmmaking. Opening Aug. 31. (In lim-
ited release.)

 

NOW PLAYING

THE AMAZING SPIDER-MAN

Does filmcriticism become redundant when a movie
reviews itself in its owntitle? Or should we take
that preémptive assessment as a challenge? Certainly,
there are things that amaze in Marc Webb's addi-
tion to the comic-book franchise: the scene, for in-
stance, where Peter Parker (AndrewGarfield), freshly
enhanced with arachnoid powers, destroys the in-
side of a subway car without even trying, and with
no hint of malice. Garfield looks charmingly help-
less at such times, and audiences will swoon accord-
ingly; far more uncomfortable, though, are his mo-
ments of mush, when the whole business of
becoming web-based seems to prey upon his soul.
The film recycles a lot of material from previous
projects: Peter still has vanished parents, and he still
lives with his Uncle Ben and Aunt May, now played
by Martin Sheen and Sally Field, respectively. New
to the game are GwenStacy (EmmaStone), a school-
mate with whomhefalls in love, and Dr. Curt Con-
nors (Rhys Ifans), a one-armed scientist who, in an
effort to while awaythose dull days, turns himself
into a lizard the size of a plow horse. His battle
with our hero, tracked by a cop (Denis Leary) who
also happens to be Gwen’s father, is noisy and ex-
tensive, yet little scems to be at stake beyonda slight
worsening of NewYork traffic conditions, and the
whole enterprise grows ominously heavy onits feet.
Spider-Manis at his best, his happiest, and his most
entertaining when he follows the example of Sina-
tra: swing easy—Arnthory Lane (Reviewed in our
issue of 7/9 & 16/12.) (In wide release.)
BEASTS OF THE SOUTHERN WILD

Startlingly fresh and powerful. In the Gulf of Mex-
ico, on the “wrong side of the levee,” an ethnically
mixed communityof raffish survivorslive in rubbish
shacks and cling to a damp bit of turf that theyae
fectionately call the Bathtub. Thesix-year-old hero-
ine, Hushpuppy, played byan astonishing local school-
child, Quvenzhané Wallis, has an exuberant, vertical
thatch of hair and a small mouth that expresses both
amusement and the fiercest determination, Hushpup-
y's father, Wink, played by Dwight Henry, another
Be non-actor—a baker, with an acetylene voice—
is drinking hard, fighting against illness. The two re-
gard each other warily, furiously, like characters in a
Faulkner novel trapped in each other’s compulsions
and needs. As eco-disaster threatens, Hushpuppysees
ice fields melting; she has a vision of frozen prehis-
toric beasts breaking free and menacing her mucky
habitat. The young director, Benh Zeitlin, launches
the fantastic from aninitial mode of crowded poetic
realism; from the middle of the movie to the end, re-
ality and fantasy flow into each other seamlessly. The
moods hang together, and much of the picture is sav-
agely happy and wild. Based on a play by LucyAl-
ibar, who wrote the screenplay with Zeitlin. The cin-
ematographyis by Ben Richardson.—David Denby
(7/23/12) (In wide release.)
BELL, BOOK AND CANDLE

Anerratic light comedy with a spellbinding wild
streak, centered on occult rites, New York City at
Christmastime, and a magical car named Pyewacket.
It’s hard to resist Kim Novak,in slinky beatnik
chic, as she bewitches a straight-arrow publisher
played by James Stewart; she’s part of a witch-and-
warlock underground operating merrily in Green-
wich Village. Amongits other members, the boom-
ing Hermione Gingold and the furtively funny Elsa
Lanchester are perfectly matched oddballs; so are
the serenely Tidiegaee Ernie Kovacs, as an‘author-
ity on sorcery, and Jack Lemmon,as an ebulliently
volatile young sorcerer. Stewart, playing the foil, de-
serves better material, and the movie’s midsection
is perfunctory. But the fun quotient is high, and
there’s an undeniable frisson to the way the mov-
ie’s magic subculture echoes the closeted gay world
of the fifties: it’s easy to view the Zodiac Club as
a gay bar Daniel Taradash adapted John Van Druten’s
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play; Richard Quinedirected. Released in 1958.—Mi-
chael Sragow(BAM; Aug. 31.)
THE BOURNE LEGACY

‘The running man returns—not Jason Bourne but a
newcharacter, Aaron Cross (Jeremy Renner), an-
other hard-ass special-ops agent who defies his su-
periors and keeps on moving when they try to elim-
inate him, racing from continent to continent and
across shantytownrooftops, through crowded mar-
ketplaces, downalleyways. Matt Damon,who played
Bourne, was lean in the role, but Renner’s strong
torso is slightly rounded. He looks like a shotgun
shell, well-packed and deadly. He’s physically very
capable, but we don’t feel anything when we look
at his face. Tony Gilroy, who worked as a screen-
writer on all three of the earlier “Bourne”films, di-
rects this time, in a more settled style than that of
Paul Greengrass, who generated the continuous mo-
tion of the last two entnes. Yet the movie—which,
like the prior installments, depends more on realism
(gravity, not pixels) than on fantasy—is dynamic
enough, with a fewclassic sequences. With Edward
Norton and Stacy Keach, as ruthless military-
intelligence types, and Rachel Weisz, as the research
doctor who becomes Cross’s accomplice.—D.D.
(8/13 & 20/12) (In wide release.)
THE CAMPAIGN

This mixed bag of a comedy lampoons the politi-
cal process by means of a Dumb (Zach Galifiana-
kis) and Dumber (Will Ferrell) premise. As directed
by Jay Roach, it takes easy shots at the insincerity
of populist messaging—the duelling candidates are
depicted as mere puppets of bigger interests (thinly
veiled Koch-brothers knockoffs, played very well by
John Lithgow and Dan Aykroyd). But, despite the
obviousness ofits political points, the film has a
scattershot, breezy appeal. Galifianakis plays his
emasculated tabula-rasa character with a winningly
sympathetic streak, andFerrell’s crackpot oafish
performance, though familiar, is appropriately an-
archic. Nevertheless, the movie ultimately undercuts
its laughs with a rampant cynicism.—Bruce Diones
(In wide release.)
COMPLIANCE

A fascinating, enraging (in a good way), morally in-
structive fable. The setting is a fast-service chicken
franchise in Ohio. The sixtyish Sandra (Ann Dowd),
the restaurant’s manager, receives a phone call from
a man (Pat Healy) who identifies himself as a police
officer. He says that Becky (Dreama Walker), one of
the teen-agers working the front counter, has stolen
some money from a customer’s purse, and he asks
Sandra to detain her and, eventually, to strip-search
her, Other members of the restaurant staff, all fond
of Becky but obedient, take part in the girl’s humili-
ation. Is he actually a cop? A prankster? A psychal-
ogy professor doing an experiment? None of this
would have worked if every moment of hesitation
and thenresolution didn’t feel—asit does—absolutely
authentic. The naturalistic writing and acting are su-
perb. This is a small movie, but it provides insight
into large and terrifying events, such as the voluntary
participation ofcivilians in the monstrous crimes of
the last century. The material is based on actual cases
from the past decade. Written and directed by Craig
“obel.—D.D, (8/27/12) (In limited release.)
COSMOPOLIS

The director David Cronenberg has adapted Don
DeLillo’s 2003 novel into a languid, deadpan, con-
ceptualist joke. His hero is Eric Michael Packer
(Robert Pattinson), a twenty-cight-year-old asset
manager of unfathomable wealth, whosteps into
his stretch limo and announces his intention to
cross Manhattanfor a haircut. As his progress gets
stalled by traffic, various people visit him in the
limo, including twerpy investment advisers, an old
lover (Juliette Binoche) who entertains hirn on the
seats, and his private “theorist” (Sandra Morton),
who explains that money no longer has a narra-
tive quality but “talks to itself.” The interior of the
car is designed in shades of black and dark gray,
with chrome trim and blue, glowing screens. De-
spite the constrictions, Cronenberg keeps the space
handsome and active, and much of the movie is
dreamy and funnyin an off-centered way. Eric, it
turns out, is losing hundreds of millions in a bad
bet against the yuan; eventually, the car is engulfed
by an increasingly madcap anti-capitalist rally. With

 

CRITIC’S NOTEBOOK
PULP FRICTION

The debate over violence in
children’s entertainment was
already raging in 1955, when
FrankTashlin madeit the
fulcrumofhisJerry Lewis—
Dean Martinvehicle “Artists
and Models” (screening at
BAMon Aug. 30). Lewis
plays a comic-book-crazed

 

writer ofunpublishably mild
children’s stories who erupts
in his sleep with lurid tales,
which his roommate

(Martin), a pennilessartist,
transcribes andsells to a pulp
publisher whois struggling
to compete withtelevision’s
violentfare. Tashlin, a pop
visionary, puts unhinged
pop visionsat the core of
modern life, presenting
Lewis's nocturnal ravings
as instinctive scientific
ingenuity that gets the
attention ofthe FBI

and Soviet spies. “Don’t
shoot,” one ofthem says.
“Remember, we need his

dreams.” Butthevillains are
ultimately thwarted by the
dreamer’s sexual instinct,
and a parody of“Rear
Window’ (one ofTashlin’s
many Hitchcockian winks)
emphasizes the comedy’s
connection betweensex

and violence. Suppress
depictions oflust and
horror and you suppress
imagination itself/—which,
however,is often better
left imagined.

—RichardBrody
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Paul Giamatti, raspy and dishevelled, as a venge-
ful man whom Eric wronged. The cinematogra-
phy is by Peter Suschitzky—D.D. (8/27/12) (In
limited release.)
THE DARK KNIGHT RISES

After the events of July 20th in Aurora, Colorado,
Christopher Nolan’s new film can never be seen
in quite the same way. Unjustly or otherwise, its
fictional mayhem will always be tinged, or tainted,
with thoughts of the genuine suffering that was
borne that night. In the face of impassioned argu-
ments—over gun control, the effect of screen vio-
lence, and the possible mimicking of comic-book
villains—any idea of simple fun has been drained
away. But how much fun was the movie in the
first place? The story is dense, overlong, and stud-
ded with references that will make sense only to
those intimate with Nolan’s previous excursions
into Batmanhood. This time, Bruce Wayne (Chris-
tian Bale), dragged from a wasteful retirement,
takes on a brute named Bane (Tom Hardy), who
is masked and barely comprehensible. Running
alongside this battle is the tale of Selina Kyle (Anne
Hathaway), a jewel thief with feline overtones, and
the emergence of Blake (Joseph Gordon-Levitt), a
youthful cop, as a fresh force for unswayable good
in Gotham.Fans will hail the return of Gary Old-
man, Michael Caine, and Morgan Freeman to the
fray, together with the trusty Bat-pod, which gives
perhaps the sleekest performance ofall. Whether
Bale has done enough with our hero to make him
interesting, as opposed to joyless and reclusive, over
the course of three films is open to debate; whether
Bane, however, is a match for Heath Ledger's Joker,
in “The Dark Knight,” is a comparative exercise that
should now be laid quietly aside—A.L. (7/30/12)
(In wide release.)
KILLER JOE

Anybody whotrusts in the serenity that comes with
age will be taken aback by William Friedkin’s new
movie; four decades after “The French Connection”
and “The Exorcist,” here is one of his most brutal
works to date. Matthew McConaughey stars as the
Joe of the title: a Texas lawman who—when off
duty, at least—regards the law as something to be
broken with a vengeance. For a handsome fee, he
will murder on demand—good news for his latest
client, a wastrel named Chris (Emile Hirsch), who
hopes to have his own mother disposed of for the
sake of an insurance claim. Also snared in the plot
are Chris’s father (Thomas Haden Church), sister
(Juno Temple), and stepmother (Gina Gershon),all
far more concerned by the mechanics of the plan
than by its moral foulness. That everything should
go wrong is no surprise, but the wrong turns are
taken so viciously—Gershon, in particular, is appall-
ingly treated, in closeup—that they lead the film,
acaitee from the play by Tracy Letts, to the brink
of abusive farce. All of this is intended to crownthe
sense of danger in McConaughey’s drawling, unhur-
nied mmance; in the event, however, the menace
feels betrayed and dimmed by a director’s perpetual
wish to shock—A.L. (8/6/12) (In limited release.)
MOONRISE KINGDOM

The latest Wes Anderson film takes place in 1965,
on a fictional island off New England. At Camp
Ivanhoe, Scout Master Ward (Edward Norton) runs
a disciplined troop—atleast, until one member, Sam
Shakusky (Jared Gilman), goes missing. Sam meets
up with his beloved, the twelve-year-old Suzy Bishop
(Kara Hayward), and together they flee into the
wild, as matching outcasts; he has no parents, and
she feels estranged from hers, who in turn seem es-
tranged from each other. Such is the leitmotif that
courses throughthe tale, echoing worries from ear-
lier Anderson films: a sharp sense of orphanhood,
affecting young and old ‘alike, and redeemed only
y the chance to belong—to a choir, to a clan, or

to the heart of a fellow-loner. Fine use is made of
Benjamin Britten, whose music so often conjoins the
voices of children in a commoneffort; it sets the
tone for the movie’s gusto, crisp and quirky, while
its sadness belongs to those who feel marooned and
beyond the reach of harmony—the honors going to
Bill Murray, as Suzy’s despairing father, and Bruce
Willis, in the role of the island’s police chief. The re-
sult is as bookish and as brightly hued as you might
expect, but there is a new strain of tenderness here,

and, more surprising still, a touch of old-fashioned
madcap in the climax. With Tilda Swinton, resplen-
dently costumed, as a busybody by the name of So-
cial Services—A.L. (6/4 & 11/12) (In wide release.)
ORNETTE: MADE IN AMERICA

Shirley Clarke’s 1985 documentary about the semi-
nal jazz innovator Ornette Coleman joins an impres-
sionistic portrait of the musician with an informa-
tive overview ofhislife, work, and ideas. It also poses
painful questions about a mid-career artist whose
restless curiosity is yoked to the glory and burden
of a public persona—questions that apply as well
to Clarke and her methods, The film’s fractured,
collage-like composition is anchored by Coleman’s
1984 visit to his home town of Fort Worth, where
he received official tributes and performed his or-
chestral work with the local symphony and his own
band. Dramatized reconstructions ofhis youth,filmed
performances from the sixties onward, and discus-
sions with him and other musicians and associates
(including William Burroughs and Brion Gysin) mesh
with Clarke’s diverse array of video manipulations
and her flamboyant, rapid-fire editing, which break
through the reportorial evidence to evoke the visions
and fantasies from which Coleman’s music arises.
(His discussion of an earlier plan for sexual absti-
nence is as chilling as it is revealing.) Clarke relates

churchis run by the boy’s grandfather, Enoch Rouse
(Clarke Peters), who's carrying a terrible secret that
comes bursting out late in the film. Structurally,the
movie is a mess, yet Lee creates moods of outri pt
rapture in the church. He seems to be askingwhet
repeated, emotionally gratifying affirmations of faith
are reconciling people to stasis and failure.It’s a bit-
ter question, and he doesn’t offer an answer, but not
manyfilmmakers would have the courage even to
pose it—D.D. (8/13 & 20/12) (In limited release.)
SLEEPWALK WITH ME

In this amiable first-person comedy, Mike Birbiglia
(as director, co-writer, and star) gives his endearing
persona the hard sell. He plays Matt, a standup co-
median with a story to tell, and he tells it straight
to the camera, to punctuate its dramatization in
flashbacks. Matt’s problem is love—in particular,
marriage, which loomsas the logical step in his eight-
year relationship with Abby (Lauren Ambrose), a
singer. But he’s just not sure, and his doubts are tan-
gled up with his career frustrations (he’s working as
a bartender at a small-time comedy club), his view
of his parents’ eneTewhich ie doesn’t envy),
and his own increasingly oe incidents of sleep-
walking. Despite crisply anecdotal scenes of wry per-
formance (notably, by James Rebhorn and Carol
Kane, as the parents, and Alex Karpovsky, as a comic

 
Jia Zhangke’s 2004 drama, “The World,”

Coleman’s grandly transformative multimedia proj-
ects (including one involving, satellite transmissions)
to her own; his troubled effort to rehabilitate a Lower
East Side building highlights the free-flowing connec-
tion of art and life—Richard Brody (IFC Center.)
PARANORMAN

A young boy who sees dead people needs to save
his town from a deadly curse. That’s the spooky
setup of this beautifully precise stop-motion ani-
mated feature. The directors, Chris Butler (who also
wrote the dark, agile screenplay) and Sam Fell, have
crafted something s eir clever sight gags and
wicked sensibilityaecreepy, memorablescares
to a wholesomestory that encourages individuality.
The film avoids the pandering of many animated
features, bringing an acerbic is and a thrilling in-
telligence to its story, The persuasive voice work is
by Kodi Smit-McPhee, Tucker Albrizzi, Anna Ken-
drick, and the inimitable Elaine Stritch, among many
others.—B.D.(In wide release.)
RED HOOK SUMMER

Spike Lee’s new film, which is nominally about a
boy from Atlanta who spends the hot monthsin
Brooklyn with his grandfather, is a clear failure, yet
Lee is getting at things that mystify him, and parts
of the film are moving. The picture is a lament for
a community that got stuck in time—a group of
African-Americans, living in the Red Hook housing
projects, who gather around a small, wood-panelled
Baptist church called Lil’ Peace of Heaven. The

screens at Film Society ofLincoln Center.

rival), Birbiglia lays the charm on thick while keep-
ing the intimacy at arm’s length. The crux of the
story offers sharp practical wisdom in the modern-
ist vein, regarding the comedian’s confrontation with
the danger and the challenge ofself-revelation, but
it’s served up too smoothly and sweetly. Birbiglia
may have doubts about love, but he seems desper-
ate to be liked.—R.B. (In limited release.)
SPARKLE

A lowerdecibel “Dreamgirls” wannabe, set in the
nineteen~eesabout an ambitious trio ofsisters
(Jordin Sparks, Tika Sumpter, and Carmen Ejogo)
Noles pitasimbto Motowr-like fame.
Thefilm is a remake of the soapy 1976 musical and
is noteworthy only for featuring Whitney Houston’s
last screen appearance. She plays the sisters’ church-
going single mother, who has found God after years
of substance abuse, and her performance can be, at
times, cringe-inducing (some of her line readings seem
somnambulant), But when Houston does her big
musical number, which she delivers on the church
steps in a long, flowing cape and backed by a full
choir, she gives the film the emotionallift it was wait-
ing for. The flat, plodding direction, by Salim Akil,
does little to jazz up the proceedings, and although
there are somenice retro visuals, the movie is a roll
call of genre clichés—B.D. (In wide release.)
THE STORY OF A CHEAT

Few directors risk upstaging their movies with credit
sequences as effervescent as the one with which
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Sacha Guitry (whoalso wrote the script and stars)
opens this 1936 comedy: in a miniature satire on
He behind = scenes on a note set he aoe
the cast and crew, tipping his hand regarding the
tricks of the trade. The ploy meshes nth teva
cal storythat follows, of a poor boy with a Machi-
avellian streak whotakes to heart an apprenticeship
as a croupier in decadent Monte Carlo and becomes
a first-class cardsharp. The cheatlives like a natural
Chaplinesque aristocrat ofhumble origins who owes
his fortune to his physical gifts and his poker face—
and whose exploits, like those of the famous stage
actor Guitry, would have been lost to history with-
out the art of recording. The movie is anos of
a one-man show: Guitry adapted the screenplay
from his own novel, and fills the film with his mor-
dant voice-over. In this livelyact of self-preservation,
he bends elaborately theatrical artifice toward the
cinema’s primordial documentary function. In
French.—R.B. (Film Forum; Sept. 1.)
TED

The début feature by Seth MacFarlane (“Family
Guy”) stars Mark Wahlberg as John, a Boston man
who hasspenthis life coping with a wish come true.
As a lonely eight-year-old boy, he dreamed that his
Teddy bear would come to lie and be his friend; by
some miracle, it did so, and became famous—and
now, at thirty-five, Johnis still living with the con-
sequences. The formerly sweet and cudely bear (voiced
by MacFarlane) has matured into a perpetually ad-
olescent, loutish party animal and draggedthe sharp-
witted and capable man into a dissolute adulthood
of bong hits and bad TV. Johnhasa girlfriend none-
theless—Lori (Mila Kunis), a successtul young exec-
utive whose patience with his behavior and Ted’s an-
tics is wearing thin—and, to keep her, he needs to
help his dependent find his own place in the world.
The best thing in the movie is MacFarlane's clever
underpinning of the talking plush toy’s snarky-
motormouth personality: with a shrewd and ency-
clopedic outpouring ofpop-culture references, he ren-
ders the absurd conceit reasonable and funnels Ted’s
story into the universal drama of a Hollywood has-
been. It’s the comedy that never comes to life—the
heavy-handed gags all but invite a laugh track—and
a sentimental dénouement at Fenway Park is done
by number. The movie's stuffing, of creative smarts
is still lifeless—R.B. (In wide release.)
TO ROME WITH LOVE

Woody Allen’s new movie, a Romanidyll, gently but
surely moves back and forth between romantic com-
edyand satirical farce. We're in the realm of mirac-
ulous transformation—transformation through sex,
through ambition, through chance, through illusion,
through fame suddenly and unaccountablyfalling
on someone's shoulders like a ton of baked lasagna.
There are thirteen major characters and several minor
ones—Amiericans and Italians mixing it up on the
streets and in hotel beds. The stories never overlap,
nor are they set in the same time frame. But the
movie is held together visually by the many shades,
indoors and out, of the glorious Roman gold ochre
and thematically bythe idea of seizing the moment—
the magic you makefor yourself by not being afraid.
With Ellen Page, as a memorably dishonest actress;
Allen, as a retired opera director whoseizes a chance
for entrepreneurial glory; Judy Davis, as his skept-
cal but loving wife; Fabio Armiliato, as the morti-
cian with a genius for singing Puccini in the shower;
Penélope Cruz, as a knowingcall girl; and Alec Bald-
win, Jesse Eisenberg, Alessandro Tiberi, and Alessan-
dra Mastronardi. The cinematography is by Darius
Khondji—D.D. (7/2/12) (In limited release.)
THE WORLD

The fourth feature by the Chinese director Jia
Zhangke, from 2004,lives up to the ambitionofits
title. It turns World Park, in Beijing, a theme park
oftacky reduced-seale reproductionsofcultural won-
ders (from the Taj Mahal to the Eiffel Tower), into
a derisive microcosm of China. The central drama
involves Tao (Zhao Tao), an actress in the park’s
bland folklore pageantry, and her boyfriend, Tai-
sheng (Chen Taisheng), a security guard, who pon-
der whether to marry while struggling to make a
living and, aboveall, to escape their country. Their
story connects with that of colleagues and friends,
including a country boy who takes a dangerous job
and a sweatshop manager who hasn’t seen her hus-

band (anillegal immigrant in France) in ten years.
Meanwhile, sham prevails, and not just within the
theme park: a busy factory produces only knock-
offs of American merchandise and the workers toil
for funny money that buys nothing in the world
economy and leaves even a plane ride an impossi-
ble dream. Cell phones and walkie-talkies convey
an oppressive mood of surveillance, and the pros-
pect of emigration (withits precious documents, real
or fake) provides the only moment of true happi-
ness. Jia’s tenderness for his characters is infused
with a quiet rage: as the wide-screen views freeze
them in a confining emptiness, dead zones of action
and dialogue suggest a land where imagination it-
self has been suppressed. In Mandarin.—R.B. (Film
Society of Lincoln Center; Aug, 31 and Sept. 3.)
YOU ONLY LIVE TWICE

The fifth of the Bonds, it can easily be differentiated
from the others because it’s the one set in Japan.It’s
a product, but probably the most consistently en-
tertaining of the Bond packages up to the time—
not as startling as parts of “Goldfinger” but much
superior to “Thunderball.” Ken Adam’s sci-fi pro-
duction design (including a hollow volcano) seems
almost perfectly calculated for the genre. Lewis Gil-
bert is a rather more humanistic director than his
predecessors, and he’s a reasonablyefficient traffic
manager; he doesn’t let the actors loiter on the sets
too long. And Sean Connery’s James Bond isn’t the
sleek, greasy-lipped dummyoftheearlier films; play-
ing the superhero as a paunchy, rather bemused
spectator, Connery gives him more character than
he’s ever had before. This casual, human Bond is
rather tenderin his sex relationships—one mightal-
mostcall them love relationships this time. The Roald
Dahl screenplay (out of Jules Verne and old mov-
ies) is cleverenough,and Donald Pleasence,as Blofeld,
pets his white cat ominously. With Alexander Knox
as the American President. Released in 1967—Faw-
line Kael (IFC Center; Sept. 2-3.)

Also Playing

HIT & RUN: In wide release. LITTLE WHITE LIES!
In limited release. PREMIUM RUSH! In wide re-
lease. ROBOT AND FRANK! In limited release.

 

REVIVALS, CLASSICS, ETC.

Titles with a dagger are reviewed above.

BAM CINEMATEK
30 Lafayette Ave., Brooklyn (718-636-4100}—*The
Story of Film: An Odyssey.” Aug, 29 at 4:30, 7, and
9:30: Episodes 9 and 10 (2011, Mark Cousins), #
Sept. 4 at 4:30, 7, and 9:30: Episodes 11 and 12
(2011, Cousins). ¢ “American Gagsters: Great Com-
edy Teams.” Aug. 30 at 4:30 and 9:15: “Artists and
Models” (1955, Frank Tashlin). # Aug. 30 at 6:50:
“Hollywood or Bust” (1956, Tashlin). + ne31 at
4:30 and 9:15: “Bell, Book and Candle” (+). #
Lat 2 and 6:50: “A Shot in the Dark” (1964, Blake
Edwards). # Sept. 1 at 4:30 and 9:15: “The Return
of the Pink Panther” (1975, Edwards). # Sept. 2 at
2 and 6:50: “The Producers” (1968, Mel Brooks). +
Sept. 2 at 4:30 and 9:15: “The Party” (1968, Ed-
wards). # Sept. 3 at 2 and 6:50: “Blazing Saddles”
(1974, Brooks), # Sept. 3 at 4:30 and 9:15: “Young
Frankenstein” (1974, Brooks).

FILM FORUM

W. Houston St. west of Sixth Ave. (212-727-8110}—
“The French Old Wave.” Aug, 29 at 1:30, 5:25, and
9:20 and Sept. 1 at 10:05: “Diabolique” (1955,
Henri-Georges Clouzot). ¢ Aug, 29 at 3:40 and 7:35:
“Eyes Without a Face” (1960, Georges Franju). +
Aug. 30 at 1, 3:15, 5:30, and 9:45: “Liliom” (1934,
Fritz Lang). ¢ Aug. 30 at 7:25: “Le Bonheur” (1934,
Marcel U’Herbier). ¢ Aug. 31 at 1, 4:55, and 7: “For-
bidden Games” (1952, René Clément). # Aug. 31
at 2:50 and 8:50; “The Earrings of Madame de ...”
(1953, Max Ophiils). ¢ Sept. 1 at 1: “The Story of
a Cheat” (+). # Sept. 1 at 4:30: “Under the Roofs
of Paris” (1930, René Clair). # Sept. 1 at 6:25 and
8:15: “Riptide” (1949, Yves Allégret). ¢ Sept. 2 at
5:20: “Crime and Punishment” (1935, Pierre Che-
nal). # Sept. 4 at 1:20 and 5:30: “The Grand Ma-
neuver” (1955, Clair).



SE
VE
RI
NE

MI
LL
ET

FILM SOCIETY OF LINCOLN CENTER

Walter Reade Theatre, Lincoln Center (212-
§75-5610}—*Orientation: A New Arab Cinema.”
Aug. 29 at 4:15: “Beirut Hotel” (2011, Danielle
Arbid). ¢ Aug. 29 at 6:15: “The Rif Lover” (2011,
Narjiss Nejjar). ¢ Aug. 29 at 8:15: “Zindeeq” (2009,
Michel Khleifi). ¢ Aug. 30 at 2:15: “Zelal” (2010,
Marianne Khoury and Mustapha Hasnaoui). ¢
Aug. 30 at 4:15: “Cairo Exit” (2010, Hesham Is-
sawi). ¢ “50 Years of the New York Film Festi-
val.” Aug. 31 at 2:30 and Sept. 2 at 8: “Dogville”
(2003, Lars von Trier). # Aug. 31 at 6 and Sept.
3 at 2: “The World” (¢). ¢ Aug. 31 at 8:45 and
Sept. 2 at 5: “The Death of Mr. Lazarescu” (2005,
Cristi Puiu; in Romanian). # Sept. 1 and Sept, 4
at 2: “Offside” (2006, Jafar Panahi; in Farsi). ¢
Sept. 1 at 4 and Sept. 3 at 8: “Silent Light” (2007,
Carlos Reygadas). ¢ Sept. 1 at 7 and Sept. 3 at 5:
“Gomorrah” (2008, Matteo Garrone;in Italian). #
Sept. 2 at 2 and Sept. 4 at 4: “The White Ribbon”
(2009, Michael Haneke; in German). # Sept. 4 at
7: “Black Venus” (2010, Abdellatif Kechiche; in
French).
IFC CENTER
323 Sixth Ave., at W. 3rd St. (212-924-777 1)—
“James Bond No. 1: Sean Connery’s 007." Aug, 31
at 10:55 A.M. 5:30, and 12:05, Sept. 1 and Sept. 3-4
at 5:30, and Sept. 2 at 10:55 am: “Dr. No” (1962,
Terence Young) # Aug. 31 at 1:05 and 7:40, Sepe.
1 at 10:50 AM. 3:15, and 12:15 aM, Sept. 2 at
1:05, and Sept. 4 at 10:35 AM. and 7:40: “From
Russia with Love” (1963, Young). # Aug. 31 at 3:20
and 9:55, Sept. 1 at 1:05 and 7:40, Sept. 2 at 3:15,
and Sept. 4 at 12:45 and 10:05: “Goldfinger” (1965,
Guy Hamilton). # Sept. 1 at 9:50, Sept. 2 at 5:20,
and Sept. 3 at 10:35 a.m. and 7:40: “Thunderball”
(1965, Young). # Sept. 2 at 7:45 and Sept. 3 at 12:55
and 10:10: “You Only Live Twice” (}). # Sept. 2 at
10 and Sept. 3 at 3:10: “Diamonds Are Forever”

(1971, Hamilton). # Sept. 2 at 12:15 A.M. and Sept.
4 at 2:55: “Never Say Never Again” (1983, Irvin
Kershner). ¢ The films of Alfred Hitchcock. Aug.
31-Sept. 3 at 11 A.M: “Rebecca” (1940).
MUSEUM OF MODERN ART

Roy and Niuta Titus Theatres, 11 W. Sard St. (212-
708-9480)—“An Auteurist History of Film.” Aug.
29-31 at 1:30: “On the Waterfront” (1954, Elia
Kazan). ¢ “GaumontThrillers.” Except where noted,
all films are in French. Aug. 29 at 4:30: “Death in a
French Garden” (1984, Michel Deville). # Aug. 29
at 7:30 and Aug. 30 at 4:30: “The Cousins” (1959,
Claude Chabrol). ¢ Aug, 30 at 7:30 and Aug. 31 at
4:30: “La Ferme Nikita” (1990, Luc Besson). # Aug.
31 at 7:30 and Sept. 2 at 2:30: “The Professional”
(1994, Besson;in English). # Sept. 1 at 2: “Serie Noire”
(1979, Alain Corneau). # Sept. 4 at 7:30: “The Mur-
derer Lives at 21” (1942, Henri-Georges Clouzot).
MUSEUM OF THE MOVING IMAGE

35th Ave. at 36th St., Astoria (718-784-0077)—
“Looking for Love: The Films of Ira Sachs.” Sept.
1 at 5: “Forty Shades of Blue” (2005). Sept. 2 at
5: “Married Life” (2007). # Sept. 4 at 7: “Keep the
Lights On” (2012).

 

READINGS AND TALKS

MCNALLY JACKSON BOOKS

Ten years after John Reed first published the
novel “Snowball’s Chance,” a controversial par-
ody of George Orwell’s “Animal Farm,” the au-
thor sits down with Eric Banks, a former Book-
forumeditor and the president of the National
Book Critics Circle, to talk about the work. (52
Prince St, 212-274-1160. Aug. 29 at 7.)
BARNES & NOBLE

Jonathan Kozol discusses his latest book, “Fire
in the Ashes: Twenty-five Years Among the Poor-

est Children in America.” (33 E, 17th St. 212-
253-0810, Aug. 29 at 7.)
BOOKCOURT

Victor LaValle offers selections from his new
novel, “The Devil in Silver.” (163 Court St., Brook-
lyn, 718-875-3677. Aug. 29 at 7.)

 

ABOVE AND BEYOND

PARTY TIME

The annual West Indian carnival celebrations
at the end of the summerfill the streets of
Brooklyn with a vast array of colorful costumes
and vibrant music. During the weeks leading
up to the main event, a parade on Labor Day,
a great deal of work goes into the preparations.
This year, the festivities start on Aug. 30, with
a showcase of the finery and a concert. On the
following night, Aug. 31, there’s a brass festi-
val featuring the soca star Machel Montano,
A children’s carnival is scheduled for the morn-
ing of Sept. 1; eleven steel orchestras compete
that night. On Sept. 2, the “Dimanche Gras”
showbrings the legendary Calypso Rose to the
stage. The festivities come to a head on Sept.
3, with the main parade, which travels down
Eastern Parkway; some three million people
are expected to attend. (All events, other than
the parade, take place on the grounds of the
Brooklyn Museum. For more information, visit
wiadcacarnival.org.)

 

GOINGS ON DIGITAL

Download the Goings On app for Apple and An-
droid, visit our blog (newyorker.com/go/goingson),
and follow us on Twitter (@mygoingson).

 

ON THE HORIZON

ART

 

CORPORATE CULTURE

Sept. 9-Dec. 16

Since its founding, in 1994,

the art collective Bernadette

Corporation has been hard

to pin down.It designed a
fashion line that made the

pages ofHarper's Bazaar,

published a novel, and
exhibited art worldwide.

Artists Space surveys this

wide-ranging output in the

exhibition “Bernadette

Corporation: 2000 Wasted

Years.” (212-226-3970.)

NIGHT LIFE
PERFECT TEN
Sept. 13

Nublu,a petite East Village
club with an eclectic

sensibility, celebrates its
tenth anniversary in slightly

2010 for “La Cage aux
Folles”), Patrick Page, and

larger digs, presenting a Clémence Poésy. Jamie
night at (Le) Poisson Rouge Lloyd directs,at the

withfourofits regular American Airlines Theatre.
bands: Clark Gayton, Wax (212-719-1300.)
Poetic (featuring the club’s
owner,Ilhan Ersahin), Hess MOVIES
Is More, and Love Trio. WHAT ,SINANAME?

(lepoissonrouge.com.) Sept. 14-16

THE THEATRE The cinephilic pedigree of
POETIC LICENSE the weekend-long La Di Da
Sept. 14 Film Festival is evident from

its title, which borrows, of
Roundabout Theatre course, from “Annie Hall.”
Company revives Edmond Thefestival showcases
Rostand’s seventeenth- a diverse spectrum of
century love story “Cyrano performances, styles, and
de Bergerac” (it premiéred voices in new independent
on Broadway in 1898), films, such as the Southern
starring Douglas Hodge neo-noir “Sun Don’t Shine”
(who won a Tonyin and the Minnesota family

comedy “Marvin, Seth and
Stanley.” (212-601-1000.)

ABOVE AND BEYOND

ASTOR PLACE

Sept. 24-25

With autumn comes the
launch ofthe New York
auction season. Oneofthe
first events is very much a
Gotham affair: a two-day
sale ofproperty from the
estate ofthe socialite and
philanthropist Brooke
Astor, whodied in 2007.
Thesale includes a parade
ofimpressive furniture,
jewelry, and decorative
objects. (sothebys.com.)

“Cyrano de Bergerac,” at the
American Airlines Theatre.
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THE TALK OF THE TOWN

COMMENT
REPUBLICAN VS. REPUBLICAN

 

wentyyears ago this month, Repub-
licans convened at the Astrodome,in

Houston, to nominate George H. W.
Bushforreélection to the Presidency. His

acceptance speech was interrupted by
spirited chants of “Viva Bush!,” but few
remember whathesaid. Bush, the last of
his breed to head a Presidentialticket, was

a patrician product of the pre-Reaganite
Republican establishment: business-
friendly, foreign-policy-minded, more

secular than not, anti-Communist but
otherwise minimally ideological. This was
held against him by Partyinsurgents, such
as the Louisiana state legislator and for-
mer Ku Klux Klan Grand Wizard David
Duke and the pundit and former Nixon
aide Patrick Buchanan, both ofwhom
had challengedthe incumbentin thepri-
maries. Buchanan was granted a prime-
timesloton thefirst night ofthe Houston

Convention, and although he came with
just eighteen delegates, he stole the show.

“Friends,” Buchanan said,“there is a

religious war going on in this country. It
is a cultural war,as critical to the kind of

6 nation weshall be as the Cold War itself.
>
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For this war is for the soul of America.”
The fight, he explained, was over such is-
sues as abortion, equal rights for homo-
sexuals, and the inclusion ofwomenin

combat units. Buchananwas against these
things—‘It’s not the kind of change we
can abidein a nation we still call ‘God's
country.’ ” Of course, he said, he stood
for unity and had cometorally the Bu-
chanan Brigades to Bush’s cause, but no-
bodywas fooled.

‘Today, solid majorities of Americans
support gay rights, legal abortion, and
women in combat. Yet the G.O.P.plat-
form opposes them; the culture war that
Buchanan trumpeted is no longer an in-
surgent cause but a permanentcondition
ofthe Republican Party, and,increasingly,
it is being fought within the Party. Mitt
Romney was remindedofthis on the eve
ofthis year’s Republican Convention, in
‘Tampa,when Representative Todd Akin,
ofMissouri, whois running for the Sen-

 

ate, told a television interviewer that abor-
tion should be criminalized, withoutal-
lowing an exception for victimsof rape;
“legitimate rape,” he said, rarely results in
pregnancy, since “the female body has
ways to try to shut that whole thing down.”
Akin later explained that whenhesaid “le-

gitimate rape” he really meant “forcible
rape,” which wasn't exactly reassuring.

Akin’s woeful semantics posed an im-
mediate problem for Romney, because
his running mate, the Tea Party hero
Paul Ryan, had worked with Akin in the
House, co-sponsoring anti-abortion leg-
islation that included several draft bills
employing the term “forcible rape.” Now,
however, Ryan was privately urging Akin
to do the Party favor and drop out ofthe
Senate race,a call that Romneyechoed on

the stump, though neither demanded that
Akin quit the House, where,after all, he
is firmly in the Republican mainstream.
Actually, Ryan, in sharing Akin’s hard
line on abortion, is at odds with Romney,
whohasrepudiated the pro-choice policy
he espoused as governor ofMassachusetts
but would allow exceptions in cases of
rape orincest, or if a pregnancy endan-
gered the woman'slife. Still, Ryan subor-
dinated his beliefs, saying, “Mitt Romney
is going to be the President. The Presi-

dentsets policy.”
Maybe Ryan felt that he had visited

enough headaches on his new bossforone
week, but he hardly represented a new-

found Party discipline. When word got
out that the Republican platform called
for the criminalization of abortion with-
out reference to exceptions, the Republican
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National Committee chairman, Reince
Priebus, declined to bowto the candidate.
“Thisis the platform of the Republican

Party,” he told MSNBC.“It is not the
platform ofMitt Romney.”

Akin, too, held his ground. Instead of
abandoning his campaign, he boasted that
he wasraising lots ofmoney forit, depict-
ing himselfas the scapegoatofan ideolog-

ically spineless Party establishment. “Why
couldn't he run his race and I run mine?”

Akin said ofRomney. No doubt Romney

was asking the same question. He was
plainly blindsided by the speed with
which Akin came to dominate the Presi-

dential campaign, and he seemed bafiled
that he couldn’t contain the damage. He
shouldn't have been surprised—notafter
the humiliations he enduredin a long pri-

mary season, waiting out the Tea-Party-
ing, God-galvanized, government-revil-

ing voters, who seemed willing to line up
behind anyone but him.In the end, to
becometheir leader, he followed them;
tacking ever rightward,he emerged victo-
rious, though it was anybody's guess what
he really stood for.

Perhaps there is a scaffold of convic-
tion undergirding Romney's opportun-
ism; perhapshe did believe that he could
team up with a hard-rightfavorite like

Ryan, then swing back to the center,at
Tampa, andrally a broader popular desire
to give President Obamatheboot. But to
get caught up in a messlike the Akin
affair comes from thinking that you're

in control of forces that, in truth, con-
trol you.

Even before last week, Romney was
lagging far behind Obamain polls of

womenvoters. Healso found little sup-
port among Latinos, blacks, and the

young. Rather than competing for these

voters, however, Republican culture war-

riors have been competing against them,
by making it harder for them to vote. Be-
fore Akin got going on abortionin his in-

terview, he spoke of the need to impose

stricter voter-identification requirements,
in the name offerreting out voter fraud.
CharlesJaco, the interviewer, pointed out
that the only instance offraud ever docu-
mented in Missouri had occurred in 1936.
Akin didn’t care. Stricter requirements
were “really commonsense,” hesaid.

In fact, such requirements, which have
becomea priority among Republican
legislators across the country, stand to
effectively disenfranchise millionsofeligi-
ble voters, the vast majorityofthem in de-

mographic groups that tend to support
Democrats. In the pastyear and a half, ac-
cording to the Brennan Center forJustice,

states have passed twenty-three laws lim-
iting access to thepolls. In the swingstate
of Pennsylvania—which Obama won in
2008, and where there has been no evi-

dence of voter fraud—a new law could
disenfranchise nine per centofvoters; in
Philadelphia, the number could be twice
as high. Andin Ohio, another swing state
that went for Obama, a top adviser to
John Kasich, the Republican governor,

defended a decreethat curtailed earlyvot-
ing,telling the Columbus Dispatch, “We
shouldn't contort the voting process to ac-
commodate the urban—read African-

American—voter-turnout machine.”
After the 1992 Convention, the col-

umnist Molly Ivins wrote that Pat Bu-

chanan’s speech “probably sounded better
in the original German.” And many ob-
servers later blamed Buchananfor scaring
offcentrist and swing voters, and contrib-
uting to Bush’s defeat. In Todd Akin,
Romneyclearly feared a similar risk. He
had better get usedto it. If helets the
Party's culture war define him, and goes

  

down asits casualty, he will have nobody
to blamebut himself. He always says that
he would rather be talking about how he
would fix the beleaguered economy, but
so far he has scarcely been more forth-
coming on that subject than he has onhis
incometaxes. Ifhe knows what to do, he
should tell us. Or is he waiting, betting
that things will get worse? Bad news for
America remains Romney’s best hope.

—Philip Gourevitch
 

ON THE GROUND
SHOTS

 

he shooting last Friday morning on
West Thirty-third Street at Fifth Av-

enue—with two dead and ninewounded—

was, in the terrible calculus of Ameri-
can gun violence, not an especially sig-

nificant event. The nightbefore, no fewer

than nineteen people had been shot in

Chicago, thirteen ofthem in the span of
just thirty minutes. ‘That waspreceded, of
course, by twelve dead and fifty-eight
woundedat a showing of “The Dark

Knight Rises,” at the Century movie the-

atre in Aurora, Colorado; seven dead and
three woundedat the hands of a white
supremacist at a Sikh temple in Oak

Creek, Wisconsin; plus shootings at Ala-
bama’s Auburn University, ‘Texas A&M,
and the Family Research Council, in
Washington, D.C. Friday's shooting—
which was, one hopes, thelast in this
string of summer murders—was distin-
guished perhapsless byits bloodshed than
by its iconic location: the Empire State
Building, with its souvenir shopsselling
King Kong figurines andits tourists mill-
ing around.

Byjust after ten o'clock, about an
hourafter the shooting, the area around
the Empire State Building had been

blocked off, leaving Fifth Avenueeerily
carless. Helicopters hovered overhead.

While the Mayor and the Police Com-
missioner were inside a CUNY Graduate
Center building going over police re-

ports and figuring out how to explain

an inexplicable event—a handbag-com-

pany employee whohad lost his job

murdered the man whoreportedlyfired

him and then was gunned down by



police—stunnedoffice workers and food
venders wandered about, giving their
own press conferences.

Felipe, an employee of the food dis-
tributor Sysco, was unloading his truck in
front ofthe Hotel Metro, on Thirty-fifth
Street, when he heard gunshots. He saw
people running, heard them screaming;“I
hid behind my truck and stayed down
there until itwas over.” Diana, a dental as-
sistant from Flushing,hadjust got a cara-

  
mel macchiato at the Starbucks on the
ground floor of the Empire State Build-
ing whenshe heard five shots. She threw
her coffee to the ground and crouched
down until the shooting ended. “T knew
what they were,” she said, of the sounds.
“Tve heard gunshots before.”

Troy Cobb, a burlydeliveryman, had
seen the shooter from above: he'd been
moving equipmentin the building when
he heard thefirst shots. Initially, his view

had been obscured by a tree. Then he saw
the gunman in thestreet: graysuit, brief-
case. “We could see the guy walking,”

Cobb said. “He started walking up the
block like he didn’t do anything.” People
onthestreetstarted pointing at him, “Ev-
erybody’slike,‘It’s the guy in the graysuit!
Theguyin the gray suit!’ As he turned the
corner, I couldn’t see him no more.” Then

camethe second round ofgunshots.
An olderwoman approached Cobb and

told him, “You should tell the cops that!”

Cobb seemed hesitant. “The cops were
there,” he said. “Theykilled the guy.” (As
it turned out,itwas probablytheir bullets
that wounded mostorall of the nine

bystanders, none of whom hadlife-
threatening injuries.)

“Yeah, butstill! Yousawit happen!”
Finally, Mayor Bloomberg came out

onto the street and stood behind lectern.
He was dressed like a man who had been
about to leave town for the weekend. He

was stern, informative, and reserved. De-
spite his long-standing advocacy ofgun
control, he seemed reluctant to score an
obviouspolitical point aboutthe killing,
Instead, he recappedthefacts ofthe event,

and said, “I ask everyone to keep the vic-
tims in their thoughts and in their prayers.”

Rush Limbaugh was notsoreticent.
“The New York Daily News, anda lot of

the New York media,” hetold his Friday
radio audience,“is reporting that the Em-
pire State Building shooterdid indeedkill

his boss.” Putting a mockreversal onlib-

eral spin, he said, “He was fired. He went
out there and he killed his boss. ] wonder
ifObama’s constant warfare on bosses and
so forth might haveled this guy to pull
the trigger.

“The last time there was a shooting in

New York, who'd the Mayor blameit

on?” Limbaugh continued. “Tea Party
people that didn'tlike health care, right?”

In fact, after Aurora the Mayor had
criticized both President Obama and
Mitt Romneyontheissue ofgun control.
In his weekly address on WORradio,

he'd said, “Maybeit’s time that the two
people who wantto be President of the
United States stand up andtell us what
they are going to do aboutit, because this
is obviously a problem across the country.”

This time, the Mayorallowed himself
just one pointed observation. Concluding
his press conference, he said, “There's an

awful lot ofguns out there.”
—Lizzie Widdicombe

 

STRANGE BEDFELLOWS
ROLLING RHETORIC

he   
idway through his speech at the
1952 Republican National Con-

vention, Herbert Hoover began speaking
extremely slowlyand then muttered, “This

damned thing—Icould do better without
it!” As often inpolitics, small flubs carry
big revelations: the speech was oneofthe

first instances ofa politician using—and
misusing—a teleprompter,or, as Hoover
later called it, “that blasted contrivance.”

Created bythe electrical engineer Hubert
Schlafly, Jr., the actor Fred Barton,Jr., and
the television executive Irving Berlin Kahn
(Irving Berlin’s nephew), the teleprompter

had débuted two years earlier, on the set
of the soap opera “The First Hundred
Years.” (The scripts were typed on paper
scrolls.) Its role in political life has been
vexed. Barack Obama's teleprompterreli-
ance was a recurring theme of Republi-
can potshots during the 2008 campaign.
This year, Rick Santorum dubbed him
“reader-in-chief.”

“Most Presidents are dependent on
the teleprompter,” Steve Carofalosaid re-
cently. As the general manager ofQTV,
which has prompted every R.N.C. since
1960, he should know. Carofalo was

seated amid piles of road cases in QTV’s
midtown offices, where packing was

under wayfor this week's Convention, in
‘Tampa. Carofalo will oversee a staff of
eleven and a sixty-box inventory ofmon-
itors, glass panels, and backup equipment.

“Tfthe microphone goes, they canjustyell
it out,” he said. “Butifthe prompter goes
down you're in theshit.”

Carofalo has prompted for everyone
from Sting (who stopped him from “deck-

ingJames Taylor” during a teleprompter-
related squabbleat a rain-forest benefit) to
Ronald Reagan, on the occasionofhis

eightieth birthday (“He wasjust so down
to earth”). He considers himselfa “Bloom-
berg Republican,” but two decades of
prompting Conventionshas left him dis-

illusioned. In 1992, when he wasa regis-

tered Democrat, he prompted both par-
ties’ Conventions back to back. “T realized
it’s all rhetoric,” hesaid.

Still, he described the prompter-
prompteerelationship as an intimate
one, like that of a conductor and a mu-
sician. ‘The prompterturns a knob that
scrolls the text on a monitor. Carofalo
said that the best prompters “breathe
along with the speaker.” If an orator
accelerates, the prompter shouldn't nec-
essarily keep pace. “A good operator
learns howto rein them in without them
knowing.”

That wasn’t the case, however, with

Sarah Palin, in 2008. Palin had bonded
with a prompter hired by the McCain
staff and asked that he prompt her Con-
vention speech. (Carofalo makes this
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exception onlyfor top-of-the-ticket
candidates.) As Palin spoke, the operator
began speeding ahead during the applause
breaks. “He was almostrolling the words
offthe screen before she evensaid them!”
Carofalo recalled. The McCain campaign
put out word that Palin’s teleprompter
had malfunctioned. “My people hated
that,” hesaid.

Carofalo explained that his staff, com-
ing from the NewYorkproduction scene,
is “mostlyliberal.” Oneofthis year’s oper-
ators will be Michael Barringer, an actor
who recently appeared in an Off Broad-
way Chekhov spoofcalled “The Three
Seagulls, or MASHAMASHAMASHA!”
Barringer, whocalled himself“to theleft
ofmostDemocrats,” began prompting in
2007, because the hours were flexible. In

Tampa, he will prompt for Mitt and
Ann Romney and Paul Ryan. “When-
ever I tell a friend I’m going to the
R.N.C., their first reaction is “You gotta
sabotageit!” But he has no such plans.
“Maybethere will be someterrible things
that they're goingto say,” he continued,
“but I still have to twiddle the knob, be-
cause it’s paying for me to do weird
downtown theatre.”

Barringer found the QTVgig through
Flux Factory, an artists’ collective in
Queens. Its co-founder Morgan Meis
has worked the last two R.N.C.s, and

will prompt for Chris Christie, Newt
Gingrich, and others in Tampa. Meis
has a Ph.D.in philosophy (dissertation

topic: Walter Benjamin) and considered
himselfa “Frankturt-school Marxist” for
manyyears. “There’s a cognitive disso-
nance there, no doubt aboutit,” he said.
“It shook me a couple oftimes, where|
thought, Wow, I see whyhe’s saying

that. I see whyhebelieves that. Then I'd
snap outof it and say,‘It’s wrong!It’s
wrong!”

At the 2004 R.N.C., in Madison

Square Garden, Meis prompted for Ru-
dolph Giuliani’s rehearsal. “I had found
myselfin political opposition to His May-
orship, and the contentof his speech |
found more orless politically disgusting
throughout,” he recalled. “But there was
something charming andlikable about
him in person.” Meis told Giulianithat
he was leaving the Convention early to
get married. “He said, “You gotta stay to
prompt my speech, because you know
howit flows!” Meis agreed to stay an
extra day, and, as a gesture ofthanks, Giu-

20 THE NEW YORKER, SEPTEMBER 3, 2012

liani offered to officiate at his wedding.
Meis declined, only because the ceremony
wasin the Catskills. “It would have been
weird,”he said, “but I think I would have

doneit.”
—MichaelSchulman

 

SENDOFF
RIGHT-HAND MAN

 

tu Loeser, who was, until last week,
Mayor Bloomberg's press secretary,

has for several years been an indispens-
able part ofthis administration's appara-

tus. It was Loeser who, back in 2005,
when he was working on the Mayor's
reélection campaign, described Bloom-
berg’s courting ofwealthy Democrats as
part of an attempt to reach “New York-
ers ofall stripes and backgrounds.” It was
Loeser who covered for the Mayoraf-
ter it came outthat he spent Christmas,

2010, in Bermuda while a blizzard was
barrelling down on NewYork. (“T de-
cline to comment on the Mayor's private
schedule, personallife, or personal prop-
erty,” Loeser said.) And it was to Loeser

that the Mayor deferred when ata loss
for words. “Td lovetotell you that ’m aw
courant on the proposalto ban illegal
tinted windows,butI’m not,” Bloomberg
said a few years ago. “However, | can
promise you Stu Loeserwill get back to
you with a short, pithy, insightful state-
mentaboutthat.”

Even so, when Loeser announced in
July that he wouldbe leavingtostart his
own consulting company, the Mayor was
unsentimental. “Stu madea big difference
in this city,” Bloomberg told reporters.
“But, you know, the cemeteriesare full of
irreplaceable people.” Lastweek, a going-
away party was held for Loeser at One
Mile House, a bar on the Lower East

Side. The guest of honorraised a beer to
his lips and ruminated onhis swift con-

signmentto history. “Mydeskis being re-
moved now,the dayofthe party,”hesaid.
“That’s kind ofcold.”

Loeser, whois thirty-eight, is bespec-
tacled and baby-faced, and is given to
wearing a fedora, as if he were appearing
in ahigh-schoolproduction of“The Front
Page.” There had been much to marvel at

in his years at Bloomberg's side,hesaid.“1
was born on Andrews Air Force Base and
lived there until I was four, and so I re-
member the hospital I was born in,”he re-

called. “You know howthey sayevery-
thing from your childhood looks smaller
when you go back to it? Well, when you
fly over the hospital you were born in, in
your boss’s jet, every three weeks,it really
is smaller than you remember.”

Friends, colleagues, and professional
adversaries had filled the bar. “Every re-
porter loves him, though we've all been
berated and gone homecrying because of
him,” Annie Karni, a reporter at the Post,
said. Ray Kelly, the Police Commissioner,
had dropped by. “He protects the prin-
cipal,” Kelly said. “He does his job ex-

 
Stu Loeser

tremely well.” Andrew Brent, a former

deputy press secretary for Bloomberg,re-
membered howLoeser had responded
when, during the swine-flu epidemic,
Vice-President Biden told a television in-

terviewer that he would advise members
ofhis family against riding the subway.“I
see this, and I’m cringing,” Brent said.
“Meanwhile, Stu is calling every single
television station andtelling them the
Mayoris going to take the subway to
City Hall that morning.” (Less heroically,
Loeser also handled the revelation that
Bloomberg, whooften rides the subway
to work, is driven to the subwaystopin his
official $.U.V., unlike the average rider.
“Whois the average Manhattan subway-
goer? | don’t thinkit’s an answerable ques-
tion,” Loeser said.)

‘The Mayorstopped bythe gathering
to pay brusque tribute to Loeser. “Stu



got the seven-yearitch little carly,”
Bloomberg said.“I did try to spice things
up for him. But hesaid,‘It’s not you.It’s
me.’” The Mayor thanked Loeser foral-
ways giving his unvarnished opinion—

“Sometimesa little varnish would have
been O.K.,” he added—and went on,

“When Stu talked about leaving and
starting his own company, I had two
thoughts. One, I didn’t want him to go,

and, two, I didn’t think that I'd have a
year of dicking around to put up with,
listening to him finallypull the plug.”
The Mayorread an official proclama-
tion citing the dedication of Loeser,
who“lived and breathed his job and
workedtirelessly day and night, 24/6.”
(Loeser observes the Sabbath.) “As you
know,I worked hard to write this proc-
lamation,” the Mayorsaid, adding, “Who

wrotethis shit?”
In his final farewell, Bloomberg remi-

nisced about a momentofintimacy after
a press conference. “I'm feeling good—l
got the usual bullshit questions, I didn’t
screwup, I’m feeling nopain,” the Mayor
recalled. “I get into the car. Stu turnsto
meand starts screaming at me, “You stu-
pid—, ‘You no good—, and you could
see the twodetectives up front look at
eachother, Theyhad never seen anybody,
particularly the Mayor, being treated this
way. Whatdid I do wrong?I didn’t screw
up. It was somestupidlittle thing he
wanted meto say, and I forgot to sayit.”

Loeser, at the Mayor’s side for thelast
time, interjected. “I wanted you to say
that the graveyards are full of irreplace-
able people,” he said, animatedly. “The

question was: Are we doomedto irrele-
vance after Dan Doctoroff left? And now
yougetit.”

—Rebecca Mead

 

TRANSPORTATIONDEPT.
RUSH

 

ike many formerly dicey aspects oflife
in New York City, riding a bicycle

has, in recent years, been undergoing a
government-sponsored sanitization. In
place of dashes through traffic, there are
cruises downpainted bike lanes and, com-
ing next spring, a fleet ofcommunal bikes,

sponsored by Citibank. But New York is
not Paris yet. A new movie,called “Pre-
mium Rush,” servesas a helpful reminder.

Thefilm,a chase movie directed byDavid
Koepp, portrays the Manhattan street-
scape as a battle zone—a jumbleoftaxis,
pedestrians, venders, and delivery trucks,

whose collisions and near-misses are
punctuated by screaming confrontations
(“Hey, watchit!” “Asshole!”). The film’s
hero, a bike messenger played by Joseph
Gordon-Levitt, visualizes crashes as he
zooms along, Turn left: cause a pileup.
Turnright: run over a babycarriage. “Pre-
mium Rush” shows it all, complete with

bone-crunching sound effects.
Austin Horse, a bike messenger who

did stunts for the film,said thatits por-
trayal of the job is, for the mostpart, ac-

curate. On a bike, he said, “youre really
responsible for what's going to happen to
you.” The golden wordis “anticipate.”
These tips were not theoretical. Horse,

whohas a wiry build and was wearing a
Red Bull cap, had agreed to take a guest
with him on his morning rounds.A little
after 9:30 A.M., he got call from his dis-

patcher, summoning him for a pickup.
Triple rush.

The pickup was at 240 East Hous-

ton. Horse was at Time’s Up, the Wil-
liamsburg bike collective, wherehelives.
He got on his bike and, apologizing for

rudeness, sped over the Williamsburg
Bridge, leaving his guest, on aborrowed
bike, to huffalong in his wake. Up Clin-

ton Street—around double-parkedcars
and construction cones—she found him
again, in the honking chaos of East
Houston. He had his package: a manila
envelope. The envelope’s destination
was near MOMA,but Horse wanted to
see if there was more workin the area.
“Tm only holding one’”—package—he
said, “and that’s not very efficient.” But
when he stopped on Astor Place to
check in withhis dispatcher, an industry
veteran named Bob, at Quick Trak
Messenger Service, he was told, “Getrid
ofit.”

Hopping back on his bike, he veered
into Fourth Avenue, cutting off several

taxis. They leaned on their horns, which
was apparently a good sign: “Tfthey honk
at you, that means they knowyoure

there.” Turning left on Twenty-first
Street, around an unloading UPStruck,
he headed up toward Sixth Avenue,
where restaurant deliverymen whizzed

past, ringing bike bells. At Forty-third
Street, there was a near-crash. Some dou-
ble-parkedcarsblocked a Volvo—anout-

of-towner, Horse suspected—that was
attempting to make left. The Volvohes-
itated, and a speeding FedEx truck be-
hind it slammed on the brakes. There

were shouts. Horse offered a safety lesson:
“Legally, we're supposed to be onthe far
left or far right. But it’s safer and makes
more sense toride in the middle ofthe av-
enue, at the samespeed as thecars.”

Horse dropped the envelope off at a
law firm called Katz & Matz, at 1350
Sixth Avenue. He madea call: “I’m
clear.” The next stop was Joie, a fashion
company on West Fortieth Street. Be-
fore fax machines andtheInternet, peo-
ple sent documents via bike messenger,

and the trade was more robust. Now,
Horse said, he spends most ofhis time
ferrying swag between fashion compa-
nies and the press—“Samples, bribes.
The whole world ofjournalismis kind of
corrupt.” On Fifth Avenue, an armored
vehicle blocked the bus lane, and his
guest found herselfbellowing, “Coming

through!” Pedestrians gawked. “You're
picking it up,” Horse said, and continued
on to Saks Direct, on West Twenty-
fourth Street, where he waited foran el-

evator, covered in sweat. Upstairs,
women in cubicles typed amid racks of
clothes. Horse acknowledged the up-
stairs-downstairs dynamic: “I’m,like, a

young white guy,soit’s notreally a prob-
lem for me, but did you notice we're tak-
ing mostly freight elevators?” Worstpart
ofthe job? “Waiting for elevators. That
and rain.” Best part? “Making money,
flowing throughtraffic.”

After stops at Credit Suisse, at 11 Madi-
son Avenue, and on West Twentieth

Street, Horse had dropped off three
packages. (A typical commission for
a New Yorkbike messengeris eight

dollars per single-package run.) It had
started raining, and his guest's enthusi-
asm waned. Down Nineteenth Street,
around a delivery van, and across the
traffic of Seventh Avenue, he arrived at
the Quick Trak offices, on Seventeenth
Street. Thetall guy in a tank top,talking
onaphone, was Bob. Bob nodded.“This
is it,” Horse said, but he couldn’t stay.
Hoisting his messenger bag onto his
shoulder, he shouted, “See you guys!”
and headed back out.

—lizzie Widdicombe
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LETTER FROM TEL AVIV

THE VEGETARIAN
A notorious spymaster becomes a dissident.

BY DAVID REMNICK

 
Eee this month,a liberalIsraeli

novelist published liberal polemic
in a liberal newspaper. ‘Thearticle, by
David Grossman,ran in the op-ed sec-
tion ofHaarefz, and decried Prime Min-
ister Benjamin (Bibi) Netanyahu’s fevered
declarations that he might soon order a
unilateral strike on the Islamic Republic
ofIran and its nuclear facilities, Gross-

man warned ofNetanyahu’s “megaloma-
niacal” vision. He asked whyIsraelis,
faced with what“could turn out to be the
biggest mistake ever” by their govern-
ment, were absorbing the news with such
“fatalistic resignation”: “Howwill weface
ourselves and our children when we are
asked why we kept silent?” he wrote.
“Why didn’t we set up a single symbolic
protest tent in front of the Prime Minis-

ter’s Residence to warn against the po-
tential disaster heading our way?”

The article inspired no protests, no
tents. A generation ago, Grossman’s vivid
reporting on the Palestinians for the
weekly Koteret Rashit awakened manyIs-
raclis to the dehumanizing abuses of oc-
cupation.Afluent Arabic speaker, Gross-
man went into the refugee camps and
villages of the West Bank, quoted the
voiceless, and revealedto his Israeli read-
ers the humiliations being inflicted in
their name. But these days more than
twice as manyIsraelis call themselves
right-wingas call themselvesleft-wing;
the symbolofthe Israeli pioneer long ago
shifted from the kibbutznikto thesettler.
Although thereisstill ideological com-
plexity and debate in Israel, the heartfelt

polemicsofliberal novelists no longer
have much sway.

Since early last year, however,Israelis
have witnessed a very different kind of

dissidence, of a variety almost unknown
since the founding ofthe state. As Netan-

yahu and his Defense Minister, Ehud
Barak, routinely speak of an imminent
“existential threat” from ‘Tehran, compa-
rable to that of the Nazis in 1939, and
warn that the Iranian nuclear program is
fast approaching a “zone ofimmunity,” a
growing numberofleadingintelligence
and military officials, active and retired,
have madeplain their opposition to a uni-

lateral Israeli strike. They include the
Army Chiefof Staff, the Commander-
in-Chief of the Air Force, the heads of

the two main intelligence agencies, the
Mossad (Israel’s C.I.A.) and Shin Bet(its
F.B.I.), President Shimon Peres, and
members ofNetanyahu’s cabinet, includ-
ing the Intelligence Minister. Apart from
Peres, these men are anything butliberals;
most have impeccable hard-line creden-

tials. The insiders are more muted in their
language than the “exes,” but there is no

question that together they present Net-
anyahu and Barak with a formidable bar-
rier to an attack. A poll this month in Is-
rael showed that sixty-one per cent of
Jewish Israelis opposed a unilateral strike
and twenty-seven per cent were in favor.

‘The most outspoken ofthe high-level
“dissidents,” such as Yuval Diskin, who

was the head of Shin Bet from 2005 to
2011, accuse Netanyahu and Barak of
behaving with “messianic” fervor. “I have
no trust in the current Israeli leadership,”

Diskin told a public gathering recently,
warning that “one ofthe results of an Is-
raeli attack on Iran could be a dramatic ac-
celeration ofthe Iranian program.” Earlier
this month, Aharon Ze’evi Farkash, a for-
mer head ofmilitary intelligence, told the
Jerusalem Post that anIsraeli attackwould
lack legitimacy, unite a fractured Iranian
leadership, and make it “clear that they
need a bomb nowso that we cannot at-
tack them again.”

These opponents believe that both
Netanyahuand Barak, who repeatedly
invoke the Holocaust and the elimina-
tionist rhetoric ofIran’s President, Mah-
moud Ahmadinejad,are frightening the

public and alienating the ObamaAdmin-
istration. “Barak’s phrase ‘the zone ofim- £
munityis pure bullshit,” a retired Israeli >

Meir Dagan has become the most outspoken critic ofNetanyahu’sposition on Iran. general told me.“I heard the same phrase
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from him in 2010 and 2011,” he went
on. “Intelligence is something thatis al-
ways debatable. Remember, we had a kid-

napped Israeli soldier, Gilad Shalit, who
was held forfive years just beyond our
border andwe didn’t knowwhere he was.
Are we really sure we know everything

aboutthe Iranian nuclear program?” Lieu-
tenant General Shaul Mofaz, an opposi-
tion leader and former Defense Minister,
addressed Netanyahudirectlyin the Knes-
set, saying, “Over the past few months,
Israel has waged an extensive andrelent-
less p.r. campaign with the sole objective
of preparing the ground for a premature
military adventure. This p.r. campaign

has deeplypenetratedthe ‘zoneofimmu-
nity’ ofour national security, threatens to
weaken our deterrence, and our relations
with our best friends. Mr. Prime Minis-
ter, you want a crude, rude, unprece-
dented, reckless, and risky interventionin

the U.S.elections. Tell uswhomyou serve

and for what?”

Ormorning recently, I took a cab to
a sleek new residential tower on the

eastern edge ofTel Aviv and asked at the
reception desk for Meir Dagan, I was not
entirely surprised that the security man
gave me the once-over. From 2002 until
January, 2011, Dagan was the director of

the Institute for Intelligence and Special
Operations—the Mossad. ‘The Mossad,
which hasits headquarters just north of

Tel Aviv,is charged with a range oftasks,
from counterterrorism to foreign espio-
nage andcovert operations, including as-
sassinations. Only Isser Harel, wholed

the operation that, in 1960, discovered
Adolf Eichmannliving in Argentina,
kidnapped him, and brought him totrial

inJerusalem,served longer as Israel's spy-
master, Dagan is known asa ruthless agent,
his career is said to have included opera-
tions ofall kinds—car bombing, poison-
ing, cyberwar. He wasalso theearliest of
the dissident security chiefs and is argu-
ably the most authoritative.
A ludicrouslyyoung, unarmed security

guard materialized and rode with me in
the elevator. I rang the bell and Dagan

openedthe door. Hewas startling sight.
He is not muchtaller than five feet and
neatly that wide around. Heis sixty-seven

and has bowedlegs, stubby, muscular

arms, and a bald, ege-like dome. Hewore
severe steelglasses, fadedjeans, and a polo
shirt the color of a Concord grape. His

gin is sly and sardonic, and not without a
trace of menace. Heclearly eats plenty,
but he does not eat meat.(“It’s because of

a gruesomeevent in 1985. T cannot even
smell meat or touch it.”) He collects
swords, Various military exploits haveleft
what hecalls “their memorials”: a bullet in
the chest, a bad leg and back, and “metal
pieces in mybody here andthere.” In gen-
eral, he makesplain that his health is not
good, He smokesa pipe,listens toclassi-
cal music, andpaints, like a dentist on
weekends. The apartmentis decorated
with his canvases. They are naive, senti-
mental, Orientalist—desert landscapes,a
Bedouin, an old man in the Iranian town

of Tabriz. “I get pleasure from this,” he
said. “It helps merelax.” Since leaving the
Mossad, Dagan hasbeenliving both in
Tel Aviv andin the northern countryside,
and, for the first time, he has been mak-
ing private-sector money,in the energy

business.“It’s not bad,” hesaid. “It seems
that you can make quite a bit without
working very much.”

Dagan was born in 1945, on the floor
ofatrain, as his familywas being deported
from the Soviet Union to a Nazi deten-

tion campin Poland. His name then was
Meir Huberman. Some members ofthe
family died in the Holocaust, and Dagan
keptin his office a photograph ofhis ma-

ternal grandfather on the day he was
killed, in 1942, in the Polish town of

Lukow. The picture shows a bearded,

terrified man on his knees, draped in a
prayer shawl, his arms up in supplication,
as Nazi soldiers stand around with mock-
ing expressions, truncheons and rifles at

the ready. In 1950,the family sailed forIs-
rael aboard a cattle boat that nearly cap-
sized in a storm. They lived atfirst in a
transit camp, in Lod, and then settled in
the town ofBat Yam,south ofTel Aviv,
where Dagan’s parents ran a laundromat.

After graduating from high school,

Dagantrained as a paratrooper. He used
to go around throwinga knife intotrees.
While hewas fighting in Gaza duringthe

Six-DayWar, in 1967,hisjeep hit a mine.
The explosion shattered his leg. As a sol-
dier, Dagan wontheattentions of Ariel

Sharon, and, in 1970, Sharon, who was
then the head of the Army’s Southern
Command, orderedhim to create a special
“elimination” unit, dedicated to hunting
down suspectedterrorists in Gaza. Dagan
is wary ofdiscussing the details ofhis
life, especially his life in the military and
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intelligence, but accounts in the Israeli
press, particularly Haaretz and YediotAh-
ronot, are abundant. Dagan and his men

often dressed as Palestinian taxi-drivers or
farmersto infiltrate terrorcells and, often,
to kill. One ofhis decorations was fordis-
arming andkilling a Palestinian fighter
who waswieldinga live grenade. Sharon
once said, “Dagan’s specialty is separating
an Arab from his head.” Sometimes, one

article claims, Dagan wentonraidswith a
Doberman named Fanny. A soldier who
served with him told Yediot Ahronot that
Dagan would “wake up in the morning,
leave his room, take a piss with one hand

and shootat soda cans with the other.”
As an elderof the security establish-

ment, however, Daganknows well enough
to dismiss anytrace ofa “colorful” biogra-
phy. And,to befair, there is every possi-
bility that the stories ofhis career contain
elements of myth. (“It’s really bullshit.
Life and people are much more compli-
cated.”) Above all, Dagan is eagerto dis-
pel the image of the mindless warrior.
When Ilana Dayan,a reporter for Chan-
nel 2, asked him recently how hefelt

when he wentonlethal missions,hesaid,
“There is no joy in taking lives. Anyone
who enjoys it is a psychopath.”

Far from everything is known about
Dagan’s career. Two reporters for Yediot
Abronot, Yigal Sarna and Anat Tal-Shir,

once investigated a story that, before Isra-
el’s 1982 invasion ofLebanon, which was

aimed at rooting out Yasir Arafat and the
Palestine Liberation Organization, Dagan
led a secret unit across the border whose
mission was to instigate terrorist events

that would justify an incursion. Military

censors killed the story, Sarna told me.
Dagan acknowledges the censorship but
denies the thrustofthe story.

Dagan worked in various military and
security jobs until 2002, when Sharon,
then Prime Minister, grewfrustrated with
what he saw as a lack of initiative in the
intelligence leadership and appointed
Dagan the director ofthe Mossad. Dagan,
a shrewd bureaucratic infighter, managed
to increase the Mossad’s budgets, expand
aggressive (and sometimes violent) oper-
ations abroad, and develop the agency's

technological capacities. Under his lead-
ership, the Mossad was credited with a

string of high-stakes operations. There
was the discovery, in 2007, of what the

Mossad determined was a Syrian nuclear
installation builtwith North Korean help;
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the Israelis bombed the plant the follow-
ing year, thoughthey have never admitted
it publicly. In 2008, the Mossad engi-
neered the car bombing,in Damascus, of
Imad Mughniyeh, Hezbollah’s leading

terror operative.

The singular focus of Dagan’s work
was Iran’s nuclear program. Since the
mid-nineties,Israeli intelligence had been
convinced that Iran had embarked on a
set ofredundantprojects that would take
it through the steps of procurement, en-
richment, and, possibly, weaponization.

The work was methodical and unrushed,
intended to evadetheattention ofinspec-
tors and the sanctions of Iran’s enemies.
“Iran learned the lessons ofNorth Korea,
Pakistan, Libya, Syria, and Iraq,” Amos
Yadlin, a formerchiefof military intelli-

gence, told me. “The[raniansare very so-
phisticated, This strategy, in a way,is to
be appreciated.It is unusually sound.Itis
designed not to achieve nuclear weapons

as soon as possible but to achieve them as
safely as possible.” Under Dagan’s direc-
tion, and in codperation with Western

intelligence agencies, the Mossadis be-
lieved to have been involvedin all the
main efforts to sabotage Iran’s progress:

the cyberwar project called Stuxnet; the

assassination ofleading researchers and
bureaucrats involved in the nuclear proj-
ects; the penetration ofprocurementnet-
works and then thesale of defective

equipmentdesigned to derail installa-
tions. The Mossad has also encouraged
defections and recruited agents in Iran.
Dagan believes that the West andIsrael,
which has had nuclear weapons for de-

cades, should doall they can to fomentre-
gime change by supporting the Iranian
opposition.

For years, Dagan was an almost sa-

tanic figure in the Arab press, portrayed
as a pitiless killer of Arabs. An article
published in the official Egyptianpress,
in 2008, charged him with “atrocities.”
Yet Egypt, like Saudi Arabia and other
Sunni Arabstates,is deeply apprehensive
about a “Shia bomb,” and inJanuary, 2010,
whena nuclear scientist named Massoud
Ali Mohammadi wasassassinated in

Tehran, Egypt's largest-circulation news-
paper, A/Abram, published an article
calling Dagan “Israel’s superman” and
“the brains” behind the killing. “Without
Dagan,the Iranian nuclearprogram would
have been complete years ago,” Ashraf
Abu al-Haul, the paper’s analyst ofPales-

tinian affairs, wrote. Dagan, al-Haul went
on admiringly, has been “able to accom-
plish feats no man can describe, from the
Iranian issue and limiting the military
force of the Syrian Armyto facing Hez-
bollah, Hamas, and the IslamicJihad.”

This ambivalence is evident, too, on

the Israeli left. In 2008, the columnist

Gideon Levy criticized Channel 2 when
it declared Dagan Israel's “man of the
year,” (“Our manofthe year is a declared
killer,” Levywrote. “Whetherbybox-cutter
or car bomb,hiscraft is killing. His killer
instincts are our sourceofpride, the peak
ofour creativity.”) Three years later, after
Dagan went public with his criticism of
Netanyahu, Levy celebrated Dagan for
his “responsible and courageousact.”

Dagan had close working relations

with Sharon and with Ehud Olmert; he

enjoyed nosuchrapport with Netanyahu,
whom he cameto think of as needlessly
abandoning negotiations with the Pales-

tinians andletting relations with Turkey
decay. Netanyahu, for his part, was un-
happy abouta botched operation, in Janu-
ary, 2010,in whichIsraeli operatives car-
rying fake passports from other countries
allegedly killed the Hamas chiefofrocket
procurement, Mahmoudal-Mabhouh,
while he was a guestat a five-star hotel in
Dubai. Therewere noarrests, but, thanks

to surveillance cameras at the hotel, the
faces of the twenty-six suspected opera-
tives were plastered all over the media.

en Dagan stepped down as direc-
tor of the Mossad, a thousand

intelligence officers and members of the
government gathered at Tel Aviv Univer-
sity to celebrate his tenure. Dagan denies
that he was forced out. “The Prime Min-
ister knows I wanted to leave my post,”

he said. “After eight and a half years,
enoughis enough.” Certainly no superlative
was spared at the retirementreception.
ShimonPeres, who had a monthly dinner
date with Dagan, said that if the heads
ofall the world's intelligence agencies were
to gather they would nominate Dagan as
the best of them. “Some people have a
knife between their teeth,” Netanyahu

said, according to the Israeli press ac-
counts, “Meir has a rocket-propelled gre-
nade between his teeth.” But Netanyahu’s

tribute masked an incipient clash with
Dagan and othersecurity chiefs, who, in
November, 2010, had told the Prime
Minister and Barak, in a secret meeting,



that a unilateral attack on Iran would not
work andwould lead to war. According to
reports on Channel 10 and in YediotAhro-
not and to my own sources, the meeting

took place at the Mossad in an atmosphere
ofwhiskey, cigars, and acrimony. Barak
was so angered by the opposition from

Dagan, Yuval Diskin, and others that he
said, “If this current command had been
present in 1967, we wouldn't have had a
war.” (In 1967, the Israelis, fearing inva-

sion, launched a preémptive assault on
Egypt and Syria.)

Just days before stepping down, Dagan
began what amounted to an extended
public denunciation of Netanyahu’s Iran
policy. The first sally came when he told
some reporters at a farewell background
briefing that an Israeli attackwouldbe too

dangerous and wouldfail to achieve its
objective. A military censor told the re-
porters that they could publish nothing of
what had beensaid, but, inevitably, the

story quickly got out. In the months that
followed—atconferences, and in speeches
and interviews—Dagan becameincreas-
ingly frank in his opposition toan attack.
This was astonishing. TheIsraelis are ac-
customed to holding hearings after the
fact: among the most famousare the in-
vestigations following the 1973 Yom Kip-
purWar, in whichthe militarywas caught

off guard by a joint Egyptian-Syrian at-
tack and suffered deeplosses before recov-
ering; and the inquiry after the 1982 mas-

sacres in the Sabra and Shatila refugee
camps, in Beirut. ‘There were also com-
missionsofinquiry following the second
Lebanon war, in 2006, and the invasion

ofGaza, in 2008. Dagan told methat the
militarydisaster ofthe Yom Kippur War
had always haunted him, and that it had
led him to go public now.

“I was an Armycaptain in 1973 and I
saw the discussions ofour military and in-
tellizence leaders,” he said. “None ofthem
were stupid, ‘This was Israel's best team.
Nevertheless, they made mistakes—mis-
takes that cost twenty-five hundredlives.
I don’t wantto find myself in a situation
where I look back and I haven't acted and
spoken from myconscience.

“Don't be mistaken, I am nota liberalby

point ofview,” he wenton.“If I thought
the use of brute force on Iran would stop
the nuclear threat in the region andto Is-
rael, that would be onething, I amjudging
things from a practical point ofview... .
You have to take into consideration the

following questions aboutan Israeli attack:
Whatwould be achieved? Whataboutfive
minutes after? And what are the conse-
quences ofsuch an attack?”

Dagan answers those questions sim-
ply: “An Israeli bombing wouldlead to a
regional war andsolve the internal prob-

lems of the Islamic Republic ofIran.It
would galvanize Iranian society behind
the leadership and create unity around the
nuclear issue. Andit would justify Iran in
rebuilding its nuclear project and saying,
‘Look, see, we wereattacked by the Zion-
ist enemy and we clearly need to have it,’
Abombingwould be considered an act of
war, and there would be an unpredictable
counterattack against us. And the Lrani-
ans can call on their proxy, Hezbollah,
which,with its rockets, can hit practically

any targetin Israel.”
Dagan’s viewthat a unilateral Israeli

strike wouldintensify, not diminish, the

danger posed by Iran is now the general
view ofthe dissidentpoliticians and secu-
rity chiefs. And, increasingly, Netanyahu
and Barak have grown infuriated bythe
resistance. The statements ofthe national-

security dissenters, Netanyahuhas said,
are “irresponsible and hurt the national
security.” Recently, Netanyahu held a

closed meeting with a groupofreporters
for the Israel Defense Forces radio sta-

tion. According to a leaked accountthat
appeared in Haaretz, Netanyahualter-
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nately poundedhis chest and the table in
front ofhim ashe declared, “Tfthere is an
investigative committee, I'll say that
]—J—am responsible.” Hetold there-
porters that skeptics in the government
have “been bringing me presentations pre-
pared as if for an investigative committee.I
tell them they should put awaytheseslides,
stop speakingforthe historical record, and
instead speak straight to the point.”

Scr Obama Administration off-

cials say that they can’t discount Ne-
tanyahu and Barak’s threats to attack
Tran unilaterally in the next few months,

but that a morelikelyreason for the rhet-
oric is Israel's desire to play “bad cop” in
the international effort to pressure Iran.
A kind of undeclared war has been rag-
ing betweenIran and the West for many
years, and the latest evidence is, on one
side, the killing ofIranian nuclear scien-
tists and, on the other, the killing of
Israeli tourists in Bulgaria, allegedly
by Iran’s client Hezbollah. President
Obama’s assurance to Netanyahu that
his policy, when it comesto the Iranian
nuclear project, is prevention, not con-
tainment, is already an Israeli victory—

that is, Obamahas accepted the premise
that a nuclear Iran is not to be contem-
plated. In March, Obamabackeduphis
statementthat an Lranian bomb was“un-
acceptable” bytelling Jeffrey Goldberg,

‘T've never seen the corn this bad.”



ot The Atlantic, “As President of the
United States I don’t bluff”

Despite these guarantees, and despite

the fact that both sides say that military
andintelligence codperation between the
U.S. andIsrael has never beentighter, the
relationshipis fraught. Netanyahu, whois

so Close to conservative American politi-

cians and businessmenthat heis said by
someIsraelis to talk with “a Republican
accent,’ distrusts Obama, Obama,in turn,
haslittle doubt that the Israeli leader

wouldgreatly prefer to see Mitt Romney
in the White House. Sheldon Adelson,

the Las Vegas casino magnate whois one

of Romney's biggest backers, owns an Is-
raeli daily, IsraelHayom, thatis so blatantly
a Netanyahu mouthpiece that some Tel
Aviv liberals call it Tishreen—the official

newspaperofthe Assad regime, in Syria.

Clearly there is a political element to the
drama. “Bibi looks at Obama andseeshis
ideological opposite,” AlufBenn,the edi-
tor-in-chiefofHaaretz, told me. “Obama
looks at Bibi and sees Eric Cantor.”

Netanyahudistrusts Obamanotonly

because oftheir initial clashes over settle-
ments and the Palestinian question but
also for reasons of personality. Obama
finds Netanyahu pedantic and arrogant;

Netanyahu finds Obamanaive about the
realities of the Middle East and dithdent

aboutIsrael. “Obamahas nospecial feeling
for us” is a familiar refrain. A senior official
in Jerusalem told me, “Bibi, by nature,

doesn’t trust people and Obamais not ex-
actly Mr. Warmth.” (Anotherofficial in
Netanyahu’s office, however,insisted that
such sentiments do not “correctly represent

the Prime Minister's views.”)
Netanyahualso provides historical

dimension to his reluctance to rely on
American promises. At a speech to AIPAC,

in Washington, last March, he recounted
how,in 1944, the U.S. War Department
spurned a plea from the World Jewish

Congress to bomb the death camps at
Auschwitz. “Never again will we not be
masters ofthe fate ofour very survival,” he
said, “We deeply appreciate the greatalli-
ance betweenour two countries. Butwhen
it comes to Israel's survival we mustalways
remain the masters ofour fate.”

Benn and many others believe that
Netanyahu has a heroic conception of
himselfthat is hard for Obamato under-
stand or countenance. “Bibi wants to be
the prophet, the man whosawthe trou-
ble cominglike no other,” Benn said. “In
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HOUSE MASTER

Mr. Finley sat cross-legged
Ontop ofa desk
Reciting from memory Sapphoin Greek
In his galoshes, administering an I.V. drip of nectar
While hoveringlike a hummingbird.

That was Finley, magical,a bit fruity,

Warblinglike a bird while the snow outside

Silenced the Yard.
Wewere in a Romanesque red brick
H. H. Richardson building, Sever Hall.

T was an auditor

In a Greeklyric poetry seminar
‘That was somewhere over the rainbow.

Certainly it was the only time
I heard a hummingbird sing.

I remembereverything.
I remembernothing.

I rememberancient Greek sparkles like a diamondring.
Professors were called mister,
To address someoneas professor was deemedvulgar.

It was goodsport to refer
To one’s inferiors as N.O.C.D. (not ourclass, dear).
Biddies still cleaned the student rooms.
Thad living roomwith fireplace that worked.
Finley was the Master of Eliot House, my House.

Somewhereelse, SenatorJoseph McCarthy
OfWisconsin was chasing American communists,
Butdespite that, he wasevil.
The snow keptfalling on the world,
Big white flakes like white gloves.

his mind, he is Theodor Herzl, whofore-
saw the trouble coming in anti-Semitic
Europe. He even thinks that he foresaw
9/11, and he was the one whosawthat if

we left Gaza we wouldbe hit by rockets
in Ashkelon. He sees himself as the vi-
sionary, always in dialogue with the his-
tory books. It doesn’t matter to Bibi that
most peopleare not for bombing. He ar-

gues, ‘Lookatall the naiveJews in Europe
in thelate thirties who didn’t go to Pales-
tine as Zionists or to America as immi-

grants. They were deluded.”
Netanyahu’s psychology has been

shaped byIsraeli history, too. In 1981,
Begin, against the advice of Peres and

—Frederich Seidel

other cabinet members, ordered his Air
Force to bomb the Osirak nuclear reactor,

in central Iraq. Thereafter, the policythat
no country in the Middle East except Is-
rael should get a nuclear weapon became
known as “the Begin doctrine.” (Argu-

ably, Irag accelerated its program after the
1981 bombing and endedit onlywith the

Gulf War, a decade later.) To be sure,
such a mission in Iran would be more
dangerous—there are many moreinstal-
lations, some ofwhich are heavily rein-

forced and deep underground,andIran's
capacity to counterattack is far stronger.
Netanyahuandhisaides readily acknow1-
edge that America’s military, withits air-



craft carriers, foreign bases, and Toma-
hawkmissiles,is vastly superior to Israel's
and would have a much better chance of

eliminating the Iranian nuclearinstalla-
tionsifit ever comesto that. But Netan-
yahushows little sign oftrusting the Pres-
ident’s assurances, As one senior official

told me, “The way North Korea was al-
lowed to go nuclear sure doesn’t add to
our confidence.”

Netanyahu declined to speak to me.
But Moshe Ya’alon, the Vice Prime
Minister and Minister of Strategic
Affairs, echoedhis boss’s view,telling me
that if Iran gets a nuclear weapon,or
even the capacity to build one, “we will
witness nuclear chaos.” Iran would gain

such a strategic advantage thatits re-
gional rivals—Saudi Arabia, Turkey, and

Egypt—would build their own bombs.
Iran, Yaalonsaid, might hesitate to drop
a bomb onIsrael, but it would use a
bomb“as a nuclear umbrella to intensify
its rogue activities” through Hezbollah
and Hamas.

Ya’alonis a tough butsubtle operator,
and heis known to be more reluctant than
Netanyahu and Barak to launch a bomb-
ing campaign against Iran. “Tt is not our

preference to doit ourselves,” he told me.
“This is achievable without the military
option, which I considera last, last resort.
But so far I don’t see that the Iranians are
ready to give it up.”

Butisn’t proliferation inevitable?
We've even learned to live with a bomb in
Pyongyang. “North Korea has noaspira-
tion to imposeits regime and ideology
globally,” Ya’alon replied, “Itwanted a nu-

clear weapon to defend the regimeandto
exercise blackmail. Even Pakistan, which
is complicated and dangerous enough,

does notwant to impose its regime glob-

ally. Iran is unique.
“We face a fanatical, messianic, apoc-

alyptic regime with theaspiration to de-
feat Westerncivilization,” Yaalon said.
“Andin this picture Israel is the minor

Satan and Americais the great Satan.”
People in Netanyahu’scircle recognize

that, thanks to sanctions, Iran is hurting

economically, that there are serioussplits
amongthepolitical andreligious leader-
ships, and thatthere is a complicated po-
litical and ethnic opposition there, but

they believe that the acquisition of a nu-
clear weapon would prolong thelife of
the regime. Only the opposition to Ne-
tanyahu trusts the United States to con-

tinue to press effectively against an Ira-
nian bomb.“Iran is not just a danger to
Israel but a real danger to the entire
world,” Shimon Peres told me when we
met, in Jerusalem. “People ask ifObama
will meet a commitment, and no doubt
he will.” Theretired general told me,“I

trust Obama more than I trust Netan-
yahu. Obamais an honest man. He’s
made somestupid mistakes in the Mid-
dle East, but he’s learned, and he’s a seri-

ous man. Before Obama, the American
military establishment had no plans, no
preparations for Iran, now they do. And
they have new weapons,too,” including
thirty-thousand-pound “bunker-buster”
bombs. TheIsraelis have spent many
millionsofdollars preparing for a poten-
tial attack and have been training for

months, but their Air Force is, as the se-

curity dissidents repeatedly pointout,
weak compared with America’s.

For Netanyahu,reliance on the United

States smacks of timidity and a repudia-
tion ofnational purpose. As Moshe Hal-
bertal, a professor of philosophyat the
Hebrew University, put it to me one
morning in Jerusalem, “If Netanyahu
fails, in his terms the entire raison @’étre of
Israel falls apart—meaning, ifwe cannot
face up to the new Hitler, who am I?
Whoarewe? Atthis point, he would have

to be courageous worto attack Iran.”

ib the meantime, Netanyahu has all but
given up on making even marginal

progress on the Palestinian question.
Around his office there is a free-floating
slogan: “Iran is the great

stage. Everythingelse is
management.” His belli-

cose rhetoric tends to over-
shadowonepolitical crisis

after another, whetheritis
the increasing influence of
the ultra-Orthodox or the
power of a small number
offamilies at the center of

the economyorviolence
directed against Arabs in the West Bank
or westJerusalem. Hefaces minimal elec-
toral pressure. The Labor Party is small
and somnambulant. Theleft is quiet and

diminished. “Netanyahu has numbed Is-
rael,” Halbertal said. “Israel is numb.”

ManyIsraelis on the left argue that,
while Iran andproliferation are undoubt-
edly dangerous, the occupation, which
haslasted since 1967,is the country’s true

 

existential threat. But, since the West
Bank is relatively calm, and there are no
negotiations between Netanyahu and
Mahmoud Abbas, the Palestinian leader,

the issue all but disappears from public
consciousness, as if behind tall fence.
“The Palestinian issue, for most people,is

utterly Zoring,” Avi Issacharoft, who cov-
ers Palestinian affairs for Haaretz, told me.
“The trouble the Palestiniansare facingis
that, when things are quiet, no onecares,
People care only whenthereis violence,
whenthere is terror.”

Beneath theillusory semblance ofnor-
mality, people knowthat the settlements
are steadily becoming irreversible. And
the military itself is becoming more and
moreheavily populated by religious Zion-
ists—soldiers and officers who would be,

at best, reluctant to follow orders to dis-
mantle Yitzhar or Givat Ze'ev or Beitar
Illit. In 1990, only twoper centofthe in-
fantry’s officer training corps was religious;
now thefigure is forty-two per cent. “Peo-
ple here fail to understand this profound
change,” Amos Harel, ajournalist writing
a book on the Army, said. “They still

think of an armyofkibbutzniks, the way
it used to be.”

In the cafés and apartments of Tel
Aviv and even Jerusalem,it is easy to
block outall that is going on nearby: the
grinding civil war in Syriajust beyond the
Golan;the chaotic assembly offoreignji-
hadis in the Sinai; the contentiouspoli-

tics of Cairo; the geopolitical clash be-
tweenTurkey andIran; the accumulating
rage of the Palestinians in Gaza and the
é West Bank and theveryreal

possibility ofa third intifada.
“There is a good life here
and, at the sametime, the
feeling of a party on the Ti-
tanic, a kind of deep melan-

choly running underitall,”
Avishai Margalit, a political
philosopher at the Hebrew
University, told me. “There
is silence and yet this desire

to talk. It’s like in a Pinter play: un-
derneath all the clichés there is some-

thing deeply threatening to the fabric
of things.”

etanyahu bolsters his argument
for urgent action in [ran by de-

scribing the regimeas irrational and
determined to destroy Israel. ‘The Su-
preme Leader, Ayatollah Ali Khamenei,
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and President Ahmadinejad have made
plenty of statements to warrantIsraeli
anxiety. Khameneihasreferred to Israel

as a “cancerous tumor.”Just last week,
Ahmadinejad told a crowd at Tehran
University, “The existence of the Zion-
ist regimeis an insult to all humanity.”
He has called the Holocaust a “myth”;
in 2005, hesaid that Israel ought to be
“wiped offthe map.”

Yet the dissidents in the national-

security establishment have a somewhat
cooler view of the Iranians. Dagan be-
lieves that the Iranian leadership, for
all its religious fervor and anti-Semitic
rhetoric, operates on levelof rational

self-preservation. Ie told methatIran’s
nuclear project is indeed designed as a
potential “umbrella” to protect Hezbol-

lah and otherclient groups, butit is also
“an insurance policy against any inter-
ventionin lran.” TheIranian leadership
sees certain markers in its history—

the U.S.-backed coup in 1953 and U.S.

support of the Shah; the development
of an atom bombinIsrael; the eight-
year war with Iraq, in which the U.S.

backed Saddam Hussein—andacts
according toits own “version ofratio-
nal,” Dagan said.

“In 2003, as the United States in-
vaded Iraq, lran felt undersiege,” he
went on. “The great Satan was at their
borders andthreatening. ...The [ranians
learned from North Korea, Pakistan, and
India that a state with a nuclearweapon

will not suffer interference the wayastate
without one does.”

Daganis no less anxious than Netan-

yahu about a nuclear Iran, but his lan-
guage is less emotional, his analysis
different. “It’s too serious to just casually
tie it to the Holocaust,” he said. “There

are thousandsofJews in Iran, and no one
touches them. They don’t suffer there as
Jews. I don’t think the Iranian regimeis
anti-Semitic in that sense.” Dagan agrees

that the current regime's rhetoric is hate-
ful: “This started with Ayatollah Kho-
meini, comparing us to dogs and mon-
keys.” But, he said, “remember, when

Ahmadinejad says these things he is
not talking to the United States or to
Europeans. He doesit to please certain
groupsin Iran. Ahmadinejadis not stu-

pid. Don't be mistaken. Heis a very ca-
pable bureaucrat. In university, he was an
engineer and he was a capable man-
ager. Doeshetake a radical-Islamist ap-
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proach? Of course. And the Iranians
see Israel as a state established through
wrongdoing and they see it as a menace

to the region. They seeIsrael as spread-
ing a Western ideology and as a threat to
groups underits umbrella.”

Dagan, after years of studying intel-

ligence reports on Iran,believes that the
regimeis suffering not only from inter-
nal splits and economic pressure but
also from the political changes in the re-
gion: the ascendance ofTurkey, the de-
stabilization of Syria’s Alawite regime,
the reluctance of the Iraqi government
to relinquish its ties to the West. Iran,
he said, has failed in its ambition to lead

the Muslim world. “The Iranians are
receptive to pressure,” he said. “In 2003,
when they felt the U.S. might turn on

them,they stalled their nuclear project

to an extent. Theyalso discovered that
they are not able to maintain any level
of secrecy.”

Dagan believes that Iran had resumed
its nuclear project by 2005, when it was
clear that the U.S. had no interest in a
fight, but, perhapsoutoffaith in his own

tactics as Mossad director, he believes

that covert, economic, and diplomatic
pressure—particularly with American
support—shouldallay the need for a uni-
lateral strike. “I have no doubt in my
mind that the Iranians are moving on

their nuclear program, but I don’t share
the point of view that they are speeding
there,” he said. “The Iranian nuclear issue
is not an Iran-Israel issue; it is more re-
lated to the entire region andto the inter-
national community.”

he morning I met with Dagan,
Haaretz had published a long inter-

view, by Ari Shavit, with an unnamedIs-

raeli “decision-maker,” who warned yet
again that the leadership could not wait
much longer. One of the many giveaway
details in the piece wasthat the decision-
maker was a great military strategist who
had a black grand pianoin his living
room. Few Israelis could miss the hint:

this was Ehud Barak, talking gravely be-
hind a flimsy scrim. (“A single atom bomb

is enoughto finish offthe Zioniststory.”)
Dagan smiled. ‘Then hesaid, “As for

the ‘man who knowshowto play the

piano,ifyou look back at his career, every

major strategic approach when he was
Prime Minister was a failure: his meetings
with Arafat at Camp David, his attempt

to make peace with Assad ofSyria, his re-
treat from Lebanon, which brought Hez-
bollah to our borders. And there are other

examples. Pm not under the influence of

such a renowned, clever man.”
Dagan is more at ease talking about

the Americans than about his former

bosses in theIsraeli leadership. Hewarns
the Israeli government “not to surprise”
the United States and has confidencein
Obamia’s assurances. “I don’t think the

U.S. will act because ofIsraeli interests,”
hesaid. “The U.S.acts according to U.S.

interests, andit has strong economic and
political interests in the region, beyond,
or regardless of, Israel. Andwhen a Pres-
ident ofthe United States makes an open

declaration aboutpolicy it is to protect,
first of all, the interests not of Israel but

of the United States.”
Asweweretalking, Dagan interrupted

himself and motioned to the spread of
dates, nuts, and candythat hehad laid out
on the coffee table in frontofus. “Look!”
he said, with a mock-wounded expres-
sion. “You haven't touched a thing!”

It is not clear whatthe security dissi-

dents will do next. One ofthem told me
that he was organizing a group to decide:
A petition? A public meeting? Dagan

seemed not to care so long as he could
continue speaking out. “Look, this is not
a liberal environment, the neighborhood
is very tough,” hesaid. “After thirty-three
years in the military andintelligence, you

discover not only the nice side ofhuman
nature. You discover it is possible to get
dragged into something and thenit is
hard to explain why it all happened. It’s

easy to go from being a victim to being an
oppressor. You always have to pay atten-
tion to your internal moral compass and
ask the right questions.

“T believe in the end that the Iranians
are going to have to make a hard decision
and choose betweencontinuingtheir nu-
clear project or surviving as an Islamic re-
gime. [They have serious internal prob-
lems. Even though they are defying the

international communityand there are
enoughfanatics pursuing the nuclear pro-
gram,in the end theyare notstupid. Aya-

tollah Khomeini saw Saddam Hussein as
the devil, but he finally signed a ceasefire
with him. He ‘drankthe cup ofpoison,’ as

heputit. But he signed because the pub-
lic demanded it. We have to think about
howto influence the people making these
decisions. And wecannotbe hasty.” #
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SHOUTS & MURMURS

HOW TO WIN AT
CONVERSATION

BY PAUL SIMMS

 

onversation! Everyone’s doingit
these days.

Have you ever had that thing where
someone says something to you, then
you say something back to them, then
they say something, and so on? You
probably just had a conversation and
didn’t even realize it.

But are you winning your conver-
sations? ‘loo many people use conver-
sation to exchange information orsim-
ply to pass the time, completely un-
aware that every conversation has a
winner and a loser. Which would you
rather be?

Usethefollowingstrategies correctly
and you'll be winning conversations so
consistently that no one will dare en-
gage you in one ever again.

1. OPPONENT: Wejust got some
pretty good news,

You:I can't believe it! They finally
gave you a five-hundred-thousand-dollar
raise, didn’t they?

OPPONENT:Er. . . no.
You: Oh.Sorry. So what's the good

news?
OPPONENT: Our littleJimmyjust got

into his first-choice preschool.
You: Oh. That's good, too. Certainly

nothing to sneeze at!
Strategy used: Intentional Overstate-

ment ofExpectations.
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2. OPPONENT: Wejust got some
pretty good news.

You: Dotell!
OPPONENT: Our littleJimmyjust got

into his first-choice preschool.
You:It’s so great that you're forcing

him to make life-altering decisions at such
a young age. Builds character—that’s the
theory, right?

Strategy used: SeedofDoubt.

3. OPPONENT: Wejust got some
pretty good news.

You: Goon!
OPPONENT: Our little Jimmyjust—
YOU(to waiter): Are the scallops on

the menuactual “divers”scallops,or is that
a misprint?

WAITER:I'll check with the kitchen.
YOU (¢o opponent): Sometimes they

fib. Anyway,Jimmy did what?

OPPONENT: | wassaying thatour lit-
tle Jimmyjust got into—

YOu: Does “divers scallops” mean they
were caught by actual scuba divers? Oris
it just some old-timeyway of saying “di-
verse’? Always wondered aboutthat.

Strategy used: Barrage ofInterruptions.

4, OPPONENT: Wejust got some
pretty good news.

You: This I have got to hear about!
OPPONENT: Our littleJimmyjust got

into his first-choice preschool.

You:I have cancer.
OPPONENT: What? When did

you ... I'm sosorry. Is there anything I
can do?

You:I'll let you know. Just takingit
day by day. I mean,right now it’s only a
freckle. Oddly shaped, of course—as

these things always are. Mydermatologist
says to just keep an eye on it and come
back for another look in twenty-four to
twenty-six months. But enough about my
dreary travails—you weretelling me
something great aboutlittle Johnny.

OPPONENT:Jimmy.
Strategy used: The C-Bomb.

5. OPPONENT: Wejust got some
pretty good news,

YOU:Layit on mealready!
OPPONENT:Our little Jimmyjust got

into his first-choice preschool.
You: Holyshit! Is that Al Peterson

over there? Don't look, don't look! Just
be cool.

OPPONENT: Where?
You: He’s gone now. Can't believe he

would show his face here after what he
put his wife through.

OPPONENT: Whatdid heputhis wife
through?

You: You know what? It’s probably
just idle gossip, and I don't believe in idle
gossip. Solet'sjust leave it at that. Let's go
back to “first-choice preschool’ and pre-
tend we never saw him.

Strategy used: UnfulfilledIntimations of
Actual Gossip.

6. OPPONENT: Wejust got some
pretty good news.

You: Don't leave me hanging here!
Getto it!

OPPONENT:Our little Jimmyjust got
into his first-choice preschool.
You: That’s so great! Tell me

everything!
OPPONENT: Well, we were worried

that he wasn't going to test well, because
his verbal skills aren’'t—

You: Oh. Haha haha ha ha!
OPPONENT: What?
You: I’m sorry. What you said was

“first-choice preschool.” What I heard—
and this one is on me—is “Hearst-choice
free shoes.”

OPPONENT: What does that even
mean?

You: Myblunder. I thought you were z
saying that you were finally ableto fit your &



big feet into a pair offree shoes that were
endorsed by oneofthe Hearst publishing
company’slife-style magazines. Again,

mygoof-up. Whatcan I say—I'm a shoe-

a-holic! So forget that. Back to your kid
story. And ... four, three, two, one—
continue!

Strategy used: Intentional Mishearing.

7, OPPONENT: Wejust got some
pretty good news.

You: Tell me everything. Everylittle
thing!

OPPONENT: Our little Jimmyjust got
into his first-choice preschool.

YOU(singing): “Everylittle thing she
does is magic! Everything she dojust turn
me on! Even though my—”

OPPONENT: Whyare you singing?

You: “—life before was tragic, now I
know my lovefor her goes on . . .”

OPPONENT: Whyare yousinging that
song by the Police?

YOu:“T resolvedto call her up, a thou-
sand times a day. And ask her if she'll
marry me, in some old-fashioned way—
Pittsburgh Civic Arena, sing along!—
But mysilent fears have gripped me. . .”
OPPONENT: Whyare youstill

singing?

You:Sorry. I was just listening to a
very, veryrare Police bootleg from the
Pittsburgh Civic Arena 4/9/82 in the car

on the wayover. Such a killer song. Such
a killer band.

Strategy used:AppreciatoroftheArts.

8. OPPONENT: Wejust got some
pretty good news.

You: | am listening to you.

OPPONENT:Our little Jimmyjust got
into his first-choice preschool.

You: That's great! That’s so great!
That's so, so, so great! How did all this

go down?
OPPONENT: Well, we were worried

that he wasn't going totest well, because
his verbal skills aren't as strong as—

You: Hangon a sec. Preschoolis the

one right after kindergarten,right?
OPPONENT:No.Itgoes preschool, then

kindergarten, then first grade andso on.
You: Oh, O.K. Go on.

OPPONENT: Sowewere worried that—
You: Butthat’s where they do finger

painting, right?

OPPONENT: What?
You: In preschool. ‘That's where they

learn finger painting?

OPPONENT: Yes. Anyway, so we
were—

You: And dotheystill do finger paint-

ing in kindergarten? Oris finger painting
considered kind ofpassé by then?

OPPONENT: What?

Strategy used: Detail-Oriented Side-

tracking.

9. OPPONENT: Wejust got some
pretty good news,

You: Bringit.

OPPONENT: Our littleJimmyjust got
into his first-choice preschool.
You: That’s incredibly great. |

mean,first-choice med school—that’s
one thing. After successfully pursuing
a bachelor-of-arts and/or bachelor-of-
science degree. But “first-choice pre-

school”! That’s a whole different son of

a bitch right there! Because,at that age,
most kids can’t even compellingly ex-
plain the difference between a square
and a rectangle. So for your little-man
to not only pick a first choice re pre-
schools but then to stack the goddam

cherry of actually getting into it on top
of all that is... well, let’s put it this
way: I know stringer from Newsday
whocould really make hay outofthis

one, so—
OPPONENT: O.K., I’m done. I don’t

know whyI even bothertrying to have
dinner with you oncea year. I mean,yes,
wewerefriends in college. Butall you ever
do is try to make mefeel bad about myself
in waysI can’t even accurately describe
later whenI tryto tell other people about
it. So I'm leaving now.

(Opponentexits.)
YOU(¢0 waiter): Myfriend's notfeel-

ing well. Soit’sjust going to be one.How
are the scallops prepared?

WAITER: They're pan-seared in a—
You: Youlike the Police?
WAITER: The first two albums,

definitely. They lost me around “Zen-
yatta,” but—

You: Youwere in them,right? You're
Sting. Don't lie.

WAITER: No, ['m not Sting. 'm just
a waiter,

YOu: But you can sing as good as or

better than Sting,right?
WAITER: Doyou wantthescallops

or not?

You: Will theyaggravate my medical
condition?

Strategy used: The Kitchen Sink,
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ANNALS OF HOLLYWOOD

LIMITED RELEASE
AAformergang leader's new life in movies.

BY TAD FRIEND

 

s a boy, Elgin James would catch
moths dazzled bythelight and set

them free. Mosquitoes need not fear him.
And wheneight F.B.L. agents descended
on James one afternoonthree years ago,
as hewaswalking a pair ofrescuepit bulls
with menacing scars, he cried, “Mydogs
are friendly!” “We know,” an agentre-
plied. “We've been watching you.”

James's own appearancetells a simi-
larly ambiguoustale. A smile creases his
face at the slightest encouragement, and
his button-brown eyes shine like Pad-
dington Bear's. At forty-two, he is trim

and fit, a vegan whohas long forsworn

drugs and alcohol. His upper body is a

 
scrapbookoftattoos, many ofwhich em-

bodyaspiration:a tree oflife, a ringing
line from Rimbaud, and a tribute to the

passion St. Francis felt for St. Clara,
which made “the surrounding wood ap-
pear to be onfire.”

Othersare darker, the inkyresidue of
James’sfifteen years leading a gangcalled
F.S.U., for Fuck Shit Up. F.S.U. rose out
of Boston’s hardcore-music scene to be-
comeastraight-edge militiawhose mem-
bers prided themselves on beating up
drug dealers and neo-Nazis. Later on,
whenthe mission got muddled by drugs

and shakedowns and rampanttestoster-
one, theyd coldcock anyone who gave

them lip. The violence grew baroque;
James would sometimes club opponents
with a DustBuster, and his friend Bruce

used a human thighbone.“It was horri-
ble, coming home and washing hair and
scalp out ofyour collapsible baton andit
being like nothing,” James says. “When
you can see a halo ofblood around some-
one,life just spilling out ofthem, and it’s
no more tragic than a bug on a wind-
shield .. .” The sun-radiating-daggers
tattoo on his right shoulderindicates that
he’s drawn blood in battle, and “Born to

Die” spanshis back in bold blockletters.
In 2006, James renounced ganglife

and moved to Los Angeles, where he
hoped to break into film,the medium that
had sustained him since he was a child.
He didn't know a grip from a gaffer, but
he was a quick study, and before long he
had a berth at Sundance Labs, the presti-
giousindie-film boot camp. In L.A—
that cradle ofreinvention—he discovered
that he had the essential qualities of a
writer-director: charisma, determination,

and a deep well ofsorrow. “Somethingis
broken inside ofme,” hesays, “andit’s eas-

ier to try to fix it in otherpeople.”
Robert Redford founded the Sun-

dance Institute, in the mountains of
Utah,in 1981, to help young filmmakers
find their voice away from whathecalls

“the tentacles of the industry.” James—
like such previous outlanders as Quentin
‘Tarantino, Paul ‘Thomas Anderson, and
Allison Anders—wasperfect for it, and
Redford was immediately drawn to him.
“When someonelike Elgin, someone
who was so raw and broken, uses film to

get out of the violence, and uses it so
beautifully—I was just very taken by
that,” he told me.

After taking Sundance Labs classes in
screenwriting and directing,Jamesworked
to develop his first film, “Little Birds.”
But,just as his producer succeededin rais-
ing the five hundred thousand dollars they
needed to shootit, James was arrested by
the F.B.I. for attempted extortion. Four
years earlier, F.S.U. members had twice
beaten up a punksinger who'd previously
been in a white-power band. Jamesinter-
ceded, at the request of a mutual friend,
and told the singer that if he gave five
thousand dollars to an F.S.U.-supported
charity the attacks would stop—which,

after the payment was made,they did. As =
. —

the governmentpreparedits case, James Z
ElginJames racedtofinish hisfilm beforegoing toprison. Photograph by Bruce Gilden. raced to shoot and edit “Little Birds.” =
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After hefinished editing, he waived trial
and pleaded guilty; he didn’t mind paying
for his past now that the film was done.

The news raced around Hollywood
much faster than James’s script had. But
when “Little Birds” premiéred, at the
Sundance Film Festival in January, 2011,
those in the audience who knewhishis-
tory discovered a film that was nothing
like the pageant of carnage they might
have expected. “Little Birds” is an inti-
mate,idiosyncratic portrait oftwofifteen-
year-old girls, Lily and Alison, who live
on the shores of the Salton Sea, a briny
lake in California's Imperial Valley.When
Lily, a self-mutilating hellion, runsoffto

Los Angeles to meetup with some home-
less boys, Alison reluctantly tags along.
Oncethey go west, things go south. The
crowd at Sundance wasriveted: the film
shone with scenes reminiscent ofJames's
directing hero,John Ford, andJunoTem-
ple's Lilywasavolatile compound ofteen-

age longing and contempt. Temple says,
“Elgin kept encouraging me to keep it raw
and messyand scaryand real.”

Attheparty following the screening,

James found himself repulsed by “all the
girls in bikinis and ski boots dancing on
the bar, andall the lameindustry dudesin

Ed Hardy hats.” He went out back with
JR Bourne, who played a tweaker who
tries to rape Lily. Bournesays, “Thefeel-
ing as Elgin and J talked wassatisfaction,
a bit offear about whatwas going to hap-

pen next, and, coming off him, some
definite sadness.” Jamesrecalls, “I was
thinking, The only person whoisn't here
is my mom. T never ever got to call her

with good news, and nowI can't.” He

used to phone her on Father's Day, be-
cause she'd given him all the parental love
he got, but she had died of cancer in

2003—soonafter telling him, “It’s never
too late for a second chance.”

After the premiére,James learned that
he had been sentencedto a year in the
Metropolitan Detention Center,a federal
prison ten minutes from his home,in the
Silver Lake area ofLos Angeles, Once in-
side, he said, “I lost my empathy very
quickly. I began to hate listening to NPR,
because I couldn't touch the feeling of
being free anymore. Just hearing mycell-
mate breathe—within a month, I was
filled with such rage, I was,like, ‘I want

to fucking stab you in the neck?” To pre-
serve a self-image that no longer encom-
passed stabbings, James wrote a lot in

his head and grimly ran out the clock.
Whenhewasreleased, this March, he

found himselfbaffled byrestaurant menus,
having forgotten what he liked to order.
He wasthirty pounds lighter, but glutted

with ideas: “Prisonfilled mewith all these
thoughts I need to use in my writing,
thoughts about not wanting anything to
do with people because ofhowterriblewe
are, how selfish and greedy and rotten and
beautiful.” Hefinds that view reflected
back at Hollywood parties, where, hesays,
“T sometimesgetthevibe that I'm a weird
animal, a poisonous animal.” Andyet, he
adds, “I've also found peoplelike Robert
Redford. He’s a truer friend thanall the
guys in Boston whosaid they‘d take a bul-
let for me.”

Manyin Hollywood have warmed to

the Elgin James story because it fits one
of the town’s stock narratives: the tri-

umphofthe human spirit. Terry Press, a
longtime marketing consultant whore-

cently became a co-president of CBS
Films, says, “Elgin is the best of both
worlds: he wenttoprison, so he’s authen-
tic—but for beating up Nazis and drug
dealers. I mean, come on!” However, she

cautions, “the farther outsiders come to
get here,the faster they fall.” The indus-
try reckons success by the box-office: as
you bring in more money, you get paid
more; and as you get paid moreit be-

comes harder to preserve the authentic
voice that made you desirable. “In Holly-
wood,there are platters of fruit every-
where, and people asking if you want a
blankie. But, ifyour voice is based on de-
privation, then the thing that distin-

guished you, whichis usually anger-

based, can disappear.”
Nowthat James has been released,

“Little Birds” will follow; it débuts in New

York this week. YetJamesclings to his de-
privation. He hasn't had “respectfully re-
tired” added to his F.S.U.tattoos, as is the
custom for ex-members, because he won't
retire his guilt. It’s a bittersweet way of
staying connected to his mother, ofkeep-
ing her admonitions alive. And, hesays,
“this is such a hard townthat I’m not going
to give up anything that can fuel me, any

ofmydemons.I’m goingto use them all.”

en a talented outsider comes to
Hollywood, he soon learns to

temper his rough edges. Even an icono-
clast such as Martin Scorsese, whoarrives
with a calling card like “Mean Streets’—

the vivid crime film that brought fameto
Robert De Niro and Harvey Keitel—
mayeventually find that, with a compro-
mise here and a movie-star casting deci-

sion there, he’s making bombastic
crowd-pleasers like “Gangs of New
York.” The writer-director David Ayer

says thatafter the success ofhisscripts for
“U-571" and “Training Day” he wasin

demand as “the crazy ex-military street
guy’—a reputation derived from hisstint
in the Navy after a knockaboutinterval in
South Central. Yet the studios wanted
just a tincture ofAyer. “Theywant‘flavor’
and‘unique point ofview—the sense of
authenticity,” he told me. “Theytake your

madness and makeit pop-y and shiny by
supplying it with arcs, stakes, and ticking
clocks.” The main character must have a

transformational and improving arc; the
catalyst for this change is the necessity of,
say, saving his estranged wife; and the
ticking clock is the bombstrapped to her

chest. And so Ayer was swiftly assigned
to work on “The Fast and the Furious,”
the five-film car-heist franchise that has
grossed a billion and a half dollars by
finding ever-fresh ways to demonstrate
that ifyou strafe a street racer it will ex-
plode in a monstrous fireball thatslightly
singes the driver.
At twenty-four, John Singleton be-

came the youngestdirector to be nomi-
nated for an Academy Award,for “Boyz
n the Hood,” his semi-autobiographical
1991 film aboutlife in South Central.
Beguiled by the industry’s embrace, he
took years to realize that he was expected
to hug back, and found real commercial

success again only a decadelater,whenhe
directed “2 Fast 2 Furious.” “I didn’twant
to becomethe poseur I used to make fun
of,” he explains. “But I'm polite now, I'm
not an assholelike when I was a kid. You
know,I used to watch the boats go byon
the beach in Inglewood.” He gave a bark
oflaughter. “And now I have a yacht.”

Troy Duffy, a tough kid from Boston
who wasbartending at a West Holly-

wood dive called J. Sloan's, sold his first
script, “Ihe Boondock Saints,” in 1997.
Miramax agreed to pay Duffy four hun-
dred and fifty thousand dollars, let him

direct, and evenbuy him J. Sloan’s. But,
as Duffyboasted that he would perform

deeds “nooneelse in the history ofthis
fucking world has ever done,”the deal
fell apart. “The Boondock Saints” was
produced by another company,in 1999,
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and Duffy had to pay for the film’s re-
lease, so it was shown at only a handful
of theatres. “When I wasn’t chilling at
the mansion with Hefnerand thegirls,I
realized I'd made a lot of mistakes,” he
says. “It boils down to not burning
bridges. People here are savagely po-
lite—and then there’s a knife in your
back at the endofthe day.”

People skills are Hollywood's cur-
rency, Stacey Snider, the C.E.O. of
DreamWorks Studios, explains, “To be a
bad-boy Hemingway, you just need a
computer, but film has real barriers to
entry. You have to convince someone to
put up millions, or even hundreds ofmil-
lions, and then you needto get two hun-

dred people to work together. So ifyou're
antisocial you'll flame out.”

James is highly social. As he ex-
plained in his Sundance admissionsin-
terview, “I’ve been the leader of four
hundred alpha males—I know how to
inspire people.” His common touch has
attracted a band ofindustry stalwarts
whoare eager to help. One of them is
the producer Brian Grazer, who asked
for a meetingafter readingthescript for
“Little Birds.” James was nervous about
sitting down with someoneof Grazer’s
eminence, buthis friend J. W. Buckley,
another former F.S.U. member, pro-
vided some Socratic reassurance: “Is
Brian Grazer going to shoot you if
something goes wrong? Is he going to
hit youin the face with a glass pitcher?”
Grazer and James got on well, and the
producer hired him to rewrite a script
called “Lowriders,” about rival Latino

car clubs. Grazer explains, “When I was
making “8 Mile’”—the 2002 hip-hop
drama—“Dr. Dre told me, ‘Don’t clown
out our world.’ Elgin’s going to prison
raised the stakes for him—youcanfeel
he's not going to clown out this lowrider
world.”

Most ofJames’s devotees are women.
The seventy-seven-year-old director
Joan Darlinglikens him to a brother, as
does the twenty-three-year-old Juno
‘Temple; one female executive calls him
“a Buddha.” Around women,his raspy
voice softens and the curses drop away.
He encourages intimacy bylistening at-
tentively, sharing his vulnerabilities, and

interjecting “Bad-ass!” and “That's awe-
some!” “Elgin wanted a female cinema-
tographerfor‘Little Birds,’ so the ac-
tresses would feel more comfortable,”
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Reed Morano, thewomanwhotook the

job, says. “But he actually has more es-
trogen than I do.”

ne afternoon, James showed me
his childhood mementos: two

dozen snapshots clumped in a manila
envelope. He studied an early one in
which he was beamingin the armsofhis
father, Chuck, a heavy man whosported
black sunglasses and an unreadable grin.
“I have so muchjoy. ...” His voice
trailed off.

Chuck and Carol Perroncel, hippies
whocultivated sheep and marijuana in
rural Morris, Connecticut, adopted Elgin

James Herman whenhe was a toddler
and changed his name to Nathan Lau-
rence Perroncel. James, who suddenly

had twooldersisters, grew up knowing

only that his biological mother was a
white teen-ager who'd run awayto the
South Bronx. From the evidence ofhis
olive skin and wiry hair, he believed that
his fatherwas black; the schoolmateswho
called him “nigger” agreed.

His adoptive father, a pastoral coun-

sellor in the Episcopal Church, espoused
pacifism and had marched forcivil rights.
Buthewas also an alcoholic whobattered
his wife and son. Carol often sobbed in
her room, andJames,a sensitive boywho
felt bad for the sock whose brother got
lost in the dryer, developed a stammer
and a tic that made his head shiver un-

controllably. His father forced him to
wear a blue elastic headbandfringedwith
sleigh bells, and he bellowedattheslight-
estjingle. James's tics subsided onlywhen
he immersed himself in books, and in

movieslike “BillyJack” and “Planet ofthe
Apes.”

At thirteen, James, by now obsessed
with Sid Vicious—the photographs show
a Mohawkanda sullen smirk—tried to
kill himself byslashing his left wrist with
a razorblade. A few monthslater, he was

sent to juvenile hall for ten months for
breaking and entering and selling drugs.

Juvie, he says, was where he developed “a
higher capacity for cruelty,” learning to
hit fast and hard and longer than neces-
sary. Healso read “TheAutobiographyof
Malcolm X” and becamea straight edge.
After he wasreleased, he recalls, there

came a day when “my dad shoved me
down on the couch. [ was half his size,
but I got up and punched him in theface.
Whenhefell back,in total surprise, I

started punching and kicking and punch-
ing and kicking. Afterward, I was con-
vulsing and shaking the way dogs doafter
they get in a fight. 1 don’t remember

when mydad started hitting me,butI re-
memberthat that was whenit stopped.”
In his early twenties,James renouncedhis

patronym and—with the blessing of his
mother, who wouldshortly leave his fa-
ther—had his namelegally changed to
Elgin NathanielJames.

In 1986, James entered Antioch Col-
lege, with dreams of becominga civil-
rights lawyer. During his first winter
break, four kids from rival townjumped
him—inretaliation for a beating he'd ad-
ministered to oneoftheir friendsthepre-
vious year—andclubbed his skull in with
bats. For months, the resulting brain

damage made Jameslose holdofthings,
words and objects both;hestill has foggy
days, and he wears watch caps everywhere
as psychic protection. Unable to concen-

trate, he dropped outanddrifted to Bos-
ton, where he lived on thestreets, scalp-
ing tickets and participating in medical
trials. One night, he sawfive kids from

South Boston fighting a gang of neo-
Nazis, and joined them. After pinning a
skinhead, James taunted him,saying,
“C’mon, man, I’m half a nigger—use

your white power!” With that rumble,
James threw in with Fuck Shit Up.

en James became “Nathan
F.S.U.,” he was reborn as an in-

cendiary. “Wewere glorious, we werejust
Vikings,” herecalls. “T felt the world had
always been kicking me until I started to
kick backhard.” He becamethestrategist
andthefield surgeon, the guywho sewed
upyourwoundswith dental floss (a tech-
nique he picked up from “Rambo:First
Blood Part II”). And he had your back.
J. W. Buckley recalls a scuffle in which
his opponent, a Vietnamese-American,

reached into his sockas if for a weapon:
“Vietnamese gangers love to stab—they
get stabby—andso everyone hung back.
Theonlyperson who stepped forward to
help me,instinctively, was Elgin.” Mark
Vicira, a former bouncer who was famil-

iar with F.S.U., says that James “was a
quictleader, notyelly or bossy—butalso
the last guy anyone wanted topiss off.”

When F.S.U. helped produce “Bos-
ton Beatdown II”"—a DVD studded
with grainy-looking assaults thatwas shot
as a lark and became an underground



hit—James wrote and delivered the mis-
sion statement: “Weare your children,
raised on Ritalin and Prozac, biting the
handthat’s reared us, pissing down our

heroes’ throats.” He also fronted the hard-
core bands Wrecking Crew and 454 Big
Block, which Vieira describes as “very,
veryloud and very, very angry. Elgin
would slam himselfin the forehead with
the mike and intimidate the audience.”

F.\S.U.provided security for many of
Boston's night clubs, but its satrapy ex-
tendedinto the streets, where policy was

often made ad hoc. WhenJamesandhis
friend Bruce received a consignment of
pistols and a sawed-off shotgun to dis-
pose of because they had “bodiesat-
tached,” they traded them to a Roxbury
gang forits fighting dogs, so that they

could foster them. “The dogs ripped up
the squat welived in, and the Roxbury
gang later shot it up—probablywith the
guns we got them,”James told me, as we
talked in his living room. “But, as ugly
and clumsy asit all was, there was some-
thing beautiful aboutit, because the ani-
mals were pure.” He put a companion-

able handon his pit bull Nell, asleep on
the couch beside him. “Nelly wouldn’t
steal your wallet.”

James was F.S.U.’s house intellectual,
the one who wore Diesel jeans and

sneaked offto watch Frenchfilms. “When
I would say a wordlike ‘symptomatic, my
friends would think J was big-timing
them,” he says. “Pd hide my books under
my mattress as if they were pom, only ]
wasn't embarrassed about porn.” As the
gang expandedinto tencities, early in the

past decade, James grewincreasingly dis-
tant from the hand-to-handfighting and
hand-to-mouthexistenceofhis foot sol-
diers, His music became more reflective,

moving toward a Leonard Cohen-meets-
the Eagles mellowness. And he began to
notice that manyofhis companions had
dropped away. Therewas the friend who
died after swallowing a heroin balloon
to hide evidence; the one abandoned in

an ice-filled tub after O.D.’ing the more
usual way; the one who played Russian
roulette; the one beaten to death; the six

suicides; the four murder victims; the

three rape-and-murder victims—more
than thirty in all.

In 2003, James started dating Liz
Boettcher, a pretty blond Boston Univer-
sity student whoplayed bass in his band
Cherry Love Affair. One night, she saw

him in a brawl at a club where he worked
security. “It was like seeing a stranger—
it really freaked me out,” she recalls.

To him, a head butt or two as prelude
to slamming a guyinto a stack of dish
trays was just another Wednesday night.
“But when I went to Liz afterward she

wouldn't letme touch herwith those same
hands,” he says. Boettcher adds, “That
night, Elgin told me, ‘It’s whatI know,

and whatI've done, butit’s notwho Iwant

to be.” And, cinematically, that was the
first time they said “T love you.”In Janu-
ary, 2006, two and halfyears afterJames
promised his dying mother that he would

change his life, he and Boettcherfinally
drove their Dodge van to Los Angeles.

Shesays, “Ever since Elgin was a kid, he’d
wanted tolive in L.A. and marry a blond

girl, so this was his chance.”

\ K Jithin eighteen months,James had
optioned his life story to two

screenwriters, He'd accompany them to
pitch meetings and sit quietly, until his
cue cameto interject, “And then I

smashed him in the face with a brick.”
Nick Cassavetes got attached to direct,
andJustin Timberlake to star, andJames
wentfrom producing the Untitled Elgin
James Project to being an executive pro-
ducer. Whenhediscoveredthat this was
a step down, he begantofeel exploited,

andto realize that his life was becoming
a bloodier “Good Will Hunting.” Then
the producers wantedto soften thefilm’s
rating to PG-13 and makeJames’s char-
acter white: “I was,like, “You'vejust taken

away his entire motivation.’”
Hetookhis story back to write it him-

self, But one day, while he and Boettcher
were driving near the Salton Sea, he saw
a girl loopingaimlesslyon the back ofher
boyfriend’s BMX bike, cigarettes rolled
up in her sleeve. “And I just knew: That's
it! Fl tell the story ofme and Bruce’—the
thighbone-wielding friend ofhis teen-
age years—‘butas two girls, so I won't be
glorifying the violence.” As he wrote, he
made Lily and Alison into complemen-
tary aspects of himself: the time bomb
and thesafety switch.

WhenJamie Patricof, the producer of
such indie gems as “Half Nelson” and
“Blue Valentine,” approached him about
making a twenty-million-dollar Elgin
James bio-pic, James gave him his Salton
Sea script instead. Patricofagreed to pro-
duceit if he could find the financing; to
keep costs down, both men would work
for free. (James and Boettcher, now mar-
ried, were able to scrape by onhersalary

as an assistant at a record company.) To
give his new partner the necessary tools,
Patricof steered him to Sundance Labs.
Jamesflew to Utah inJanuary, 2009,and,
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soon afterward, Robert Redford invited
him to lunch. “Elgin was probably the
most personally interesting voice in the
bunch,” Redford told me. “Hecertainly
didn’tlooklike everyoneelse. But, having

grown up in a rough neighborhoodin a
Mexican area of L.A., I could relate to

him alittle bit.”
James began the mealby detailing his

lifelong admiration for his host, starting
with when he'd watched “The Sting” on
his mother’s lap. ‘Then he poured outhis
own story, down to his hatred of “paci-
fism,”his father’s passive-soundinglie. At

last, Redford said, “O.K., first thing,
Elgin, I would work onlistening more.”
Hewent onto observe that bybeingso fo-
cussed on whathis father hadn'tgiven him

James had totally missed what his mother
had. “Why don't youjust forget the word
‘pacifism’ and find your own wayto non-
violence as an active choice?”

Jamesrecalls, “No one had evercalled
me on being a tough guy butalso hav-
ing Rimbaudtattooed on my arm, on
the amazing duality of me. I wasthirty-
nine, and here Robert Redford, ofall

people, was my first positive male role
model. J wentfor a longwalk afterward,
in a total fog, and I finally decided,

O.K., fuck it, ] am nevergoing to raise
my hand or myvoice to another person
again.”
That vow was tested during the
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filming of “Little Birds,” when a home-
less crack addict, angry that the crew had

displaced him from an abandoned motel,
threatened the actresses; James was able
to talk him down withouttakinghis fists
from his pockets,Still, itwasn’t the calm-
est production. Kyle Gallner, who played
the skateboarder Lily falls for, says that

the cighteen-day shoot “wasbasically a
whole set of tattooed-up misfits running

around in controlled chaos.” But James
knewwhathe wanted, and he'd acquired
the vocabularyto getit: he told his cine-
matographerto go for a “nostalgic, slow-
motion sway” by shootingthe girls riding
their bikes at forty frames per second, and
to hint that their relationship is splinter-
ing by racking focus between them. James
later added mournful ballads that he
wrote and sang, such as “I Will Die
Young,” to underscore the moodofshim-
mering fatalism.

Whenthelast scene wasin the can, he

and his friendJ. W. Buckley, whom he'd
hired as an adviser, quietly shook hands.
“Besides marrying my wife,’ James says,
“that was the mostsatisfying moment of

mylife.”

he directors ofJames's favorite indie
films—“Manny & Lo,” “All Over

Me,” and “Tully”’—essentially disap-
peared after their initial offerings. So he
knows that he needsto get another proj-

ect going fast, and thatit has to pop. He's
developing several passion projects about
strong women:a treatment aboutthe ac-
tress Jean Seberg; an Audrey Hepburn
film remake; and a teen-hobos murder

mystery that would star Juno Temple.
Butstudios see such films as “man poi-

son’at the box office, and the marketis
saturated with passion projects; six hun-
dred and ten movies were released in the
United States and Canadalast year,
three-quarters of them independent
films. In any case,James can’t simplypur-
sue his inclinations; his father-in-law, a
financier, paid his nearly three hundred
thousand dollars in legal fees, andJames
is determined to swiftly expunge that
debt.

The commercial projects he’s been
offered all summonup the ghosts ofhis
past. His only real paycheck thus far has
been eighty thousanddollars from Imag-
ine Entertainment, Brian Grazer’s com-

pany, to rewrite “Lowriders.” James’s
draft, written longhandin prison, gave
the hero a charismatic older brother,

deepened the characters significantly,

and added a Coppola-style montage ofa
quinceanera, an abortion, and a girl tak-
ing crystal meth and getting gang-raped.

Both Imagineandthestudio, Univer-

sal, loved the character work—and
wanted him to “elevate” his next draft so
it felt like a twenty-million-dollar studio
film. James, now fluentin the lingua

franca, understands that elevating a pic-
ture means broadening its potential au-
dience, or, if you're in a dour mood,
dumbing it down. He told me wryly,

“The first note was ‘Lose the gang
bang.” ‘The producers also asked him to
lookat the fights in “Rocky” andthe rap
battles in “8 Mile” and work in similarly

triumphal performance scenes. “ ‘Add
stakes’ is the worst note you can hear,” he
observes. “But when Brian Grazer says,
“You need a car contest, and maybe a
RomeoandJuliet, I’m, like, ‘Of course
we do!—because all of a sudden you've
got momentum anddrive.”

James also hopesto direct a ten-mil-
lion-dollar shoot-em-up called “Come
Sundown.” The hero is a doctor named
Ben, whose marriage is foundering—and

then the couple and their daughter are

carjacked by Morse, a killer who needs
them to drive him through Maineto
Canada. WhenJamesgot the screenplay,
it was a schematic genre piece; his polish



brought nuance to the marriage, gave
Bena spine, and made Morse even more

baleful.
In mid-June, he met the screenwriter,

Justin Marks, for coftee in West Holly-
wood, They bro-hugged,thenlaid their

weapons on the table: sunglasses up and
iPhones face down. Marks, a younger
man with a light beard, complimented
James’s revisions: “Ben was always the
problem;he wasborn ofevery bad yuppie
horror-film archetype. It’s so ridiculous
that you ofall people made him work.”
He eyed James’s tatted-up forearms.
“Morse wasthe oneI was interestedin, |
find it easier—”

“—tobe a sociopathic murderer?”
Marks grinned, “T do thinkyou're way

too hard on Morse.”
“The fucked-up way Morse thinks is

the way I do,” James said, “Ben is whatI
aspire to be.” He told me, “Noactor
wanted to play Ben, because he was weak

and flaccid, so I gave him the philosoph-
ical reasons I have for not fighting.” In
James’s revision, Ben explains that he
swore the physician’s oath to “maintain
the utmost respect for humanlife, even
underthreat.”

James and Marksagreedthatthe film
had to be shotthisfall, when the New
England foliage would establish a melan-

choly mood. In the effort to lock in a
nameactorto get financing, they faced
the usual Venn diagram:actors who were
interested, such as Taylor Kitsch, weren't
immediately available, and actors who
could attract foreign financing weren't
necessarily right for the film. Marks ob-
served, “You'll always have Travolta, Ray
Liotta, Nic Cage brought upfor a part
like Morse, because they're big foreign,

but then it gives it the smell of ‘Are you
just raising foreign money so you can
shoot it?’” James nodded sombrely.
Whathe loved about making “Little
Birds” was collaborating with kindred
spirits, but he’s come to understandthat,
above a certain budget, collaboration

often means bowing to someoneelse’s
venal agenda.

Elevating yourself isn’t easy. One
morning, as he sat in an editing room,

fine-tuning a Johnny Knoxville profile
he'd directed for a Webseriescalled “Be-

coming,” Marshall Johnson, the series’
supervising producer, stopped by. James
remarked that he'd switched agents, to
Sarah Self, ofW.M.E., because she rep-

resented Diablo Cody, the screenwriter
of“Juno.”“In the beginning,it was “Dia-
blo Cody, Stripper,’ and nowit's “Diablo

Cody, Academy Award Winner,” he
said. “Right now,it's “ElginJames, Gang
Member,and I wantto get that out of
the conversation.”

Without looking up from his smart-
phone, Johnsonsaid, “You'll always be
‘ElginJames, Gang Member.”

ne Friday in June, James drove to
Imagine’s offices, in Beverly Hills,

to work on a pitch for a musical about a
young black tuba player in the projects.
The story would be loosely based on the
life of Pharrell Williams, the hip-hop
producer, who'd brought the Untitled
Pharrell Williams Project to Imagine—
which hopedto getthe script produced
once it had been laced with teen yearn-
ing by James, their new go-to teen-

yearning guy.

After Brian Grazer gaveJames an em-
phatic hug, James told him, “We've got
our first scene already—he’s on his back
watching the Navyjets fly overhead from

the nearby base—andourlast scene,
where hefinally makesit and is getting on

a jet going somewhere.”
Kim Roth, Imagine’s presidentofpro-

duction, said, “Wealso talked about im-

posing a love story ontoit. Rememberwe
talked about the world oftrailer parks?”
Grazer likes to set his filmsin cozy sub-
cultures with their own rules and lingoes.
“So we think it’s a girl from the trailer
park anda boy from theprojects.”

 

“Whichis great,” James said, “be-

cause the typical ‘RomeoandJuliet’is
kids from two different classes, but we
won't do that stereotype. The main
thing is going to be that Pharrell’s char-
acter sees the world through music, and
so people around him sing all the time.
Whenhehas the heartbreak at the end
of the secondact, all of a sudden the
music is gone, andit’s just the gritty
world of the projects, dull and bleak—
and then in the third act, when he builds

back up, the music returns andit goesall
Technicolor.”

“Wow!” Grazersaid. “That's cool!”
Roth said, “But though we're thinking

about an ethnic kid for the girl, it's not
aboutracial conflict?”

James said, “No, what’s beautiful is

that we're beyondracial conflict.” He
glanced over at Roth. “Unless you think
it should be?”

“No. No,”she said, frowning. “But
whatis it that breaks them apart?”

After a silence, James reluctantly vol-

unteered, “The more obvious oneis that
she’s a summergirl who comesin for
music camp... .”

Sarah Bowen,another executive,
chimed in, “There is more the trope of
the townie and the summergirl.” Grazer
nodded benevolently.

“Andit puts a clock onit,” Roth said.
“Everyoneis out ofschool, but for only a
limited time.”

James fidgeted, then smiled. “I hate
musicals,” he said. “In “West Side Story,
I was, like, Man,aren't they going to re-

ally fight? But maybe wecanreally get
into that teen-age-angstworld, where the
girl can shut you downtotally,so ice cold,

and the guyis all devastated.”
“Tfanyonecouldwrite that, you could,

Elgin,” Bowenreassured him.

Afterward, Jamesreflected, “Arcs and
stakes—I see why they're useful. But ’m
not sure they apply to mylife. I feel that
people don’t really change hugely so
muchas their true nature comesto the
surface. When I took a vowof nonvio-
lence, I was just getting back to whoI

was—itwasn't like I came outofthe birth
canal andpunched the doctorin theface.”
Hesmiled shyly. “But I do have a ticking
clock. With all the shots to the head I
took, I'm going to have Parkinson's, and
probably Alzheimer’s, within ten years.”

So he spendshis nights writing furi-
ously in Silver Lake with all the blinds
drawn, while Hollywood watches as the
F.B.I. once did. “Right now, Elgin is on

the come,” Grazer said. “If he gets one
more bump—if‘Lowriders’ gets a green
light, or the town gets one more piece of

empirical evidence—then, if he stays the
authentic, fearless guyheis, he'll really be
in demand,” Grazer smiled,satisfied with

this first pass, and gave his notesfor the
story’s continuing arc: “Having faced
emotional death,the isolation of prison,
here he is in Hollywood,freed!” ¢
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A. REPORTER AT LARGE

THE THROWAWAYS
Police enlist young offenders as confidential informants. But the work is high-risk, largely unregulated, and sometimesfatal.

n the evening of May 7, 2008, a
twenty-three-year-old woman

named Rachel Hoffmangotinto hersil-

ver Volvo sedan, put on calming jam-
band music, and headed north to a pub-
lic park in Tallahassee, Florida. A recent
graduate ofFlorida State, she was dressed
to blend into a crowd—bluejeans, green-
and-white patterned T-shirt, black Reef

flip-flops. On the passenger seat beside
her was a handbag that contained thir-
teen thousand dollars in marked bills.

Before she reached the Georgia-

peach stands and ‘Tupelo-honey venders
on North Meridian Road, she texted her
boyfriend. “] just got wired up,” she
wrote at 6:34 P.M. “Wish me luck ’m on
myway.”

“Good luck babe!” he replied. “Call
me and let me knowwhat's up.”

“It’s about to go down,” she texted
back.

Behindthe park’s oaks and blooming
crape myrtles, the sun was beginningto
set. Young mothers were pushingstroll-

ers near the baseball diamonds; kids were
running amok on the playground. As
Hoffmanspoke on her iPhoneto the
man she was on her way to meet, her

voice wasfiltered through a wire thatwas
hiddenin her purse. “I’m pulling into the
park with the tennis courts now,” she
said, sounding casual.

Perhaps whatput her at ease was the
knowledge that nineteen law-enforce-
ment agents were tracking her every
move, and that a Drug Enforcement
Administration surveillance plane was
circling overhead. In any case, Rachel
Hoffman, tall, wide-eyed redhead, was
by nature laid-back and trusting. She was
not a trained narcotics operative. On her
Facebook page you could see her danc-
ing at music festivals with a big, goofy
smile, and the faux profile she’d madefor

her cat (“Favorite music: cat stevens,
straycat blues, pussycat dolls”).
Afewweeks earlier, police officers had

arrived at her apartment after someone
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complained aboutthe smell ofmarijuana
and voiced suspicion that she was selling
drugs. Whenthey asked ifshe had anyil-
legal substancesinside, Hoffmansaidyes
and allowed them in to search. The cops
seized slightly more than five ounces of
pot andseveral Ecstasy and Valium pills,

tucked beneath the cushions ofher couch.
Hoffman could face serious prison time

for felony charges, including “possession
ofcannabis with intentto sell” and “main-
taining a drug house.” The officer in

charge, a sandy-haired vice cop named
Ryan Pender,told her that she might be
able to help herself if she provided “sub-
stantial assistance” to the city's narcotics
team. She believed that any charges
against her could be reduced, or even

dropped.
Hoftman’s legal worries were aug-

mented bythefact that this wasn't her
first drug offense. A yearearlier, while
she was a senior, police pulled her over
for speeding and found almost an ounce
ofmarijuana in her car. She was ordered
into a substance-abuse program, which

required regular drugtesting. Later,after
failing to report fora test, she spent three
days injail.

Hoffman chose to codperate. She had
neverfired a gun or handled significant
stash ofhard drugs. Nowshewason her
way to conduct a major undercover deal

for the Tallahassee Police Department,
meeting two convicted felons alone in
her car to buy two and a half ounces of

cocaine, fifteen hundred Ecstasy pills,
and a semi-automatic handgun.

Theoperation did notgo as intended.

By the end of the hour, police lost track
of her and her car. Late that night, they

arrived at her boyfriend’s town house and
asked him if Hoffman was inside. They
wanted to know ifshe might have run off
with the money. Her boyfriend didn’t
know where she was.

“She was with us,” he recalled an
officer saying. “Until shit got crazy.”

‘Twodays after Hoffmandisappeared,

her body was found in Perry, Florida, a
small town somefifty miles southeast of
Tallahassee, in a ravine overgrown with

tangled vines. Draped in an improvised
shroud made from her Grateful Dead

sweatshirt and an orange-and-purple
sleeping bag, Hoffman had been shot
five times in the chest and head with the
gun that the police had sent herto buy.

y the evening of her death, Rachel
Hoffman had been working for the

police department for almost three

weeks. In bureaucratic terms, she was
Confidential Informant No. 1129, or
C.I. Hoffman.In legal parlance, she was

a “codperator,” one ofthousandsofpeo-
ple who,eachyear, help the police build
cases against others, often in exchange
for a promiseofleniency in the criminal-
justice system.

Informants are the foot soldiers in the
government's war on drugs. By somees-
timates, up to eighty percentofall drug
cases in America involve them, often in
active roles like Hoffman’s. Forpolice
departments facing budget woes, un-
trained C.L.s provide an inexpensive way
to outsource the work of undercover
officers. “The system makes it cheap and

easy to use informants, as opposed to
other, less risky but more cumbersome
approaches,” says Alexandra Natapoff, a
professor at Loyola Law School in Los
Angeles and a leading expert on infor-
mants. “here are fewer procedures in
place and fewer institutional checks on

their use.” Often, deploying informants
involves no paperwork and noinstitu-
tional oversight, let alone lawyers, judges,

or public scrutiny; their use is necessarily
shroudedin secrecy.

“Theycan get us into the places we
can't go,” says Brian Sallee, a police
officer whois the president of B.B.S.
Narcotics Enforcement Training and ,
Consulting, a firm that instructs offi-
cers around the country in drug-bust
procedures. “Without them, narcotics 5
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‘How appropriate is that—she's a hundredandtwentyyearshisjunior.”

operations would practically cease to
function.”

Every day, offenders are sent out to
perform high-risk police operations
with few legal protections. Someareju-
veniles, occasionally as young as four-
teen orfifteen. Some operate through
the haze of addiction; others, like
Hoffman, are enrolled in state-man-

dated treatment programs that prohibit
their association with illegal drugs of
any kind. Many have been given false
assurances by the police, used without

regard for their safety, and treated as
disposable pawnsofthe criminal-justice
system.

The recruitmentofyoung informants
often involvesrisks that are incommen-
surate with the charges that they are fac-
ing. And the costs ofcodperating can be
high. A case that has dragged on for
years in the courts involved LeBron
Gaither, a sixteen-year-old studentat a
public high school in Lebanon, Ken-
tucky. One afternoon, Gaither, who,ac-
cordingto his family, was generally mild-
mannered, had an outburst in which he
punchedthe school’s assistant principal
in the jaw. Hewastaken into custody for
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juvenile assault. An officer from the
Kentucky State Police came to see him,

and told him that he could face a prison
term or he could agree to becomea local
drug informant.

“Our mom had a drug problem,”his

older brother Shawn, who subsequently
becamea corrections officer, recalled. “T
think LeBron wanted Momto be off
drugs so bad that when they approached

him he saw it as an opportunity to go
after the guys who wereselling her
drugs.” Gaither signed the paperwork,

and soon found himself performing un-
dercover drug stings in two counties.

After one ofthese stings, Gaither, by
then eighteen,wascalled upontotestify
before a grandjury againstJason Noel, a
local drug dealer whom he’dset up. The
next day, the police sent Gaither out
with a wire and cash to buystill more

drugs from Noel—a decision that one
state attorneylater called the most “reck-
less, stupid, andidiotic idea” he had seen
in his nineteenyears oflegal work. The
meeting wasto take placein the parking
lot of a local grocery store; Gaither was
instructed to say, “This looks good,”
once he had the drugs in hand, At that

point, the police would move in for the
arrest. Ifsomethingwent wrong, he was

to say, “I wish my brother was here,”
and officers would hasten to his aid.

Shortly after the sting began, how-
ever, detectives lost track of Gaither
when Noel,who had learned oftheteen’s
testimony from a grand juror, drove off
with him. Gaither was tortured, beaten
with a bat, shot with a pistol and a shot-
gun,run over by a car, and dragged by a
chain through the woods.

Whenhis family learned what had
happened, they sued. In 2009,after years
ofbureaucratic delay, theywon a hundred
and sixty-eight thousand dollars in a
wrongful-death case, but the award was
vacated; this past May,the state court of
appeals ruled that although Gaither’s use

as an informant was “tragically flawed,”
the police could not be held accountable,
because the “execution ofthe undercover
operation was left to the judgment and
discretion of the detectives.” The family
hopes to take the case to the state su-
preme court.

“T've been waiting for someone to
call!” the family’s lawyer, Daniel ‘Tay-
lor II, exclaimedwhen J phoned him to

ask about the lawsuit. Duringhis career,
Taylor has worked on a hundred and
forty-six cases involving homicide, but

he describes Gaither’s, which he has
worked on pro bono,as “the single most
important one.” He added, “I’ve been

wondering whenthehell the rest of the
world was going to wake upto this.”

I heard someversion ofTaylor's state-
ment dozens of times in the course of

more than seventyinterviews with people
whoselives have been shaped byAmeri-
ca’s growing reliance on young drug in-
formants—narcotics officers, prosecu-

tors, defense attorneys, and the friends
and families ofmurdered CLs, as well as
some former informants. Occasionally,

concernsaboutthe practicewere prompted
by law-enforcementagents whofear that
pressures to rack up revenue-generating
drug busts pose challenges with which
their departments can’t keep pace. (Ac-
cording to Shawn Gaither, the detective
responsible for LeBron’s recruitment told
the family that it will haunt him for the
rest of his life; the detective declined to
comment.) More often, questions about
why informant use remains so unregu-
lated came from parents who have lost a
child to the practice. Within their ranks,



the parents of Rachel Hoftman have be-
comefolk heroes of sorts. After Rachel's
murder, more than four years ago, Irv
Hoffman, a mental-health counsellor,

and Margie Weiss, a registered nurse and
massage therapist, joined together in
orderto reform the way young amateurs

are used in the war on drugs—first in
the state ofFlorida, and now,ifthey and
parents like them have their way, across
the country.

y the time Rachel was twelve, she had
been a ballerina, a Brownie, an

equestrian, and a Weeki WacheeSprings
Little Mermaid contestant; byeighteen,

she had leamed to play the flute and the
piano, gone skydiving, and hiked the
Grand Canyon. By twenty-three, she had
completed an undergraduate degree in
psychology, interned at a mental-health
institute, and travelled internationally. She
loved to cook—she’d prepare elaborate
multicourse meals for friends and deliver
homemade matzo-ball soup to an ailing
classmate. She was given to hatching big
plans: She had initially dreamed ofgoing

into counselling, but decided to apply to
culinary school, She would invent a new
form oftherapy, she told her dad; perhaps
troubled kids who hated talkingto a ther-
apist from an overstuffed couch would
open up as she taught them howto bake
cakes and make spaghetti carbonara.

“Rachel was conceived on a Wind-

jammer,” Margie Weiss told me one
night, sifting through photographs ofher
tropical honeymoon with Irv Hoffman
on a sailboat in the Caribbean. In the
photographs, the couple look sun-glazed

andblissful, Margie’s slender arm draped
around her new husband's broad shoul-
ders. Within a year and a halfofRachel's
birth, they had separated. Margie was a
hard worker, but also something of a
stargazer, who wore long, flowing skirts
and burned sage smudge sticks in theliv-
ing room.Irv, the child of Hungarian-
Czech Holocaust survivors, was more of

a straight arrow, whoplaced a premium
on stability andstructure.

Margie worries that growing up be-
tween the two householdstook toll on
Rachel. By the end of high school, she
had been voted “PartyAnimal ofthe Se-
nior Class,” a title that prompted some
parental angst about her impending de-
parture for Florida State. “If you’re ever
lonelyor bored, orjust miss mywonder-

ful self (haha), well the phoneis just a
fewft. away and so am I,” she wrote in a
five-page letter to Irv that sheleft for him

on the kitchen counter before he drove
her to college. She assured him thatshe
would be “justfine.”

Despite Hoftman’slegal problems,in

the months before her death she earned
admission to a master’s program in men-
tal-health counselling, with an essay
about how her grandparents, “who wit-
nessed the murderof their family and
who were severely and emotionally

scarred,” had taughther “the importance
offamily, hard work, and economicsur-
vival.” Shestill made a habit of smoking
pot, and shesoldit in small quantities
to friends.
The police were able to use Hoff-

man’s stash as leverage. The dayafter
her apartment was raided, shearrived
at Police Headquarters to initiate her
C.I. contract. Panicked and eager to
coéperate, Floftmanfirst tried to set up
a student at Florida State who was a
small-time campusdealer. But guilt
quicklyset in, and soon afterward she
contacted the student to confess what
she'd done. He not only forgave her but
agreed to help her out with thepolice.

Together, they would come up with
someoneto bust. In return forthe favor,
Hoffman promised to pay his overdue
utility bill.

According to a confidential deposi-
tion from friend of Hoffman’s, the po-
lice madeit clear that run-of-the-mill

pot busts wouldn’t be sufficient to work
off her charges. Instead, the friend said,

  mea .

the cops were looking for large quantities
of“heroin, cocaine,crack, Ecstasy, guns.”
The Florida State studenttold her about
ayoung manhe'd seen dealing drugs at
a car-detailing shop near campus—the
man, whom he knewonly as Dre, might
have access to Ecstasy and cocaine, and

possibly more. Hoffman,it turned out,
had just had her Volvo worked on by
Dre at the same shop, and he hadjoked
about the car’s pungent marijuana smell.

Soon, she was wired up and dispatched
to the shop, where, using her friend’s
connection, she put in a request to Dre's

brother-in-law, Deneilo Bradshaw, to
buya stash of cocaine, fifteen hundred
Ecstasy pills, and, as she describedit, a
“small and pretty” handgun. The order

waslarge, by any standard. She wanted
the drugs for friends who would bevisit-
ing from Miami, she explained. And the
gun? “I’m little Jewish girl,” she told
Bradshaw,aspolicelistened via a surveil-
lance device. “T need to be safe.”

Byearly May, the deal had beenar-
ranged. She was to show up with thir-

teen thousand dollars, and they'd make
the swap—at Bradshaw'sparents’ house,
in a quiet green neighborhood on the
outskirts of Tallahassee. Behind the
scenes, the police worked up an Opera-
tional and Raid Plan, which involved
more than a dozen local and federal
agents,

Onthe afternoon of the drug bust,
Hoffman drove to Police Headquarters.
Officer Pender placed a surveillance wire
and a recordingdevice in her purse, along

with stacks of moneyfor the buy. Dre,
who waslater identified as Andrea
Green, a twenty-five-year-old local man,
had changed the site to a nearby park
called Forestmeadows—oneunfamiliar to
Hoffman. Hoftman’s boyfriend had sent
offa good-luck text message:“I kinda like
you so be safe!!” he joked. She took off
for the park.

After somefifteen minutes on the
road, Hoffman neared the entrance of

Forestmeadows. But she turned too

soon, into the wrong park. Over the
phone, Pender redirected her to the
venueslightly farther north.

After this, Pender lost track ofher.

Otherofficers later reported that they had
all thought that he—or, at least, some-
one—“hadeyes” on Hoffman. She began
driving toward a plant nurseryjust a mile
and half north, evidently thinking that
the police werestill monitoring her.
Within minutes, her audio surveillance
equipmentwentdead. (“Uh, I Jost her over

the wire,” Pendersaid to colleagues at 6:46
P.M.) She wasn't answering hercell phone.
According to Pender, Hoffman managed
to reach him a few minuteslater,saying,“T
followed them from the nursery. We're on
Gardner. It looks like the deal is going to
go here.It’s a dead-endstreet.” Pender
later said that he told her, “Turn around!
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‘Turn around! Do notfollow them!” Then
the phonecutoff. “I had no response from
her,” Pender told investigators, “which
meant, you know,either she hung up on

meorwelost the signal.”
Officers began frantically searching

the area, trying to find Gardner Road.
The D.E.A.plane circled haplessly over-
head, its agents unable to see, owing to
the dense tree cover. By the time a police
teamarrived at the narrow turnoff, Hoff-
man andhercarwere no longerthere. In-
stead, they found a spent .25-calibre
round, two live ammunition rounds, six
cigarette butts, and a single black flip-flop.

The encounterhad neverreally been a
prospective drug deal. Green was appar-
ently planning a con: he was going to
hand Hoffman a bag full of aspirin in

place of the Ecstasy,a relative ofhis told
me, and take offwith the money. When
investigators spoke to Green’s wife in the
days that followed, she acknowledged

that her husband had called on the night
of the botched operation. She described
whathad taken place: “Theyfound a wire
in her purse, and shother.”

I the mid-nineteen-eighties, Con-
gress enacted federal sentencing

guidelines that imposed harsh manda-
tory minimumsfor drug offenses, even
petty ones. Theresults of these and sim-
ilar measures were striking. Over the
course of that decade, the U.S. prison

population doubled. In Florida, incarcer-
ation rates for drug crimes increased
nearly twentyfold—with somesentences
for marijuana sales surpassing those for
murder. The new approach codified a

long-standing escape hatch for the ac-
cused:to provide “substantial assistance”
to authorities in exchangefor the possi-

bility ofearly release or dropped charges.
The use of drug informants surged.
Soon, legal experts say, the trend swept
through state and local law-enforcement
agencies across America. Rachel Hoff-
man was, in this respect, a typical con-
script in this country’s numbers-driven
war on drugs.

But Hoffman, with her middle-class

background, was in some ways nota typ-
ical C.I. Generally, it is young people
from lower-income communities—often

black and Latino—whoare under pres-
sure to be informants.It is in their neigh-
borhoods, too, that a serious backlash
againstthe practice has occurred. For one
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thing, the snitch-based system has proved
notoriously unreliable, fuelling wrongful
convictions. In 2000, more than twenty
innocent African-American men in

Hearne, Texas, were arrested on cocaine
charges, based on the false accusations of
an informantseeking to escape a burglary
charge; the incident, and a numberof

others like it, prompted calls for national
legislation to regulate informantuse.

In many urban neighborhoods with
heavy police presence, the anti-C_I. back-
lash has taken a morevirulentturn: “Stop
snitchin’” and “Snitches get stitches”
are popular mottoes. Police departments
have responded with counter-propa-
ganda, which is meantto bolster both

their own C_].s and routinecriminal wit-
nesses. (In Baltimore, “Keep talkin’”is

the official slogan ofchoice.) These cam-
paigns have raised prickly questions. If
the high stakes of snitching are so read-
ily apparent, and so hard to mitigate—
if, as the rapper MasterP has it, “bitches
talk shit and snitchesget killed’—should
the practice be encouraged among vul-
nerable populations, at least in the ab-
sence ofclear rules about howinformants
are to be protected? In particular, should
there be any conditions governing the
enlistment of the young and inexperi-
enced in high-risk sting operations?

One daylast spring, Irv Hoffman
spoke with me aboutthe legal concept of
parenspatriae, and the broad notion that

the state has anobligation, when dealing
with those in need ofspecial protections—
the young, the mentally ill, and perhaps
even the drug-addicted—to actas a parent
would. “Have you heard aboutthegirl in
Detroit?” Irv Hoffman asked me.
He wasreferring to a nineteen-year-

old informant who had been killed sey-
eral monthsearlier. I had in fact just
visited her mother at her squat brick
house off Detroit’s Seven Mile Road.
‘Together, we attendedthe pretrial mur-
der hearing ofJames A. Matthews, a
stocky man with a long blond ponytail.
Matthews, clad in an orange jumpsuit,
was in court to face felony charges that
he “did mutilate, deface, remove, or

carry away” the young woman’s body.

ne nightin the fall of2011, Shelly
Hilliard, an African-American

teen-ager in Detroit—herfamily called
her Treasure—went to her mother’s
house for a plate of macaroni-and-

cheese. Hilliard, who was transgender
(born male, with the legal name Henry
Hilliard, Jr.), left the house and didn’t

comebackthat night or the next. Before
long, one of her older sisters, Mechelle,
noticed a disturbing trend on Facebook.
“Everybody started posting, ‘Rest in
Peace,Shelly, and ‘She's with God now,’
and this and that,” Mechelle recalled on
a recent afternoon, as she sat with her

mother, Lyniece Nelson,at a bright-red
kitchen counter. “And we werelike,
‘Hold on, we didn’t even geta call”

Nelson, a devout Christianwho some-
times writes Bible verses along her door-

frame in blue chalk, sighed. “I guess the
streets talk,” she said.

Shelly was dance-obsessed (“She
loved Beyoncé!”), with hazel eyes and
long straightened hair that seemed to be
a different color every time she came
home. She spent muchofhertimesing-
ing, doingfriends’ hair and makeup,and,

like many teens, documenting herlife
with cell-phone snapshots.
On October 23rd, at around 4:30 A.M.,

a torso, later identified as Shelly's, was
found ablaze beneath an old mattress on

an J-94 service road. In March,the rest of
the body, except for her hands, was found.
Bythis point, her family had long since
begun to surmise what had happened.

At first, because the victim was

transgender,local officials believed that
the murder was a hate crime. But sev-

eral weeks later it became clear that
Shelly's death was connected to work
she had doneasa police informant. Just
days before she was killed, cops had

spotted Shelly and a friend smoking a
blunt on the balcony of a Motel 6 in a
Detroit suburb. When they raided the
room, they found a sandwich bag with

half an ounce of marijuana in thetoilet
tank. Oneof the officers threatened
Shellywith prison—aparticularlyterri-
fying prospectfor a transgenderwoman,
who would be sent to a male facility—
and then offered her a wayout: she

could set up her dealer, Qasim Ragib,
and walk free that same day. She
agreed.

Raqib was arrested after Shelly ar-
ranged the sting. Several hours later, he
wasreleased. He then tracked her down

and, with the help ofJames Matthews,
strangled, mutilated, burned, and dis-
membered her. (Both men have since
pleaded guilty to murder; in court, one



witness testified that the police had re-
vealed Shelly's identity.)

“NowI lost my baby for an ounce of

weed,” Nelson said at her kitchen coun-
ter. “It’s like they just threw her away.”

WhenI asked Lieutenant Joseph
Quisenberry, the commanderofthelocal
sheriff’s Narcotics Enforcement ‘Team,
about the case, he said, “I don’t have a
written guideline that governs every sit-

 
Thefamily ofShelly Hilliard, an informantkilled in 2011, learnedabout herdeath on Facebook. Photograph by Peter van Agtmael.

uation.” He continued, “I have heard
that this was someoneliving in a more
dangerous context.” Hedeclined to dis-
cuss the specifics ofthe case.

“More than anything,” Nelsonsays of

the police treatment of her daughter, “I
want to know, Why would you all not
protect her?”

ike Lyniece Nelson, Rachel Hoff-
man’s parents were concerned that

authorities weren't telling them the full
story behind their daughter’s disap-
pearance. At around two-thirty on the
morning after the bungled sting, Margie

= received a call from the police at her
Z homein suburban Safety Harbor. “Your
= daughter’s missing,” she was told. A few

miles away, in Palm Harbor,Irv also re-
ceived a call, asking if he'd heard from
Rachel or knew her whereabouts. ‘The

departmentcalled againlater that morn-
ing, urging both parents to come to Tal-
lahassee; Rachelstill hadn’t been found,
they said, making no mention of the

botched drug bust or ofRachel's recruit-
mentas a C.I. Within the hour, Margie
and Irv were driving north on U.S. 19,

in separate cars. Their rabbi, Gary Klein,
followed close behind.
When Rachel’s parents arrived at

the headquarters ofthe Tallahassee Po-
lice Department, they immediately
grewsuspicious.“I remembernoticing
that they weren't takingus to the miss-
ing-persons unit,” Margierecalled. “In-

stead it was like, ‘Comeover here to
Narcotics.”

There Police Chief Dennis Jones, a
middle-aged man with a thick mustache,
repeated what they already knew: “Ra-
chel’s missing.” (A victims advocate had
already alerted them to the possibility
that she might not be found alive.)Jones
then assured them that an aggressive
search was under way, and instructed

them to go to their daughter's apartment
and await further updates.

Margie and Irv openedthe front door
to Rachels place (which she often kept
unlocked) and sat down among scented
candles and posters ofJohn Lennon and
Johnny Depp. Only then, when they
turned on the television and scanned the
news for updates, did they discover that
Rachelhad “provided assistance during a

 ase

police operation” the previous day, and
that officials suspected “foul play” in her
disappearance. Police were looking for
two suspects, Andrea Green and De-
neilo Bradshaw, according to a depart-
mental press release.

‘The news showsrelayed that Rachel's
Volvo had been foundin Perry. The car
was empty, parked beneath tree outside
a welding shop. Her phone was discov-
ered by a roadside, which gave Irv a
“dark, ugly feeling.” “She loved that
iPhone,” he told me. “T gave it to her as a
gift, and someonewould have hadto pry
it away from herto getit.”

Just after dawn the next day, Margie
and her husband, Mike Weiss (who had
arrived to join her), drove down the road
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to get some coffee and bagels. Margie
was standing alone in the parkinglot of
Publix Food &Pharmacywhenshe got
a call from Irv. “You need to come back
to the apartment,” he said. She ran back
into the grocery store, searching the
aisles for Mike, screaming to the cash-
ier, to random shoppers, “Where's my
husband? My daughter was just mur-
dered!” Back at the apartment, Rabbi
Klein confirmedherfears: Rachel's body
had been found. It was lying in a dry
creek bed near Cabbage Grove Road,
in Perry.

Later that morning, journalists de-

scended on a forest clearing where Tal-
lahassee Police Departmentofficials
were holding a press conference, not far
from where Hoffman’s bodystill lay.
(The two suspects had been appre-
hended, and, at around 6:30 A.M., they
had Jed police to the site.) “We had es-
tablished protocols in place to insure her
safety,” Officer DavidMcCranietold the
crowd. “At somepoint duringthe inves-
tigation, she chose notto follow the in-
structions. She met Green andBradshaw
on her own.‘That meeting ultimately re-
sulted in her murder.”

Rachel's parents watched the coverage
on the television in her apartment.It
marked, for Irv Hoffman,the beginning

of what he sometimesrefers to as “the

wr   

 

smearing’—the period following Ra-
chel’s murder during which their daugh-
terwas portrayed in police statements and
front-page news stories as, in his words,

“this horrible drug-dealing monster.”
Rachel's friends started comingby her

apartment, and they, too, were almost as
shocked bytheinitial coverage of the
murderas by the death itself. “That was
devastating for so many ofus,” one of
Hoftman’s childhood friendsrecalled.
“Thefirst stories tried to paint Rachel as
a low-life druggie drug dealer.” Two
months later, inaTV segment on Hoff-
man’s death, the ABC News correspon-
dent Brian Ross interviewed Police
ChiefJones. “I'm calling her a criminal,”
Jonestold him. “That's myjob as a police
chief—to find these criminals in our
communityand take them off thestreet,
to make the proper arrests.” Ross asked
about the department's accountability.
“Do wefeel responsible?” Jones said.
“We're responsible for the safety of this
community.”

Onthe advice of a mutual friend, Irv
Hoffman arranged a meeting with Mi-
chael Schiavo, a neighbor who had a
great deal of experience with hostile
media attention. Hewas the husband of
the late Terri Schiavo, the brain-dam-

agedwomanwho spentfifteen years in a
vegetative state, andwhose parents insti-

=

“A VOW of;‘poverty andsponsorship arent necessarily exclusive.”

Llescnep

gated a lengthy and highly public court
battle with Michael when he wished to
discontinue Terris life support. Michael
becamethe target of a steady stream of
media attacks, and even death threats.

At the meeting, which took place in

their friend’s living room, Hoffman

asked Schiavo whatlessons he'd learned
from his experience with the press. “You
need to understand thatifyou speak out
youre opening Pandora's box,” Hoffman
recalled being told. “You're going to be
out ofyour comfort zonereal quick, and
some people are going to support you
and other people are going to come out
againstyou. And youjust needto decide:
‘Am readyto step through that door?””
Hoffman knew that he was. So he and
his ex-wife hired a lawyer and wrote up

a plan.

cross the country in Vancouver,
Washington, anotherset of par-

ents, Shelly and Mitchell McLean, have
tried to take on the C.I. system. Shelly
works as a managerat a Fred Meyergro-
cery store just across the Oregon border,
Mitchell works in construction. On the
morning that we met, at a restaurantin
Longview, Shelly wore a thick gray
sweater, pink lipstick, and gold eye-
shadow. Mitchell, a rugged, genial man,
arrived soon afterward from his con-
struction job “out in the boonies,” wear-
ing a mud-flecked leatherjacket.

‘The couple hauled in wicker baskets
and bright-colored plastic containers
from their car and carried them to the
table. They had broughtalong all these
relics—photo albums, golf trophies,
wrinkled report cards, Hot Wheelscars,
baby teeth, baseballs, and short stories
written in cursive withtitles like “The
Adventures ofthe WildWest’—inorder
to offer a glimpse of their son, Jeremy.
Waggish andaffable, he wasthe kind of
guywho,ifyou dared him, wouldn't hes-
itate to eat more than twenty Big Macs
in a sitting. But he also loved going an-
tiquing with his mom, whocalled him
Bubbers as a kid. Growing up, Jeremy
and his youngersister Jenny attended a
local Christian school, and Mitchell in-

sists that they never rodethe bus. “That’s
how protective we were,” hesaid. “Iwas

the bus,” Shelly added.
Jeremy was an avid weightlifter and

wrestler in high school, and, after he
graduated,his father got him a construc-



tion job. He liked the heavy lifting, but
eventually he hurt his back and started

taking pain pills. “That's what did it,”
Mitchell recalled; Jeremy began using
painkillers for which he had noprescrip-
tion. In his mid-twenties, he was strug-
gling to figure out what he should do
with his life—perhaps go into law en-
forcement, or the military—when, one

day in 2006, he agreed tosell eight meth-
adonepills to a friend.

Thefriend, it turned out, was wearing
a wire; he had drug charges of his own

that he was trying to work off as a C1.
Jeremyfaced a possible prison sentence—

and feared that he would bring shameto
his family, since nothing stayed quiet in

their small community. According to
Mitchell McLean, an agent from a fed-

erally fundednarcotics task force laid out
Jeremy's options, saying, “You cansit
down with us and make a deal. Or you
can go upstairs, get a lawyer, and get
ready to be ass-rammedin prison.” Jer-
emysigned a contract to “make purchases
of controlled substances from four indi-
viduals,” in return for which his charges

would be reduced, “with a recommenda-
tion ofnojail time.”

Before long, using a camera hidden in

his baseball cap, Jeremy had set up at
least five local drug suspects. But, ac-

cording to his parents, he wastold that
he would need to keep going, because
the cases hadled to plea bargains rather
than to convictions. (No such stipulation

appearedin his contract.)
Seeing no other choice, Jeremy pro-

ceeded to conduct, in all, more than a

dozen operations for the regional task
force, which placed him in increasingly
dangeroussituations. “In their mind, the
police just had an open-endedcontract,”
said Mitchell, who at the time knew
nothing ofthe arrangement.

Jeremy's fourteenth undercoversting
led to the arrest of a heroin trafficker,
William Vance Reagan,Jr. After a day in
jail, though, Reagan was outon bail.
A week later, Reagan, a burly, balding

fifty-one-year-old with a dense gray
beard flecked with red, phoned Shelly
McLean.“Tell your son I’m outofjail

and that he better watch his back,” she
recalls him saying. Jeremy immediately

told his police handler, but the officer,
according to Mitchell, seemed uncon-
cerned, saying, “Don’t worryabout it—
the guy’s harmless.” (The handler de-

clined to discuss these events, citing a
pending lawsuit.)

Friends began to call with warnings.
“Vance is hunting for you,” they'd say.

“He's offering good moneyto lure you to
the woodsto polish youoff.” Onefriend
saw Reagan holdinga pistol, saying, “I'm

going to use this gun on Jeremy.” Ac-
cording to Jeremy's parents, he reported
all this to his handler, and the handler

responded,“It’s just hearsay.”
By then, Jeremy had told

his parents about his under-
cover activities and wastrying

to lie low at his mother’s
house. He hung a towel over

the half-moon windowabove
the door, and madesure that
no one could see inside the

house from other vantage
points. He spent several
monthsthis way, undervirtual house ar-
rest. “We'd make dinner together at
night, stir-fry,” his mother recalled.
“We'd watch movies. Heloved ‘It’s Al-
ways Sunnyin Philadelphia.’ ” She
added, “But when you have to hang

things over your window?”—that, she
explained, is when you knowyou're in

trouble.
After several months, Mitchell went

to the police station to issue an ultima-
tum:“Ifanything happens to myson,it
will be on your hands.” Hesaid that he
was told not to worry; the guys Jeremy
had busted were “small fries,” not the
murdering type, just low-life drug run-
ners. “But any bonehead can get a gun
and shoot someone!” Mitchell recalled
telling them. “It doesn’t take Pablo Es-
cobar—itcan be a guywho's got the I.Q.
ofa head oflettuce.”
On December 29, 2008, Jeremyleft

the house after a snowstorm to buy some
milk. He didn’t return. Reagan had paid
an accomplice to bait or kidnap Jeremy
and bring him to a nearby motor home,
where he was waiting with a .22-calibre
pistol. He shotJeremy three timesin the
back of the head, then once, at close
range, in theface.

At thetrial, Reagan boasted to the
judge that he had donetheworld favor,

by eliminating a snitch. According to a
news account, he told the court, “Any-

body that Jeremy knew or cameinto
contact with would have been suffering
forit,” and declared, “The good of the
many outweighs the good of the few.”
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Hewas sentencedtolife in prison with-
outparole.

Mitchell McLean has cometosee his
son’s death as the result of an equally
cynical and utilitarian calculation. “The
cops, they get federal funding by the
number ofarrests they make—toget the
money, you need the numbers,” he ex-
plained,alluding to, among otherthings,
asset-forfeiture laws that allowpolice de-

partments to keep a hefty
portion ofcash andotherre-
sources seized during drug
busts. “It’s a commercial en-
terprise,” he went on,citing a
view shared by manylegal
scholars and policy critics.
“That's how they pay for their
vans, for their prosecutors—
they get money from the war
on drugs. They put zero dent

in the supply. They just focus on small-
town, small-timearrests.” He continued,
“T understand using C.1.s to get informa-
tion on whois a mid-level dealer, or to
go after the big guys. That’s the informa-
tion thatI, as a taxpayer, would love to
see them do—cases that have some
significance. I still remember the big
busts from the eighties and nineties,
where they'd nail a heroin kingpin.”

Now,hesaid, the threshold for put-

ting an informant’slife at risk is dramat-
ically lower, and small cases to rack up
arrest rates are the order ofthe day.It’s
little fish chasing otherlittle fish,likeJer-
emyand his eight methadonepills. ‘This
argumentis at the heart ofa lawsuitthat
Jeremy's parents decided to file last De-
cember. They allege that the regional
drug task force and the agents handling
their son’s case showed “deliberate in-
difference” to an “obvious danger.” They
also charged the cities of Longview and
Kelso, whose police departments were
involved,with failure to create “appropri-
ate procedures and regulations concern-
ing the recruitment, training, retention
and protection of confidential infor-
mants.”The opposing lawyers denymost
of the McLeans’ accountandassertthat
Jeremyfailed “to exercise reasonable care
for his own safety.” Thesuit is ongoing.
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Aaround 2 A.M. one morning a few

weeks after Rachel Hoffman’s
death, her father, Irv, began jotting
notes. Almost dailysince his daughter's
murder, he had woken upinthe early
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hours, turning over the details of the
botched drug bustin his mind. Hebegan
typing out list: Whywas Rachel used

in such a high-risk police stingwhen she
had no training, when she couldn't even
find her ownsocks in the morning?Why

was she sent to buy a semi-automatic
pistol when she had never even fired a
weapon? Whywasshepressured into
taking part in the operation before she
consulted a lawyer?

Hoffmanset about turning his ques-
tions into a wishlist of policy reforms.
“Td write something, throw it away,
write something more, throw it away,”
he told me. Margie Weiss had also been
thinking about policy reforms. They
began working on what theycalled Ra-
chel’s Law. Weiss proposed that the two

of them appeal to the father of one of
Rachel's friends, a Florida attorney named
Lance Block, to guide them through the
process.

Block, a trim, tanned man with thick

brown hair, was intimatelyfamiliar with
the state's legislative process. A former

president of the Academyof Florida
‘Trial Lawyers, he had helped advise Al
Gore's legal team during the 2000 Pres-
idential recount, and seemed to be on

first-name terms with half of Tallahas-
see, from smoothie-store clerks to state-
capital legislators. He agreedto lead the
push for Rachel's Law pro bono,and to
represent the family in a civil suit

againstthecity.
Block immersed himselfin a study of

the informant system, both in Florida
and around the country, searching for
modellegislation, some sort oftemplate
that he could use to give shape to Weiss
and Hoftman’s late-night brainstorms.“I
began talkingto legal experts, but almost

all of them had focussed exclusively on
howto impeach C.L.s, not protect them,”
herecalled, referring to efforts bycivil-
liberties groups to combatjailhouse in-
formants’ false accusations. California,
helater learned, was oneofthe few states
that had rules governing the useofteen-
age informants, and prohibiting recruits

younger than thirteen. Those rules had
been devised after a seventeen-year-old
named Chad MacDonald wasbrutally
murdered andhis fifteen-year-old girl-
friend raped and shotinretaliation for
Chad's workas a low-level drug C.L, in
1998. Yet when it came to putting to-
gether a comprehensive,realistic version
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ofRachel’s Law,he said, “we were in to-
tally uncharted territory.”

Block, Hoffman, and Weiss wouldbe

starting from scratch, but they swiftly
worked out the particulars. First,all C.I.s
should be given the rightto counsel; Mi-

randa and SixthAmendmentrights often
don’t apply to informants, since they may
never be formally arrested or charged
with a crime. Second, there should be a
provision banningthe useofjuvenilesal-
together.‘Third, there should be “offense
parity’—nonviolent, low-level drug
offenders should not be used in appre-
hendingtraffickers with histories ofvio-
lence. Fourth, people whoarein drug-

treatmentprograms, as Rachel Hoffman
was, shouldn't be usedatall. A range of
other provisions were also suggested.

In August, soon after they'd begun

putting the bill together, they got a dra-
matic boost. A grand jury charged with
reviewing the facts of the Hoffmancase
not only indicted the two murder sus-
pects, Green and Bradshaw,butalso
took the highly unusual step of issuing a
scathing condemnationofthe police de-

partment’s conduct. (Green and Brad-
shaw are nowserving life sentences for

the Hoffman murder; Bradshawrecently
appealed.) “Letting a young, immature
womanget into a car byherself with

$13,000.00, to go offand meet two con-
victed felons that they knewwere bring-
ing at least one firearm with them, was
an unconscionable decision that cost Ms.
Hoftman herlife,” the grand jury de-

 

clared. “Less than fifteen minutes after

she drove away from the offices of[the
Tallahassee Police Department], she
droveoutofthe sight ofthe officers who
assured her theywould be right on top of
her watching andlistening the whole
time. She cried out for help as she was
shot and killed and nobody was there to
hear her.”

After this, the police department
began to acknowledge thatit had made
mistakes. An internal-affairs investiga-

tion revealed that police officers had
committed atleast twenty-oneviolations
of nine separate policies in Hoffman's
case. “I didn’t think it would be so many
policies not being followed,” ChiefDen-
nis Jones told the Tallahassee Deznacrat,
which covered the case extensively. He
admitted that it had been wrong to
blamethevictim, and expressed regret.

This was an ideal momentfor Hoff-
man’s parents to make a bold proposal.
‘Two Republican politicians, State Sena-
tor Mike Fasano and Representative
Peter Nehr, agreed to sponsor Rachel's
Law, and committee meetings were
held. Yet the reforms proved to have for-
midable opponents. The Florida De-
partmentofLaw Enforcement,the Flor-
ida Sheriffs Association, and other

groups lobbied against the law, and more
than a hundred law-enforcementagents
packed the meetings.

Manyvice cops,in particular, argued
that forbidding the use ofjuveniles as
C.I.s would force them to turn a blind
eye to young people committing adult
crimes. More record keepingwould only
increase therisk ofC.I.s’ identities being
disclosed. The right-to-an-attorney
clause, they contended, would makeit
far too cumbersometo catch and “flip” a
drug suspect on the spot, effectively nul-
lifying a valuable,real-time tactic for
fighting crime. Sheriff Larry Campbell,
ofLeon County,declared thatthebill,if
passedinits original form, would be “the
end oflaw enforcement.”

Behind manyofthese arguments was
the belief that C.I. use shouldn’t be sub-
ject to uniform regulation,since the prac-
tice is inherently unsystematic and im-
provisatory. “There’s no such thing as
training an informant,” Brian Sallee, of
B.B.S. Narcotics Enforcement Training
and Consulting, told me. “You direct
them whatto do,andifthey follow those
directions thatwill make it safer for them.
There’s always going to be a risk, but
when things go bad it’s usually because
they didn’t do as they were told to. They
get themselves hurt, nottheofficers. The
informants cause their own dilemma.”

Eventually, a compromise bill was put
forward, stripped of several of the ear-
lier provisions, including the infor-

mant’s unequivocal right to legal coun-
sel and the measure to exclude juveniles.
But even the revised version promised
groundbreaking rights and regulations



for informants; officers were nowre-

quired to undergo special training, and to
take into account a new recruit’s age and
emotional state and thelevel of risk in-
volved in a given operation. And,in all
operations involving C.L.s, safety had to
bethefirst priority.

Therevisedbill passed both chambers
of the Florida legislature unanimously.
On May 7, 2009, the anniversary of
Hoffman’s murder, Governor Charlie

Crist signed Rachel's Law.Itbecame the
first comprehensive legislation ofits kind
in the nation. Even so, Hofftman’s par-
ents have vowed to continue working to
strengthen it. This summer, they spoke
out about the case of a twenty-seven-
year-old mother of two who was mur-
dered after working as an informant in
Citrus County.

Earlier this year, Weiss and Hoffman
won another majorvictory: a $2.6-mil-
lion settlement from the City of Talla-
hassee in a wrongful-death lawsuit—
along with a formal apology. Now they
hope to take their campaign beyond
Florida and broadentheirpush for regu-
lations ofthe kind that might have saved
their daughter. In the meantime, their
public example and the media cover-
age surrounding it—including accounts
by Jennifer Portman in the Tallahassee
Democrat, segments on ABC News, and
a substantive report by Vince Beiser for
the Huffington Post—have inspired
other family members ofvictimized C_I.s
across the country to seek redress.

“Whyis it that we only seem to regu-
late in the wake of tragedies?” Lance
Block asked recently from the porch of
the Black Dog Cafe, a coffee shop near
Tallahassee Police Headquarters. “We
took onall ofthe majorforces in Florida,

and we won.Butit’s going to take a lot
more than the three ofus to carry this
issue beyond state boundaries—to say,
‘Untrainedcivilians should not be per-
forming the duties oflaw enforcement.’”
He added, “They should not be treated

as throwawaypeople.”

argie Weiss did not expect theset-
tlement or the resolution of the

murdertrials, or even the passage of Ra-
chel’s Law, to bring her peace. Nothing
has. “Some days, I can’t shampoo my
hair, I can’t drive my car,” she says. “Pm
proud if I can just get up and do what |
have to do. I mopped the floor today.

 
 

  
MOLNIES

“Symbiosis isn't enoughfor me anymore, Carl.”

‘That was good.” Onotherdays, though,
she stays up late making plans for the
Rachel Morningstar Foundation, an or-
ganization she is launching to advocate
for C.J. reform.(Irv, for his part, has

started a scholarship in Rachel's name.)
Onthosedays, she says, between contact-
ing politicians and corresponding with

parents across the country who have lost
their children to untrained-informant
work, “I feel confidentthat we are going
to go on a crusadeto take the law na-
tional, that we're going to save other

kids.”
Margie has built a small memorial

garden outside her office window. There
she hasplanted flowers ofpersecution—
crown ofthorns, bleeding heart—along-
side what she considers to be foliage of
resilience: purple passionflowers, an an-

gel-trumpet shrub that bloomed, she
says, on the afternoon thatthe legislature
passed Rachel’s Law. She counts the
monarch butterflies around the milk-

weed. Their color reminds her of Ra-
chel’s hair.

Irv Hoffman,too, has his rituals.
Every morning, he drives to Rachel's

grave, carrying his supplies in the trunk:
a bottle of water for Rachel’s flowers, a
pair of scissors to freshen their stems, a
beach chair to sit in and read beside his

daughter's memorial bench. At home,
somenights herevisits an injury, replay-
ing the ABC News interview with Po-

lice Chief Dennis Jones on YouTube,
watching as Jonessays, “Yes, I'm calling

her a criminal.” At othertimes, he reads
from theletter that Rachel wrote him on

the evening beforesheleft for college.
On a recent afternoon, he showed me
the letter, which he had laminated and
placed onhis coffee table. He picked it
up and began to read: ““To my hero,
Dad, where do I even begin?”

Irv paused to collect himself. The
house was quiet, except for the sound of
Rachel's tabbycat, Bentley, snoring on a

nearbychair,It’s this letter, more than al-
most anything else, that makes Irv feel

the weight of the years ahead, when he
expected to be an active father and grand-
father but instead finds himselfendlessly
turning over the details ofa botched C.I.
operation. “ “Dad, please don’t worry
about me,’” he continued to read aloud.
“Tm a very smart, independent girl and
I do have morals and ethics you've taught
me, which will not be left at home. Have
“aith, Old Man, I'll be justfine.” @
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TEEN TITAN
The man who madeJustin Bieber.

BY LIZZIE WIDDICOMBE

hen Scooter Braun, the man-

ager ofJustin Bieber and sta-
ble ofother pop stars, was growing up,
his favorite comic-book hero was Su-
perman.“I liked everything he stood
for,’ Braun, whois thirty-one, told me

recently. He liked that Superman had
beencreated by twoJewish men, which
made him “the Jewish superhero.”
Braun played basketball, and he
dreamedofone dayjoining the super-
menofthe N.B.A.—the MagicJohn-
sons and the MichaelJordans. Whenit
became clear that he didn’t have the
talent to play professionally, he began
to think about the entertainment in-
dustry. But there, too, notall lanes

were open to him.
“Justin Bieberwas born with the Su-

perman powers,” Braun said. “He could
sing, he could dance, he could play in-
struments. I wasn’t born with those
gifts, so I had to becomea different
kind of superhero.” Braun studied the
careers ofinfluential behind-the-scenes

guys, especially David Geffen, who
moved from the William Morris mail-
room to the music business and even-
tually co-founded DreamWorks.
“David Geffen was a Bruce Wayne to
me,” Braun said. “He was extraordi-
nary, but at the same timehistalents
were something that I could dream of
and could fathom. I’m a normal Joe.
But, with lot ofeffort, I've got a shot
at being Bruce Wayne.”

Braun, a former Atlanta party pro-
moter, has becomethe central figurein
the current teen-pop explosion. Teen-
age girls, and even someparents, rec-
ognize him as the college dropout who
discovered Bieber on YouTube and
then shepherded him to worldwide
stardom. For the past three years,
Bieber, with his soulful voice, silky

hair, and hip-hop vocabulary (“swag,
swag, swag’), has occupied the spot
once held by Justin ‘Timberlake and
Elvis Presley, singing blue-eyed soul to
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the screaming tween masses. Infatua-

tion with him is often described as
Bieber Fever.

Bieberis the only superstar to have
emerged from YouTubesofar, and, as

he pushes his new album,“Believe,” his
online power and off-line marketability
are seamlessly intertwined. His You-
‘Tube channelis approaching three bil-

lion views, and on Twitter, where he
acquires a newfollowerevery other sec-
ond, a single tweet from him can mo-
bilize his supporters to perform stun-
ning feats: sell out Madison Square
Garden in seconds, conjure a horde of
three hundred thousand tweens in
Mexico City, inducefans to buy a hun-

dred and twenty million dollars’ worth
of perfume (Bieber’s fragrance, Some-
day), or influence the conversation
about world events—inMarch, Bieber’s
tweets brought attention to the cam-

paign to apprehend the Ugandan war-
lord Joseph Kony.

The speed and the scale of Bieber’s
success have tended to make Braun
seem like a lottery winner: a lucky
schmo whohit it big. This perception
bothers Braun.“T look to the shit talk-

ers to find out whatI have to do next,”
he told me. After hearing that some-
one had called him a one-hit won-
der, he said, “I decided, I'm notjust

gonna break one new act,I’m going to
break /wo more.” He took on the man-
agementofa British boy bandcalled
the Wanted, and he signed Carly
RaeJepsen, a Canadiansinger, to his
label, Schoolboy Records. Bieber had
brought Jepsen to Braun’s attention
after he heard her song “Call Me
Maybe” on Canadian radio. ‘This sum-

mer, with Braun’s encouragement,
Bieber made a video of himself and
some teen celebrity pals prancing

aroundto the song, which was leakedto
YouTube; the song shot to No. 1 on
the U.S.singles charts, and has spawned
hundreds of other YouTube tributes.

a S~~i
ScooterBraun’sjob includes developing revenue

(There is a clip of Colin Powell sing-
ing it.) During the summer, three of
Braun's acts—Jepsen, Bieber, and the
Wanted—reached thetop three slots in
the Billboard Hot 100. It has become
impossible to walk into a drugstore, a
dentist's office, or a slumber party with-
out hearing some emanation from the

Bieber-Braun empire.
Bieber came to fame as a musical

prodigy—his first “hits” were un-
adorned YouTubeclips of him sing-
ing and playing instruments—but,

these days, his poweras a global brand
overshadowshis reputation as an art-
ist. (One executive pointed out to me



 

recently, “I don’t think Adeleis selling
perfume.”) Braunis satisfied with hav-
ing it both ways: he likes to compare
Bieber’s career with those of Michael
Jackson and the Beatles. “I don’t think
youre selling out by allowing the
masses to love yourart,” he told me.
“The only curse is that, when youget so
big, sometimes people forget to lookat
the music.”

In the beleaguered music industry,
few managers can afford to focus on

just selling music anymore. When
Braun met David Geffen,at a party a
coupleofyears ago, he said that Geffen
had one bit ofadvice for him: “Get out

 
af*

of the music business.” So Braun has
been converting his twelve-person
company, SB Projects, into a many-
faceted organization: it now has film
and ‘IV arms (Braun recently sold a
scripted show,and has reality shows in
development), a publishing division,
and a technology-investmentunit, in
addition to a label and a management
company.

Universal Music Group, one of the
“big four” record companies, recently

signeda distribution deal with Braun’s
label and named himits first technol-
ogy “entrepreneurin residence.” Lu-
cian Grainge, Universal's C.E.O., told

 

streams that recordlabels wouldn't think of. “This isn't a dying business, this is a changing business,” he says. Photograph byJeffMinton.

me, “Fle understands the entertain-

mentbusiness, he understandsrights,
he understands intellectual property,
products, social networking, tech—

that’s what I’m betting on.” Also, he
added, “the companylikes hits, the
fanslike hits, and that’s whathe’s there

to do—make hits. We're not in the art
business.”

‘ ou knowwhatit is?” Braun asked
me one day this summer. “My

friend putit best. ’'m a camp counsel-
lor for popstars.” Braun was in Los An-

geles, where helives, looking after his
growing talent roster. His manneris
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‘Tregret that mypoor choice ofwords causedsome

people to understandwhatIwas saying.”

amiable but volatile—halffrat boy, half
impresario—andhe cuts the burly
profile of an athlete during the off-

season: he has large lips and a toothy
mouth, and hehaslately been wearing
a close-trimmed beard. He had on his
usual uniform, of a Yankeescap, jeans,
and a Mickey Mouse T-shirt pur-
chased at Disneyland, where he gets
many ofhis T-shirts. “It’s a nonthreat-
ening thing,”he said. “The whole world
loves Mickey.”

At 10 A.M., he got into the passen-

ger seat ofa blackBMWthat belonged
to his assistant, a twenty-four-year-
old named Teddy Riley, and reviewed
his schedule. As often happens, he

was supposedto be severalplacesat
once: a rehearsal with the Wanted for
the NBC show “The Voice”; an inter-
view that Spike Lee was conducting
with Bieber for a documentary about
Michael Jackson; and a video shoot
with Cody Simpson,a fifteen-year-old
Australian singer. Braun said that he

wanted to go toall three events. Riley
stepped on the gas: “It’s gonna be
tough, but we can make it happen.”

Staffing at record companieshas de-
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creased almostsixty per cent in the past
decade, and managers now perform
many of the functions traditionally
handled bylabel executives—suggest-
ing a producer, schedulingrelease dates
and media appearances,and devising
marketing strategies. Braun sees part
ofhisjob as developing revenuestreams
that labels wouldn’t think of. “This
isn’t a dying business,this is a chang-

ing business,” he told me. “CD sales
have declined drastically, but the over-

all business has grown:licensing,
merchandising, digital sales. Ten years
ago, a pop star might not havea fra-
grance that does a hundred and twenty
million dollars in business in a year.”
Fle went on, “Myjob is to make sure a
client doesn’t have any ‘what if’s—to
make sure, when you look back, you
don’t say, “Whatif 1 had donethis?
Whatif I had done that?’” Among
Bieber’s other revenue streams: “Never
Say Never,” a 2011 movie that Braun
produced aboutBieber’slife, which was
the highest-grossing concert film in
U.S. history; a line of watches, back-
packs, and singing dolls; a “home”col-
lection that includes comforter sets and

showercurtains; and an endorsement
deal with Proactiv, a purveyor of acne
remedies. All this has made Bieber

rich—his annual incomeis estimated to
exceed fifty million dollars—and has
given Braun a unique economic power.

A big part of a manager's job, one in-

dustry veteran told me,is “getting an
artist to say yes to things.”

Braun arrived at the set of “The
Voice.” Twoofthe five members ofthe

Wanted, Thomas Parker and Max
George, were outside, sharing a ciga-
rette. Both are twenty-three and from
Manchester. (For a reason that Braun
can’t explain, mostofhis acts are from
the British Commonwealth.) They
had been issued yellow nametags,
which they'd applied to their crotches.
To set the Wanted apart from other
boy bands, Braun has encouraged them
to embrace a bad-boy image, and to
flaunt the fact that they like to party.

George said that he was glad to be of
drinking age: “There’s nuffin’ worse
than coming to America and bein’
under twenty-one!”

Inside, the group did a run-through
of their song “Chasing the Sun”—an
Ibiza-inflected club number with a
thumping bass. Braun watched in-
tently on a small monitor. Afterward,
he approached the bandandsaid, “You
guys, that was great,” but told them
that they needed to show more enthu-
siasm. “During the breakdown, | want
to hear one of your voices saying,
“America, let's go!” He added, “And

smile.” The five young men nodded
blankly.

After the rehearsal, Braun and the
Wantedclimbed into golf carts and
weredriven to a red-carpeted area that
housedthetalent trailers.here was
a buzz in the air—a pack ofassis-
tants and security staff stood around
tensely—that indicated the presence of
Justin Bieber, who wasslated to make
a short appearance on “The Voice,” to
promote his new album. Bieber, who
hadjust turned eighteen, wore a white
T-shirt, tight black jeans sagging low,

and unlaced Timberland boots. His
hair was swept up into a James Dean
pompadour, and a black bandanna
with skulls on it dangled from his back
pocket. He was much smaller than the
young men in the Wanted, and he
lookedfrail and skittish. (At one point,



Braun reminded me, “That skinny kid
youjust metis the most Googled per-
son on the planet by like two hundred
million hits.”)

Bieber greeted the members of the
Wanted familiarly. (Braun’spolicy,

amonghis acts, is that “everyone's fam-
ily, everyone hasto get along.”)

“It's your birthday, bro?” Bieber said
to Nathan Sykes, one ofthe band’s sing-
ers. He had been prepped by Braun,
who was throwing Sykes a party that
night, at the Playboy Mansion. ‘The
young men immediatelybegan compar-
ing tattoos. George lifted uphisshirt to
reveal some song lyrics: “Wetry / we
fall / we live another day.”

“Dope,” Bieber said, and pulled up
his pant leg to show, onhiscalf, a large

tattoo ofJesus with hands clasped in
prayer. (Bieber and his motherare de-
vout Christians.) The Wanted mem-
bers looked little stunned.

Braun mentioned that Bieber was
interested in English soccer.

“Tlave you got a team?”
“Notreally,” Bieber said. “I like

Chelsea.”
Carson Daly, the host of “The

Voice,” walked by. Braun called out,
“Hey, Carson!” Daly and Braun began
to review script detailing stage patter.

Bored, Bieberstarted a game, play-
fully jabbing everyone in the crotch
with his fist. First, hejabbed at Braun,

who, without looking up from the
script, dropped his hands to block.
Daly did the same. When Bieber
jabbed at Siva Kaneswaran, a member

of the Wanted, he connected. He
called out, “Gotyou, bro.” Kaneswaran
balled his fist but seemed unsure how
to respond, “I don’t want to hurt his

pretty face,” he said,
Braunsaid, “Just get him in the

pretty balls. It's fair game.”
“No,it’s not,” Bieber said.

Braun took a firm tone. “Justin, it
is—fair game,” he said. “You hit him in

the balls, fair game.”
Bieber was peeved. “Where’re we

going?”he asked. “Where’s mydressing
room?”

herever there's talent, there's a

talent manager. When Mo-
zart was a child piano prodigy,his
father, Leopold, travelled around
with him, booking tours and stoking

his son’s reputation in the Salzburg
court. Danny Goldberg, who man-
aged Nirvana before going on to run
various record labels, told me that

there are two ongoing stories about
what a music manageris. Oneis
the underappreciated visionary: “the
manager whogives everything to the
artist, sacrifices for them, and then,
once the artist becomes successful, is
cast aside” (Andrew Oldham andthe
Rolling Stones, for instance). The
other is the manager as Svengali: a
scheming puppeteer who exploits a
star to satisfy his own greed or ambi-

tion (Lou Pearlman, the impresario
behind the Backstreet Boys and
"NSync, whom Justin Timberlake
later accused of “financial rape,” and

who wentto prison for conspiracy
and moneylaundering).

Braun is sometimes compared to
Colonel Tom Parker, the onetimecar-
nival barker who masterminded the
transformation of Elvis Presley, from
country bumpkin to rock-and-roll
icon. Parker, a Svengali type, embod-
ied the concept ofthe manager as cap-

italist, constantly pushing for more lu-
crative deals for his client, turning him
into a movie franchise and a merchan-
dising industry worth millions. But he

took a fifty-per-cent cut of Presley's
earnings, and kept Presley psychologi-
cally isolated and dependent, denying
access to anyone whocould threaten
his all-controlling power over the star
he called “my boy.”

Braun is similar to Parker in that
he is a businessman and not a music

coach, and he plays a major role in

his youngclient’s life. Like Parker,
whosignedhis letters “Elvis and the
Colonel,” Braun likes to cultivate his
own celebrity. He constantly updates
his ‘['witter account, which has 1.8 mil-
lion followers. And he can frequently

be seen on TV,acting as Biecber’s
mouthpiece. Prepubescent Bieber fans
often mob Braunin public, screaming
“Scooter! Scooter!” When he turned
thirty, he threw a star-studded birthday
bash for himself, at the party, accord-
ing to the Los Angeles Times, Bieber
roasted Braun by doing an impression

of him pitching a “Never Say Never”

  
‘Tgot tired of Moby-Dick’taunting mefrom my bookshelf, so Iput

it on my Kindle andhaven't thoughtofit since.”



sequel, insisting, “My namehasto be
on the poster!”

Braun cops to the Colonel Parker

comparison, but he says that the simi-
larities go onlyso far. His public profile,
he says, is part of an over-all ethos of

transparency. “What you see is what

youget with me,”hesaid. “It’s not a ma-
nipulation thing.” Braun emphasizes
that he takes a standard management
fee, “between fifteen and twenty per
cent,’ and, unlike some managers, he

doesn’t “double-dip’—thatis, collect
both royalties and a managementfee
from an artist who is signed to his
label. “Ifyou've got to gouge someone,
then that’s very short-term thinking,”
hesaid.

Colonel Parker treated Elvis as
his private property. Braun, who has
“Family” tattooed on his wrist, treats
Bieber more like a ward. His name for
Bieber, around the office, is “the kid.”
Braunis veryclose to Bieber's mother,
Pattie Mallette, who gavebirth toJus-
tin when she was seventeen—“We're
like brother andsister,” she told me of

Braun—and Braun often assumes a
quasi-parental role with Justin. “Jus-
tin’s and myrelationship is not a man-

ager-artist relationship,” Braun said.
“Whenhe was thirteen, | said, ‘Ifyou
stop singing,ifyou never dance again,

ifyou neverplayagain, I’m going to be
in yourlife.” Before every concert,
Bieber prays to Jesus and recites the
Shema, a Jewish prayer, with Braun
and the rest of his team. Braun’s
‘Twitter feed is filled with cheerleading

(“He killed it!!! #Proud”), but he takes
a tough-love approach when he needs
to. “Tll curse his ass out if I think it’s
necessary, he said.

Before one performance, | was
whisked into Bieber’s dressing room,
where the teen star was leaning back
on a couch, strumminga guitar. Braun
had prepped Bieber before myarrival
and had asked him to think of three
qualities that his manager possessed.
Bieber strummedhis guitar and began
to sing his response, plinking a string

with every phrase. “Three things that
describe Scooter,” he said. (Plink.)
“He is persistent.” (Plink.) “Intelligent.”

(Plink.) “And good-ageressive.” He
stopped playing, and said, in a more
earnest voice, “Like, when he wants
something, he’s aggressive to getit
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done. He’s not, like, going to beat
around the bush.” I asked whatrole
Braun played in his life, and he said,

“He'slike a close uncle.”
Soon, Bieber’s attention drifted. He

held down thestrings on the neckofthe
guitar and began strummingit fast,
makingan irritating, buzzing: noise.

Braun ignored him. “He’s just too
much like me,” he said. “It’s really an-

noying. He has the same temper I had
at that age, but he doesn’t havethe years
of wisdom, so he makes my temper
come back out.” He tumedto Bieber.
“O.K., nowmyfavorite. What's my big-
gest fault?”

Bieber looked at mewith a pleading

expression, and said, in a way that
seemed sincere, “He’s too hard to im-
press.” He went on,his voice cracking,

“He's too hard on me. Inlife. Like, he

wants me to be...”
High standards?
“Yeah.”

he template from which Braun
takeshis ideas about work, charac-

ter, and managementis basketball. He
grew up in Greenwich, Connecticut,
the grandson of Holocaust survivors.
Braun’s father, Ervin, a dentist, methis
mother, Susan, an orthodontist, at the
University ofPennsylvania. Ervin wor-
ried that raising his children—Scott
(Scooter), Adam, and Liza—in affluent
Greenwich would make them soft.
Scott and Adam playedthe sports that
Ervin had played at Bronx Science—
basketball, football, and swimming.

Lacrosse and hockeywere out, because,
Scooter says, Ervin thought ofthem as
“rich-people sports.”

Basketball took primacy, and Ervin

Braun founded a local A.A.U.team,the
Connecticut Flame. “he game made
meprofessional,” Scooter told me.It de-
livered lessons in fearlessness: “That I

shouldn't be afraid ofa full-court press.”
In the selflessness required of a coach:
“It's my fault when welose;it’s their vic-
tory when wewin.”It also dissolved
racial andclass barriers. For years, the
Brauns were among the few white
players on their team. “By the time I was
eighteen, those were my brothers,”
Scooter said.

The summerbefore Scott left for
college, Ervin needed someextra players
for an All-Star tournament. He found

Sam Manhanga, fifteen, and Cornelio
Gouibunda, fourteen, former members
ofthe Mozambique national team, who
were well over six feet tall. The two had

been lured to the U.S. by a recruiterwho
promised to get them American educa-
tions, but the program turedout to be
a scam. After hearing their tale, Ervin
invited the boys to stay with his family
in Greenwich.
The Brauns ended upserving as

legal guardians for Sam and Cornelio,

who becamestars of the Greenwich
High basketball team. The team went
to the league finals, but the sudden
presence of two Mozambican ringers
did not go over well. Opposing teams
would sometimes throwthings on the
court, or chant “U-S-A” and “Go back
to Africa.” The experience “forced me
to growupreally fast,” Adam Braun,
whodrove Sam and Cornelio to school

each day, said. He eventually founded
a charity, Pencils of Promise, which

builds schools in developing nations.
Sam and Cornelio attended presti-
gious colleges on basketball scholar-

ships, and are now married andliving
in the U.S., the former working as a

commodities analyst, and thelatterat
the State Department.

Scooter Braun likes to point out that
he has “two black brothers.” By the time
Sam and Cornelio moved in, though, he
wasin his freshman year at EmoryUni-

versity, in Atlanta, wherehe played ona
Division 3 basketball team.

At Emory, Braun didn’t liketelling
people that he was from Greenwich.

“So I told everyone I was from Queens,”
he said. ‘To earn spending money, he
got involved in a lucrative fake-I.D.
business, and then started organizing
parties at night clubs.“I got eight hun-
dred kids at myfirst party,” Braun said.
Within weeks, he was the biggest party
promoter on campus. Within months,
he had quit basketball.

As he began drawing larger crowds,
he realized that he could extract more
moneyfrom club owners ifhe moved his

parties around, so that the parties be-
cameassociated with his name, not with
any one club, “Myleverage was being
able to move the parties from club to

club each week,” he said. His events ca-
tered mostly to white students, but, in
Atlanta’s divided club scene, they also
had an unusual racial mix. Local music
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 celebrities—Chingy, Cee-Lo—started
showing up. Braun never drank. “I don’t
like losing control,” he said. “I was

never the guy at the table with the bot-

tles. Or, if 1 was at the table with the
bottles, I was doingit strategically. I

developed relationships.” Chaka Zulu,
the managerofthe rapper Ludacris, said
that Braun held his own as a white kid

among black musicians. “I don’t think
he posed,” Zulu said. “It wasn’t like he
was trying to be black.

Hewasjust himself.”

In the early two-thou-

sands, Atlanta’s hip-hop
scene was churning out

a wave of superstars—
Outkast, Lil Jon, Luda-
cris. Braun was ubiqui-

tous. The singer Ciara
referred to him as her

“big brother.” Lil Jon
called him “the white
Puff Daddy.” Braun be-
came an all-purpose ce-
lebrity fixer, arranging

parties for "NSync, Brit-
ney Spears and Kevin
Federline, Ludacris, and
Shaquille O’Neal. One
day, the producer and
rapper Jermaine Dupri

came to a party with his

then girlfriend, Janet
Jackson. As Braunrecalls,
“He's like, “You're never
going to getto living in

mansions by throwing

parties.’ ” After Dupri

asked him to become the
head of marketing athis
label, So So Def, Braun
dropped outofcollege.

A fewyearslater, the
glow was wearing off.

Braun had found a couple

of rap groups to manage,
the Bama Boyz and O.D.,
but neither had panned
out. Then Braun was fired from So So
Def, after a dispute over the direction of
the label. He agonized over his next

move. “I was a college dropout,”hesaid,
“and I wasscared offailing.”
He knewthat, whatever he did next,

he wanted equity. “I wanted a stake in

whatever business I was working on,” he
said. He did somefreelance consulting.
Pretending to be a writer for a college

newspaper, hecalled up Pontiac and said
that he was doing a story on the compa-

ny'’s marketing strategy. The next day,

armed with the names of some Pontiac
executives, he cold-called them and lined
up a multimillion-dollar endorsement
deal for Ludacris. Thenhe set up a man-

agement company, signing the white

rapper Asher Roth,whom he'd found on
MySpace:“I flew Asher and his boys

downto Atlanta, got them a place, and

 
A nodfrom Bieber often propels the careers ofBraun’s other clients.

started payingtheirbills.” He had money
in the bank but no income.“I figured I

hadabout fourteen months where I could
live mylife style until I went broke.”

raun’s first encounterwith Bieber,

via YouTube, has become a pop
legend. While doing consulting work
for the singer Akon, Braun stumbled
across a clip ofa twelve-year-old Bieber

singing a Ne-Yosongat a talent show
in Stratford, Ontario. At the time,
the Jonas Brothers, a teen group who

appeared on the Disney Channel,
were huge, and Braunwas looking
for an act in a similar vein. Here-

memberstelling Chaka Zulu,“I’ve got
to find a kid who can do what Mi-
chael”—Jackson—“did.I said, “There’s
a place in the market for a kid who can

sing with an angelic, soulful voice.’ ”
WhenBraun saw the

Bieberclip, he told me, “T
waslike, “This is the kid
I’ve been looking for.”
Braun became obsessed
with signing Bieber, and

called all over—to the
theatre wherethe talent

show had been held,
to the Stratford school
board—until, finally, he
tracked down Bieber’s
mother, Pattie Mallette.
They talked on the phone
for two hours, and, Mal-
lette said, “we really con-
nected.” She agreed to
bring Bieber to Atlanta

for a no-strings-attached
trial period. Eventu-
ally, Braun said, “I flew
him and his mom down,

got them a townhouse,
boughtall the furni-
ture for their place, and

startedpayingtheirbills.”
Instead of hawking

his new talent to record
companies, Braunset
about building a bigger
following for Bieber on

YouTube, where his vid-
eos had alreadyattracted
tens of thousands of
views. In Atlanta, he and
Mallette made and posted
low-fi videos of Bieber
belting out R. & B. cov-

ers. Braun made sure to show Bieber
playing instruments—drums,a guitar

that looked too big for him—to empha-
size that he had musical chops. Bieber
was urged togetrid ofthe “cheap church
suit” he'd brought from Canada, and
told to be just a kid in a baggy T-shirt.

Braun calls this kind ofgrassroots
approach “authentic marketing”’—a
phrase, like “amicable divorce,” or
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“peacekeeper missile,” that soundslike
an oxymoron. Explaining the idea, he
cited “Mark Zuckerberg’s philosophy

that the whole world should be open
and everything should be shared,” and
said that today’s young people think
that “there should be nothing hidden,

you can’tlie to us. Authentic marketing
is respecting the consumer: makea vi-
able product, and just concentrate on
getting eyeballs on it and telling its

story.”
WhenBieber’s videos had attracted

around fifty-four million eyeballs,
Braun arranged meetings with fifteen
music executives in New York and
L.A. “Pm not someone wholikes to go
in andsay, ‘Hey, we coulddo this,” he

said, “I'd rather create leverage by pro-
viding a model ofsomethingthatis al-
ready working.” None of the execu-
tives bit. They said that Bieber, being
a teen act, needed a platform—a show

on the Disney Channel, say, or a slot
on “American Idol.”

After the first round ofrejections,
Braunrealized that a YouTubefollow-
ing wasn't enough. Hepitched Bieber
to two R. & B.stars, Usher and Justin
Timberlake, who had his own imprint,

at Interscope. When both expressed
interest, he pitted the stars against each

other, turning the ensuing biddingwar
into good press. Usher recalls, “In-
stantly I knewthis kid had something
different.” Island DefJam, led by Ush-
er’s mentor, the music executive L. A.
Reid, prevailed, signing Bieber to a
“360 deal,” in which the label takes a
cut of all revenues, including ticket
sales and merchandising. There was
also a fifty-fifty profit split between the
label and a new production company
that Braun and Usher had formed.
Braunsays that Island DefJam,in ad-
dition to covering recording costs,
agreed to pay for a private tutor for
Bieber, and for housing and moving
expenses.

Once Bieber had a label and Usher
as a spokesperson, traditional market-
ing mechanismsfell into place. Bieber

appeared on MTV.Ludacris and
Usher performed in his videos. Ellen
DeGeneres devoted an hour ofher talk

show to Bieber and Usher; there was
pandemonium in the audience. ‘Two
years later, Bicber was performing at
the White House, where he greeted
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COMPLAINT FOR ABSOLUTE DIVORCE

A little something to endorse:
Downloadattachment, printandsign

ComplaintforAbsolute Divorce,

the lawyer wrote with casual force.
Yet why complain? The suit was mine.
A little something to endorse

“Complaint”: sheer poetry, of course,
more lofty than Lament or Whine.
Complaintfor Absolute Divorce:

so well phrased, who could feel remorse?
That “Absolute” was rather fine.
A little something to endorse

the universe as-is: for worse,
for better. Nothing by design.
Complaint for Absolute Divorce,

let me salute you,sole recourse!
I put mybirth nameontheline
(a little something) and endorse
the final word, then, in “Divorce.”

the President, in a receiving line, by

saying, “What up, my dude?”
Barry Weiss, the chairman ofIsland

DefJam,said, “Between YouTube and

Usher, Scooter created a platform that
basically hadn’t existed.” ‘The involve-
ment of African-American stars also
helped to burnish the credibility of

Bieber, a white R. & B. singer. Usher
told me, “We gave him swag. We gave
him a cool button that the other kids

just didn’t have.”

raun recently boughta housein the
Hollywood Hills. It is a large,

modern bachelor pad with double-
height ceilings and a wall ofwindows

overlookingthecity. To get to the front
door, you walk onslate stepping stones
through a koi pond. In the foyerare
shelves displaying meaningful tokens:
a signed copy of the basketball coach
John Wooden’s “Pyramid to Success”;
a sketch of Braun’s sports car, a hun-

dred-thousand-dollar electric vehicle

called the Fisker Karma (“I got one for
me and one forJustin,” hesaid. “Tt makes

—MaryJo Salter

you help the environment, but you also
don’t have to feel like a pussy”); a poster
commemorating Bicber’s performance
at the White House,signed by President
Obama. Braun told methathe was buy-
ing the housenextdoor, to tear it down:
“Tm putting in a basketball court.”

The homeis the center ofoperations
for Braun’s blossoming mini-mogul-
dom—youcould say that he’s halfway
up the Geffen scale. In addition to
tending his music projects, Braun is
part ofa cadre ofentertainment types—
others include Ashton Kutcher, Bono,
and Will.i.am—who make regular trips
to Silicon Valley to schmooze, attend
conferences, and invest. (Will.i.am,

whois an adviserto Intel, told me, “It’s
our generation that understands the
freakin’ code to the matrix.”) Braun has
put money intotenstart-ups, including

the car company Uber,the social-
networking service Stamped, and the

music-sharing program Spotify. He

said, “I’ve got an investmentin a gold
mine that does very well.”
He has been buying art, too. He



has paintings of Mickey Mouse and
Superman, by Warhol, and, one af-
ternoon in L.A., he stopped bya gal-
lery to look at some work by Takashi

Murakami.
It was a few minutes before closing

time. Braun strolled into the gallery

wearing jeans, flip-flops, a red “Star
Wars” T-shirt, and a green Armycap.
He pondered a few small Murakami

prints, then moved on to a larger paint-
ing, a glittery black-and-white silk
screen of Marlon Brando, done in a

Warholstyle, by the British-born artist
Russell Young. “How muchis that?”
Braun askeda gallery assistant.

Theassistant, a thin womanin glasses
whose spike heels echoed onthegallery
floor, seemed impatient. “Twenty-seven
thousanddollars,” she said.

“T love that one,” Braunsaid.
‘The gallery assistant raised her eye-

brows. “Ts that piece realistic for your”
Braun had told me that he doesn’t

like to announce his job to people he’s
just met. Nevertheless, he was offended.
“Uh,yeah,” hesaid.

“So do you want to secure the piece
now?”

“No,” Braun said, and added, in a
pushiervoice, like the one he usesfor
businesscalls, “I want to see everything
else you have by him.”

‘The galleryassistant gave him a brit-
tle smile and walked over to a computer.
“What's your name?”

“Scooter.”
“Scooter? Pleasure.”
Just then, he noticed a sculpture

by the door: a three-foot-tall Mickey
Mouse toy. It was fifteen hundreddol-
lars, but it wasn't for sale. “Can you get
meanother one?” Braun asked.

“I can check,” the gallery assistant
said. “But only ifyou confirm that you
definitely wantit.”

Braun had grown steely. “Yes,” he
said. “T wantit.”

“Andyoull take it now?”

“Yes,” he said. A few minuteslater,
he walked out of the gallery with the
Mickey Mouse underhis arm.

hen David Geffen was launch-
ing a grouplike the Eagles, he

took them to the Troubadour, in L.A.,

or put them on tour with a bigger
act. When Lou Pearlman and Johnny
Wright were launching the Backstreet

Boys, they had them perform in middle
schools and produced an expensive
video for MTV. Braun does such

things, but he combines them with the
power of Bieber’s social-mediafollow-
ing. Barry Lowenthal, the president of
Media Kitchen, an ad agency thatis
promoting Bieber’s new fragrance,
Girlfriend, told the Times that the
reach of a Bieber dispatch across net-
workslike Facebook andTwitterwould
cost ten million dollars to replicate
through conventional advertising methods.

I saw Braun take numerous meet-
ings with people who wanted to get a
piece of Bieber and Braun’s marketing
power, including one with TV execu-
tives proposing an online tween chan-
nel and one with a Web company,

called China Branding Group, that
would serve as an endorsement agent
for Bieber in China. Braun was opti-
mistic about all of them.

Braun uses Bieber’s fame as a P.R.
platform for his otherclients as well.
He makes it worth Bieber’s while:
when Braun signed Carly Rae Jepsen,
he gave Biebera fifty-per-cent cut.
Braun told him, “We'll be partners.
But you're going to do your part, being
a loudspeaker: put her on yourtour,
sing a song with her.” And Bieber

obeyed. The homemadevideo of him
horsing around to Jepsen’s “Call Me
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Maybe” got forty-eight million views
and madethe songcatch fire. Last
month, he tweeted to introduce the
world to Braun’s newest client, Madi-
son Beer, a thirteen-year-old singer
who resembles a baby Megan Fox.
Within minutes, her name was trend-
ing worldwide.

Cross-promotion is all part of the
interdependentbusiness culture that
Braun has created. For instance, he

cuts Bieber in on manyofhis tech in-
vestments. Sometimes he has Bieber

put moneyinto a start-up companydi-
rectly; sometimesheoffers to have him
promote a productin return for equity.

“If it makes sense for Justin’s brand, I
showit to him,” Braun said. (He has a
similar relationship withhis other art-
ists, and with Ellen DeGeneres, with
whom he has shared tech-investing
tips: “She put me onto something, and
I put her onto something.”)

Braun has one requirementfor any
investment: “Every deal has to have a
charitable component.” A portion of
Bieber's perfume sales, and the pro-

ceeds from last year’s Christmasal-
bum, wentto twenty charities, includ-
ing the Make a Wish Foundation and
Pencils of Promise, his brother Ad-

am’s charity. Braun’s reasons: “One,
karma—it’s everything I stand for.
‘Two,it is the right thing to do. And,
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“Now, shouldwe addsomethingat the endabout how wise weare

andtherefore nothing in here should ever be changed?”



three, it is proven that a for-profit
business makes more money in the
long run if it has a not-for-profit

component.”
Bieber’s fans, who call themselves

Beliebers, are often drafted into these
charity drives. When the Christmas

album cameout, the Beliebers banded
together to hold “buyouts”: after coér-
dinating on Twitter, they swarmedbig-
box stores and boughtall the Bieber
CDsin stock, to boost sales. The fans
nowstage buyouts for any new release,

though the profits go primarily to Bieber
and Braun.

Occasionally, Braun’s deal-mak-
ing has created awkwardnessfor Bie-
ber’s squeaky-clean image. Last year,
Bieber madea series ofpublic-service
announcements discouraging texting

while driving, in which he urged fans
to buy an app called PhoneGuard,
which prevents a user from typing on

a phone in a moving car. Bieber had
been given warrants to buy sixteen
per centofthe stock ofPhoneGuard’s
parent company, a struggling Boca
Raton firm called Options Media.
(The company’s president, Anthony

Sasso, resigned after it emerged that
he was a convicted felon; Braun’s fa-

ther, Ervin, later served on the board.)
Options Media’s stock, which had
been trading for around a penny be-
tore Bieber got involved,spiked briefly
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following his endorsement. It has
since fallen to as low as a tenth of a

cent a share.

he biggest hurdle for teen idols is
making the transition into adult

stardom. Braun wantsto see Bieber be-
comea lifelong icon, in the vein ofMi-
chael Jackson (without the tragic end-
ing). But Bieber’s continued success
dependsonhis ability to come up with
radio hits, which means appealing to a
broader audience. The release of “Be-
lieve,” Bieber’s new album,represents a

gentle attempt to point him toward
older audiences: the songs are not as
sickly-sweetas his early hit single “Baby.”
In his new videos, Bieberis cast as a
brooding sex symbol, though therole

doesn’t always fit: a video for the recent
single “Boyfriend” shows a bunch of
sultry older women pawingat a skinny,
baby-faced boy. (The song wasulti-

mately a success on the radio; the al-
bum’s second single, “As Long As You
Love Me,” is working its way up the

charts.)
Another wild card is Bieber himself.

It’s possible to foresee a time when he
wont want to codperate with the plans
that his manager lays out for him; at
the moment, a delicate give-and-take
prevails. On a Wednesdayin June,
Bieber was scheduled to perform on the
“Tonight Show” with Jay Leno. Braun
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“Well, it was original. i

arrived early, wearing a “Star Trek”
T-shirt and his Army cap, and sat
watching backup dancers run through

“Boyfriend.” Bieber, who now lives
with a friend, in a ninety-four-hun-

dred-square-foot house, was supposed
to get himself to the rehearsal, but he
was already an hour late. “Where is my
client?” Braun said, sounding testy. He
called Bieber’s cell phone andyelled,
“Where are you?” Whenhe hungup, he
said, cheerfully, “I said, ‘O.K., you asked

to be trusted and you blewit.’ Now he
goes on whatI call probation. He has
to have somebody cometo his house
every workday.”

The star eventually arrived, and
Braun watched the “Boyfriend”taping
from the wings. Afterward, he passed
Bieberin the hall. “Youwent the wrong
way,” Braun said.

“What?”
“When youfirst did this thing’—

Braun executed a dance step—‘“on the
breakdown? Youwentthe opposite of
everyoneelse for the first step.”

Bieber seemedto find thecriticism
nitpicky. He asked softly, “Whocares,
though?”

Braun had been consulting with the
film editors. “P'm just gonnatake it out,”
he said. “It was a great performance. ’'m

just goingto take that one thing out.”
“That's fine,” Bieber said, sounding

aloof.
Braun smiled. “He wants meto take

it out,” he told me. “Hejust doesn’twant
to have to think aboutit.” He strode
away to meet with theeditors.

hesedays,it’s rare to walk into the
grocery store and hear songs by

the Jonas Brothers and Miley Cyrus,
who were superstars only a few years
ago. In the fast-moving world of teen
pop, the best-laid plansfor the future
have a wayoffalling apart. A music ex-
ecutive who has worked with several
successful teen-age acts told me, “Teen
things happen so fast. If you're really
goodatit, you figure out how to har-
ness every possible dollar as long as it
lasts.” Braun understands this, and
his efforts on behalf of his clients can
sometimes seem like a race against the
clock. One day, I heard him scream at
a label executive on the phone, ac-
cusing the company ofnot hustling
enough on behalf ofone ofhisclients,



who, he pointed out, was not getting
any younger: “The one thing he has
going for him is he’s younger than

everyone else!”
In addition to Bieber and his other

stars, Braun is trying to keep the pipe-
line full, and he has five or six new

acts in development. Whenit comesto
identifying new talent, he has few hard-
and-fast rules. “Mytrick is trusting my
gut,” he told me, “and whenpeople say
I’m crazy it usually meansI’m ontrack.”

One afternoon, I sat in on a meet-
ing Braun had in hisliving room with
a potential client, a nineteen-year-old

singer named Tori Kelly, and her par-
ents. At eleven, Kelly had appeared on

the TV series “America’s Most Tal-
ented Kid,” and she’d had a deal with
the Geffen label. But her career had
stalled.

Braun leaned back on the couch, his

hands crossed behind his head. “So
whatdo you guys wantto do?” he asked
in an antsy tone. “T think you're a real
artist with a real voice. I want to under-
stand what you wantso I can help

you out.”
Kelly’s mom, wearing pink Capri

pants, explained that Kelly had just
self-released an album, which was

charting on iTunes. Kelly named a few
pop acts that she'd like to open for: Be-
yoncé, Alicia Keyes,Justin Timberlake.
“Justin”—meaning Bieber—“would be
great.” Shesaid that she'd like to per-
form with a band and with choreogra-
phy,“ifit fits.”

Braun interrupted: “You've been do-
ing this for a while now. Whatdo you
think the holdup has been?”

Kelly said, in a small voice, “T think
the people we have worked with, they

don’t see the full picture. They don’t
know whatto do with me.”

Aftera minute, Kellypicked up one of
Braun’s guitars and performed a song—
the chorus went, “Lavish me with your
love.” It sounded a bitlike acoustic Lau-
ryn Hill. Braun listened attentively. It
wasnothing like the R. & B. and dance-

oriented pop on his roster.

When Kelly finished, Braun asked,
“Are you a fan ofJewel?”

Shesaid, politely, “’'m not super-

familiar . ..”
Braun jumpedin. “Let me give

you the background,” hesaid. “Jewel
tried to get signed, it didn’t work out.
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“My clientpleads highjinks, YourHonor.”

She drove to California, and she
lived in her car. She was homeless,

she played coffee shops. She wrotere-
ally amazing songs. Then she sold
millions of records.” He explained
that in the late nineties, during the
height ofJewel’s fame, the charts were
dominated by elaborate pop acts like
the Backstreet Boys and ’NSync. “But
the biggest female star on the planet
was someone whocamein with a gui-

tar, real quiet, and people wouldsit
there and just be blown awayby these
singer-songwriter songs.” He went on,
“That is the lane for you. There is a
time for that again.”

Kelly was wary. Her fathersaid,

“So, like, a Jewel-meets-Fiona Apple-
meets-Beyoncé?”

Braun said,“Jewel-meets-Tori Kelly.
The Beyoncé thing comeslater.” He
said that the strategy was a marketing
approach, not a musical one. “People com-

partmentalize things. Kobe needs to be
likeJordan.Justin Bieber needs to be like
Justin Timberlake. You wantto dictate

to the public who you want them to
compare you to. IfI was to market you,
I'd want them to call you the nextJewel.
Because ifanotherJewel cameout,in to-
day’s music market, people would go
crazy. ‘That's whatthey're missing.”

Kelly asked, meekly, “How about
just the next Tori Kelly?” «
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BIRNAM WOOD
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[ rained all that September, a grim,
cold, bleached-out rain that found the

holes in the roof and painted the corners

with a black creeping moldthatfelt greasy
to the touch. Heatwould have driedit up,
or at least curtailed it, but there was no
heat—orinsulation, either—becausethis
was a summerrental, the price fixed for
the season, Memorial Day to Labor Day,
andthe season was over. Long over. Back
in May, when Nora was at school out
West and I sent her a steady stream of
wheedling letters begging her to come
back to me, I'd described theplace as a
cottage. But it wasn’t a cottage. It was
a shack, a converted chicken coop from a

time long gone,and the landlord collected
his rent in summer, then drained the
pipes and shut the place down over the

winter, so that everything in it froze to
the point where the mold died back and
the mice, disillusioned, moved on to
warmerprecincts.

In the summer, we'd been outside
mostofthe time, reading andlazing in the
hammock till it got dark, afterwhich we'd
eitherlistened to records or gone out to a
club or somebody's house. We hadlotof
friends—myfriends, that is, people I'd
grown up with—and we could just show
up anytime, day or night, and get a party
going. On weekends, I'd unfold the geo-
logical-survey maps of Fahnestock or

Harriman Park and we'd pick outa lake
in the middle of nowhere and hike in to
see whatitlooked like in the shimmering
world ofcolor and movement. Almostal-

ys we'd have it to ourselves, and we'd
swim, sunbathe,pass a joint and a bota

bag of sweet red wine, and make love
under the sun, while the trees swayed in

= the breeze and the only sound was the
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& soundofthe birds. Nora didn’t have a tan

% lineall summer, Neither did I.
But then it was September and it was

», taining and I had to go back to work. |
& was substitute-teaching at the time, a
© grinding, chaotic, thankless job, butI
= didn’t really have a choice—we needed
money to stay alive, sameas anybodyelse.

* Nora could have worked—she had her
x degree now and she could havesubsti-

ws“ tuted, could have done anything—butthe

=

a

= idea didn’t appeal to her, and so, on the
: three or four days a week that I was sum-

8 monedto oneschoolor another, she was
é
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at home,listening to therain drool from
@ the eaves and trickle into the pots we'd set
out under the worstofthe leaks. I sprang

for a cheapTV to keep her company, and
then an electric heater the size of a six-

pack ofbeer that nonetheless managedto
make the meterspinlike a 45. But we
werentpayingutilities—thelandlord was.
Td given him a lump sum at the end of
May, and now we were getting our own

back. One morning, when I was at work,
he usedhis key to let himselfin and found
Nora in bed, the blankets pulled up to her
neck and the T'V rattling away, and he
backed out the door, embarrassed, with-
out saying a word. The next day, we got

the eviction notice. The day after that, he
cut offthe electricity.

I was cooking by candlelight over the

gas stove a few nights later (ChefBoy-
ardee cheeseravioli, out ofthe can, with

a side of iceberg lettuce cut in wedges),
when Nora edged up beside me. We'd
been drinking Burgundy outof the gal-
lon jug we kept under the sink as a way
ofdistracting ourselves from the obvious.
The house crepitated aroundus. It wasn’t
raining, at least not right then, but there
was a whole lot of dripping going on,

dripping that had emerged as the
defining soundtrack of ourlives in the
absence ofmusic.

Her hair shone greasily in the candle-
light. She'd twistedit into pigtails for con-
venience, because the water heater was

defunct now, definitely defunct, and there

was no way to take a shower unless we
went over to a friend’s house—andthat
involved the hassle of actually getting in

the car and going someplace, whenit was
so mucheasierjust to pile up the blankets
onthe bed, get stoned, and watch the
shadows creep over the beams that did
such an admirable job of holding up the
slanted portion of the roof. Nora gazed
into the pot on thestove.“T can’tlive like
this,” she said.

“No,” I said, and I wasin full agree-
menthere. “Neither can I.”

he first place we lookedatwasalso a
seasonalrental, though for a differ-

ent season.Itwas another crumbling out-
building, in the same summercolony,but
it had beentricked up with heat and in-

sulation because the landlady—eighty,
ninety, maybe, with eyes like crushed
glass and hair raked back so tightly you

could makeoutthe purple-splotched ruin
ofher scalp beneath—saw the advantage
ofrenting through the winter and spring
to whoever wasleft behind when the

summer people went back to thecity.I
didn’t begrudge her that. I didn’t be-
grudge her anything. I didn’t even know
her. Nora had circled an ad in The Pen-
nysaver, dialled the number, and now
here she was, the old lady, waiting for us
on the porch, out of the rain, and the

minute we pulled into the driveway she
began waving impatiently for us to jump
out ofthe car, hurry up thesteps, and get
the business over with,

There were two problems with the
house,thefirst apparentto all three ofus,
the second only to Nora and me. That
problem,hovering overus before we even
walked in the door, was that we were
looking for a deal, because we didn’t have
the kind of money to put down for a de-
posit or first and last months’ rent, just

enough for now,for the current month—
enough, we hoped,to get us out of the
converted chicken coop and into some-
place with heat andelectricity till we could
think what to do next. The old lady—
Mrs. Fried—didn’t look as if she would
let things slide. Just the opposite. She
gazed up at us outofherfractured eyes
with the expectation of one thing only:
money.

But then there was thefirst problem,
which obviated the need to dwell on the
second. ‘The place was too small, smaller
even than the shackwe wereliving in, and
we saw that the minute we stepped
through the door. There were two rooms,
bedroom andliving room/kitchen, and to
the right of the door, in little recess, a
bathroom the size of the sweatbox in

“The Bridge on the River Kwai.” We
nevergotthat far. Wejust stood there, the
three ofus, and gazed into the bedroom,
which was off the narrowhall. The bed-
room was too cramped for anything but
the single bed that was squeezedintoit. A
second single, made up with an Army
blanket and sheets gone gray with use,
was pushedup againstthe wall in the hall-
wayso that you had no more than foot's
leeway to get aroundit and into the front
room. The old lady read our faces, read
our minds—or thought she did—and
gesturedfirst at the bed in the hallwayand
then at the one in the bedroom. “Venyou
vant,” she said, shrugging, herdelicate
wheeze of a voice clinging to the hard

consonants ofheryouth, “you come.”
If Nora foundit funny, laughing so

hard that she couldn't seem to catch her
breath as we ducked back into the car, I
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didn’t. I was the oneput in the awkward
position here, I was the provider, and
what wasshe? It was the sort of question

you didn’t ask, because it stirred resent-
ment, and resentment was what had
brought us down the first time around. I
put the car in gear and drove along the

dark tree-choked tunnel ofthe street,
tunedright, then right again, and swung
into the muddy drive where the shack

stood awaiting us. Inside,it smelled like a
tomb. I could see mybreath, even after I'd
flicked on all four burners of the stove.

Not sixty seconds went by before Nora
said something that set meoff, and I came
right back at her—“We wouldn't bein
this fucking messifyou'd getupoffyour
ass and find ajob’—andwhenwe wentto
bed, early, to save on candles, it was for
the warmth andnothingelse.

There was no call the next morn-

ing, and I had mixedfeelings aboutthat.
I dreaded the calls, but they meant

money—and moneywasthe beginning
and end of everything there was, at least
right then. When the phonedid finally
ring, it was half past twelve, and it went

off like a flash bomb in the dream I was
having, a dream that made me so much

happier than thelife I jolted awaketo that
I wanted it to go on forever. My eyes
opened ontheslanted ceiling, and myfirst

thoughtwas that even the chickens must
have hated staring upatit, the sameness
ofit, day after day, until you lost your head
and yourfeathers and somebody dropped
you into a frying pan. Nora was propped
up beside me, reading. Rain rapped insis-
tently at the roof. “Well,” she said. “Aren't

you going to answer it?”
‘Thecold pricked me everywhere,like

acupuncture, and I clutched myjeansto
mygroin, fumbled with a sweatshirt, and

hobbled across the room to snatch up the
phone. It was mybest friend, Artie, whom
I'd known since elementaryschool. He
didn’t bother with a greeting, “You find a
place yet?”

“Uh-uh,no.”
“Well, I might've found something for
u—

I glanced at Nora. She'd put down her

book and she was watching me now,her
eyes squinted to slits in the fierceness of
her concentration. “Whois it?” she
mouthed, but I ignored her.

“Tm listening,” I said.

“T didn’t knowifyou'd be interested,
becauseit’s not a real rental—it’s more like
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housesitting—andit’s only temporary,
like from next week through the end of
April. It’s a friend of my father’s. An old
guyand his wife. Theygo to Florida every
winter and they want somebodyin the
house—orthe apartment, there’s an

apartmentin the basement, above ground,
with windows and all—just so they don’t
get anybody breakingin. I was there once
whenI was a kid. It’s nice. Ona private
lake. A place called Birnam Wood, You
ever hear ofit?”

“No,” I said.
“Would you be interested at all?”
“You got a phone number?”

| told Nora notto get too excited, be-
cause chances were it wouldn’t work

out. Eitherwe wouldn't wantthe place—
there had to be something wrong with it,
right?—orthey, the old couple, wouldn't
want us, once they got a look at us.Still, I
phoned right awayand the old man an-
swered on thefirst ring. I introduced my-
self, talking fast, too fast maybe, because
it wasn'ttill I dropped the nameofArtie’s
father that the voice on the other end

cametolife. “Yes, we are expecting your
call,” the old man said, and he had some
sort ofaccent, too, hesitating over the “w”
in “we,” as if afraid it would congeal on
him, and in a suddenjolt of paranoia I

wondered if he and Mrs. Fried were
somehow in league—or, worse, ifhe was
Mrs.Fried, throwing hervoice to catch
me unawares. But no, the place was miles

away, buried in the woods in the hind end
of Croton, well beyond the old lady's
reach. He gave the address, then direc-
tions, but theywere so elaborate I stopped
listening midway through, thinking in-
stead ofwhat Artie hadsaid: the place was

on a lake. A private lake. I'd find it, no
problem. How manyprivate lakes could
there be? ] told the old man that we'd like
to come have a look—athis earliest con-
venience, thatis.

“When”—the hesitation again—
“would youlike to come?”

“L don'tknow—howabout now? Now
O.KF

There was a long pause, during which

Nora flapped both hands at meas ifto say,
“Don't sound too eager,” and thenthe old
man, in his slow, deliberate way, said,

“Yes, that will suit us.”
Wewerelate getting there, verylate,

actually, one snaking blacktop road look-
ing muchlike the next, the rain hammer-

ing down, and Nora digging into me
along the lines of“You're real idiot, you
knowthat?” and “Why in God’s name
didn’t you write downthe directions?” For
a while, it looked like a lost cause, trees
crowding the road, nobody and nothing
around except for the odd mailbox and
the watery flash of a picture window
glimpsed throughthe vegetation, but
finally, after backing in and outofdrive-
ways andretracing our path half a dozen
times, we came to a long low stone wall
with a gated entrance flanked by two
stone pillars. The gate—wroughtiron
coated in black enamel so slick it glowed—
stood open. A brass plaque affixed to the
pillar on theright read “Birnam Wood.”I
didn’t wantto bicker, but I couldn't help
pointing out that we'd passedby theplace
at least three times already and Nora
should have kept her eyes open, because I
wasthe one driving and she was the one

doingall the bitching, but shejust ignored
me, because the gravel of the private lane
was crunching under our tires now and
there were lawns andtennis courts open-
ing up around us. Then the first house

rose up outofthe trees on our left, a huge
towering thing ofstone and glass with a
glistening black slate roof and too many

gables to count, even as the lake began to
emerge from the mist on the otherside of

the road.
“Wow, you think that’s it?” Nora’s

voice was pitched so low she might have
been talking to herself. “Artie did say it
was a mansion,right?” I could feel her
eyes on me.“Well, didn’t he?”

I didn’t answer. A momentago, I'd
been worked up, hating her, hating the
broken-down car with its bald tires and
rusted-out panels that was the onlything

we could afford, hating the trees and the
rain, hating nature and rich people and
the private lakes you couldn't find unless
you were rich yourself, unless you had a
helicopter, or a whole fleet of them, and
now suddenlya different mix ofemotions
was surging through me—surprise, yes,
awe even, but a kind of desperation,too.
Even as the next house cameintoviewon
the right—ivy-covered brick with three
wings, halfa dozen chimneys, and awhole

fairway oflawn sweeping downtothelake
and the two red rowboats pulled up on a
perfect little crescent ofbeach—Iknew

that I hadto live here or die, and that I'd
do anythingit took, right down tolicking
the old man’s shoes, to make that happen.



“What's the number?” said. “You see
a number on that house?”

She didn’t. She'd lost her glasses—she
was always losing her glasses—and in our
rush to get out the door she hadn't both-
ered with her contacts, either. No matter.
Theroad took usover a stone bridge and
sweptus directly into the drivewayofthe
house we were looking for—No. 14. We
got out of the car, the rain slackening
now,andjuststared upat the place,a big
rearing brown-timbered ‘Tudorthatsat
right on thelakeitself. Around the corner
I could make out a gazebo anda little
dock with a rowboattethered to it, this

one painted green. And swans. Swans on
the lake.

Everything seemed to brighten sud-
denly, as if the sun were about to break
through. “All right,” I said. “Here goes.”
And I took Nora by the handandled her
up the flagstonesteps to the front door.

introduced Nora as my wife, though
that was a lie. Old people, that’s what

they wanted to hear. Ifyouwere married,
you were mature,reliable, exactly like
them, because in their day men and
womendidn’t just live together—they
made a commitment, they had children

and went on cruises and built big houses
on lakes and filled them with all the pre-
cious trinkets and manufactured artifacts
theycollected along the way. Mr. and
Mrs. Kuenzli—Anton and Eva—were
justlike that. They metusatthe door, two
dwarfish old people who were almost
identical, except that she was wearing a
dress and had dyed her hair and he wasn't
and hadn't. Theygaveus tea in a big room
overlooking the lake and then escorted us
aroundthe house to show offtheirvarious
collections—Mexican pottery, jade

figurines, seascapes painted by a one-
armed man they'd encountered in Manila.
Every object had a story connected toit.
They took turnsfilling in the details, no
hurry atall. I knewwhat theywere doing:
checking us out, trying to get a read on us.
I shrugged it off. If they were alarmed at
the sight of us (this was in a time when

people our age wore beads and serapes
and cowboy boots and grew their hair
long for the express purposeofstickingit
to the bourgeoisie), they didn’t show it.

Still, it was a good hour before we went
downstairs to the basement, which was
where wewere going tolive,afterall. That
is, ifthings worked out.

They did. I made sure they did. The
minute we walked down thestairs I was
hooked—andI could see that Nora was,
too. Here was a huge room—low-ceil-
inged, but the size ofa basketball court—
with a kitchenoffto theleft and next toit
a bedroom with curtains, framed pictures

on the walls, and twin beds separated by
matching nighttables fitted out with ash-
trays and reading lamps,justlike the room

that everyTVcouple sleptin, chastely and
separately, so as not to confront the
American family with the disturbing no-
tion that people actually engaged in sex-
ual relations. Nora gave mea furtive
glance. “Ven you vant, you come,”she said
under her breath, andwe both brokeup.

Then it was back out into the main
room andthe real kicker, the deal-sealer,

the sine qua non—a regulation-size
slate-topped pooltable. A pooltable! All
this—leather armchairs, Persian carpets,
gleaming linoleum, heat, twin beds, the

lake, the rowboat, swans—anda pool
table, too? It was too much. Whatever
the old man wasasking for rent, because
this wasn’t strictly housesitting and we
were willing to make a token monthly
payment, I was ready to double. Triple.
Anything he wanted. I squeezed Nora’s
hand. She beamed up at meas theold
couple looked on, smiling, moved now
by the sight of us there in the depths of

that house that had no doubt harbored
children at onetime, grandchildren even.

I felt a vast calm settle over me. “We'll
take it,” I said.

t the end ofthe firstweek, after check-
ing on us six or seven times a day

(or spying on us, as Nora insisted), Mrs.
Kuenzli fretting over howwe were getting
alone—Fine, thanks—and even creaking
down thestairs one night with a pot of
homemade chicken-spaetzle soup, the old
couple climbed into a limousine and went
offto the airport, leaving us in possession.
‘The main house wassealed off, ofcourse,

but I didn’t care about that. What I cared
aboutwas getting outofthe shack. What
I cared about was Nora. Making her
happy. Makingmyselfhappy—and every-

bodyelse, too. Within days ofthe Kuen-
zlis’ departure, my friends began showing
up unannouncedforthe purpose ofshoot-
ing eightball and cranking up the volume

on the Bang& Olufsen soundsystem the
Kuenzlis had at somepointso fortuitously
installed, then maybe gettingwrecked and
taking the rowboatout on theglittering
surface ofthe lake while the trees flamed
and the swans bobbed in our wake. Even
the weather codperated. IfSeptemberhad
been a loss, one of the coldest and raini-

est on record, Octobertiptoed in on a
streak of pure sunshine and tempera-

 

   

    
“Forwardandbackward, not up anddown!”



tures that climbed into the seventies.
I was shooting pool one Saturdayaf-

ternoon with Artie and another friend,
Richard,all three of us wired on black
beauties and chain-drinking cheap beer,
when Nora camein the door, looking
flushed. She had news. While we'd been

frittering our time away—that was how
she putit, “frittering,” but she was smiling
now,hardly able to con-
tain herself—she’d gone
out on her own to inter-
view for ajob.

I loved her in that mo-
ment, loved the way the

color came into her face
because she was address-
ing all three ofus now, not
just me, and that made
her self-conscious no
matter the news, which was good, very
good, I could see that in an instant.
“Well,”I said, “you get it?”

The smile stalled, came back again.
She nodded. “Tt’s not much,” she said,al-
ready retreating. She looked from meto
Artie and Richard. “Minimum wage—
butit’s six nights a week.”

I'd set down my pool cue and was
coming across the room to her, that big

room withits buffed floors and the carpets
thick enough for anything, when | no-
ticed she wasall dressed up, and not in

business clothes but in the fringed boots
and gauzy top she wore when we were
going barhopping. “Whatis it,” I said,
“that hostessing thing?”

She nodded.
“At Brennan’s?”

Her smile was gone now. Her eyes—

she was wearingher false lashes and pale-
blue eyeshadow—sank into mine. I was
the one who'd told her aboutthejob,
which Richard had heard about from the
bartender there. “All you have to do is
smile,” Pd told her. “All you have to dois
say ‘Party offour?’ andletthem followyou
to the table. You can do that, can’t you?” |
hadn’t meant to be demeaning. Or maybe
Thad. Shewas strong-willed, but I wanted
to break her down, make her dependent,
make her mine, but at the same time I

wanted her to hold up her end, because
we were a couple and that was what cou-
ples did. They worked. Both ofthem.

I took her by the hand,tried to peck a
kiss to her cheek, but she pulled away.

“Tt meansI'll be gonenights.”
I shrugged. I could feel Artie and
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Richard watching me. There wasa record
on the stereo—I remember this clearly—
something drum-based, with a churning
polyrhythmic beat that seemedto fester
under mywords. “Atleastit's something,”
I said.

Artie lined up a shot. Theballs clacked.
Nothing dropped. “Hey,it’s great news,”
he said,straightening up. “Congrats.”

Nora gave him look. “It’s
only temporary,”she said.

e settled into a rou-
tine. The phonerang

in the dark and I gotup,an-

swered it, and found out
what school I was going to
because somebody whojust
couldn't stand another day of
it had called in sick—either

that or hanged himself—andI was back
homebythree-thirty or four, at which
pointshe'd be drinking coffee and mak-
ing herself scrambled eggs and toast.
Then [d drive her to work andeithersit
there at the bar for a couple (depending
on how I wasfeeling aboutourfinancial
situation), or go back home and shoot
pool by myself, pitting Player A against
Player B and trying notto playfavorites,
until she gotoff, at ten, and I wentto
pick her up. Sometimes we'd lingerat the

bar, but most nights—weeknights, any-
way—we'd go back home, because I
needed the sleep. We climbed into our
separate beds, snug enough, warm and
dry and feeling pampered—or,if not
pampered,at least secure—and when I
switched off my lamp andturned to the
wall the last image fading in my brain
was ofthe steady bright nimbus of No-
ra’s light and herface shining there above
her book,

‘The weatherheld all that month, even
as the leaves persisted and the lake rip-
pled under the color ofthem. Whenever
we could, we wentout in the rowboat,
and though we never acknowledgedit,I
supposewe wereboth thinking the same
thing—that we'd better take advantage
ofit while we could, because each day of
sun mightbe the last. I'd row and Nora
would lie back against the seat in the
stern, her eyes closed and herbarelegs
stretched out before her, Whatdid I feel?
Relaxed. As relaxed as I've everfelt in my
life, before or since. There was some-
thing moretoit, too.I felt powerful, the
muscles ofmy armsflexing andreleasing,

while Nora dozedat myfeet and the rest
of the world wentasstill as held breath.

Tt was a feeling that couldn't last. And
it didn’t. Less than a week into Novem-
ber, there was frost on the windshield
whenI got up for school, and the sun

seemed to have vanished, replaced by a
low cloud cover and winds out of the
north. Finally, reluctantly, I pulled the
rowboat ashore and turnedit over for the
winter. Twodays later, there was a rim of
ice around the lake and the temperature

wentdown into the teens overnight. But,
as I said, the house was warm and well-
insulated, with a furnace that could have
heated six houses, and when we went
to bed at night we couldn't resist jok-
ing about the shack, whatwe'd be suffer-
ing ifwe were still there. “Myfeet,” Nora

wouldsay, “theyd freeze to the floorlike
whenyoutouchthetip ofyour tongueto
the ice-cubetray.” “Yeah,”I'd say, “yeah,
but you wouldn't even notice because by

then we'd be dried up and frozen like
those mummies they found in the
Andes.” And she'd laugh, we'd both
laugh, and listen to the whisper of the

furnaceas it clicked on and drove warm
air through the bedroom andintothebig

room beyond, wherethepooltable stood
draped in darkness.
And then came the night when I

dropped her off at Brennan’s and had my
first drink and then another anddidn’t feel
like going home.It wasasifsome gauge
inside me had been turneduphigh,all the
way, top of the dial. I felt like that a lot
backthen—and maybe it wasjust an over-
load oftestosterone, maybe that wasall it

was—butonthis nightI sat at the bar and
kept on drinking. I knewtheregulars, an
older crowd who camein for dinner and
gradually gave waytopeople like Nora and
me, the music shifting from a soft whisper
ofjazz to the rock androll we wanted to
hear, as the late diners gathered up their

coats and gloves and doggie bags and
headedoutinto the night. Pd been talking
a lot of nothing to a guy in a sports coat
who must have beenin his thirties, a Mar-

tini drinker, and when hegotup andleft,

aguymyown age slid onto the stool beside
me. He asked me what was happeningat
the sametime that ] asked him,then heor-

dered a drink—tequila-and-tonic, very
West Coast, or Aip, that is—andwe started

talking. His namewas Steve. He had rust-
red hair, kinked out to his shoulders, and
he wore a thin headbandofbraided leather.



Whatdid wetalk about? The usual—
bands, drugs, what concerts we'd been
to—butthenwe started in on books, and I
waspleased and surprised, because most of

the peopleI ran into in that time and place
didn’t extend themselves much beyond the
Sunday comics. We were debating some
fine point of “Slaughterhouse-Five,” test-
ing each other's bona fides—he could

quote passages from memory,a talent I’ve
never had—when Nora leaned in between

us to brush a kiss to mylips, then straight-
ened up and shook out her hair with a
quick neatflip ofher head. “My heels are
killing me,” she said. “And this top—
Jesus, I'm freezing.” She stole a look
around,gave Steve a vacant smile, picked
up my drink, and downed it in a single
gulp. Then she was gone, back to her post

at the station by the door.
Steve gave a low whistle. “Wow,”he

said. “That your old lady?”
I just shrugged, nonchalant, elevated

in that instant above everybody in the
place. | wouldn't have admitted it, but
something stirred in me whenever |

looked up and saw the way the men

watched heras she tapped across the floor
in her heels, trailing husbands and wives

and sometimes even kids behind her, but
it wasn't something good or admirable.

“Man, I'd love to—” hebegan, and then

caughthimself. “You are one lucky dude.”
Another shrug. My feelings were

complicated. ’'d been drinking. And
whatI said next was inexcusable, 1 know

that, and I didn’t meanit, not in anylit-
eral sense, not in the real world of twin
beds and Persian carpets and all therest,

but what I was trying to convey here was
that I wasn’t tied down—oldlady—wasn't
a husband,not yet, anyway, and thatall

mypotentialities were intact. “I don't
know,”I said, “She can be a real pain in
the ass.” I took a sip ofmy drink, let out a
long, withering sigh. “Sometimes I think

she’s more trouble than she’s worth, know

what I mean?”
‘That wasall I said, or some variant of

it, and then there was another drink and
the conversation wentdeeper, and I guess
somehow Steve must have got the im-
pression that we weren't really all that
committed, that living together was an
experiment gone sour, that we were

both—she and I—onthe brink ofsome-
thing else. There was an exchange of
phone numbers and addresses (Birnam
Wood? Cool. I used to swim in the lake

there when Iwas a kid), and then he was
gone and the crowdat the bar began to
thin. The minute heleft I forgot him.
Next thing I knew, Nora wasthere,

dressed in her long coat and her knit hat
and gloves, perched high on theplatform

ofherheels.
“You've been drinking,”shesaid.
“Yeah,” I admitted.

She gave mea tired smile. “Have fun?”
“Yeah.” I smiled back.
“Did you knowit’s snowing out?”
“Really?”
“Really.” And then a beat. “You want

me to drive?”

twas a longwayhome,twenty, twenty-
five minutesin the best ofconditions,

but, with the snowand the worn tires and

the fact that Nora didn’t see too well at
night, it must have taken us twice as long
as that. We were the only ones on the
road. ‘The snow swept at the headlights
and erased everything in front ofus. I
tried not to becritical, but every time we
went around a curvethecar sailed out of

control and I supposeI got vocal aboutit,
because at one point she pulled over, her
lips drawn tight and her eyes furious in

the sick yellow glare of the dashboard.

“You wantto drive?”she said. “Go ahead,
be myguest.”
When wegot home(finally, miracu-

lously), the phone wasringing. I could
hear it from outside the door, making its
demands.It took me a minute, pinning a
glove under one arm andstruggling to
workthe key in the lock as the snowsifted
down and Nora stamped impatiently.
“Hurry up, I have to pee,” she said be-
tween clenched teeth. Then we werein,
the phoneringingstill—it must have been
the sixth or seventh ring—andI flicked on

the lights while Nora made a dash for the
bathroom and I crossed the room to pick
up the phone.

“Hello?” I gasped, out of breath and
thinking it must be Artie, because who
else would be calling at that hour?

“Hey, what's happening,” the voice on
the other end oftheline said. “This Keith?”

“Yeah,”I said. “Who's this?”
“Steve.”
“Stever”
“From the bar, you know.Like earlier?

Brennan’s?”I heard Nora flushthetoilet.
The cover was off the pool table because
I'd left in the middle ofa climactic match
between Player A and Player B,all the

 

MOCmy)Cis

in the next campaign

TET(ed)

—JamesCarville, Foreign Affairs

i ag hmaana Seats eonee)
raegapsoe10 ogee a

pip
e

fe
ec
o

BeerKORisty! a
ft

I
1
o
e© AN ELECTION :

a
c
a
)

r
o
r
s
)
t
o
k
e
n
s

ae

‘SD
ne

Quintus aPee ated8
L

ra} F
e
a
e
e
s
t

A New York Times Book Review

Editor's Choice

How to Win an Election

An Ancient Guide for

ModernPoliticians

Quintus Tullius Cicero

Translated and with an introduction

by Philip Freeman

“Fresh, lively, and sharp,

this primer provides time-
less counsel and a great

read for the modern

political practitioner.”

—Karl Rove, former deputy
chief of staff and senior advisor

to President George W. Bush

“Were he alive today, no

doubt, Quintus would
be making big bucksas a

political consultant.”

—Nick Owchar,

Los Angeles Times

Cloth $9.95

+0 fol E 5) ||> PRINCETON
UNIVERSITY
PRESS

press.princeton.edu

THE NEW YORKER, SEPTEMBER 3, 2012

 

 
 

G3



   

 

   

   

   
Her eyes! Herlips!

er skin! All Teeming with
microscopic Organisms|

anglesstill in play. I listened to the water
rattle in the pipes. And thenSteve's voice,
low, confidential: “Hey, I was just won-

dering. Is Nora there?”
The bathroom doorclicked open.

There was a buzzing in myskull. Every-
thingwas wrong.“No,” | said, shakingmy
head for emphasis, though there was no

one thereto see it. “She’s notin.”
“When'll she be back?”
I said nothing. I watched her swing

open the bathroom door, saw herface
there, the pristine towels on the rack, and
the copper-and-gold wallpaper that Mrs.
Kuenzli must have gone to somespecial
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How \ve longed
tor him to toudn me

an even number of

store to pick out because she wanted the
best, only the best. The voice on the other

end ofthe line was saying somethingelse,
insinuating, whispering in my ear like a
disease, and so I bent down to where the
phone was plugged into the wall and
pulled it out ofthe socket.

“Who wasthat?” Nora asked.
“Nobody,” I said. “Wrong number.”

She gave me a doubtful look. “You
were on theline long enough.”

| wanted to do somethingright for
a change, wanted to take hold of her
and press her to me, confess, tell her
that I loved her, but I didn’t. I just said,

“You feel like a game of pool? I'll spot
you twoballs—”

“You play,”she said. “Pm beat. I think
Tl get ready for bed and read for a while.”
She paused at the bedroom doortogive
me a sweet, tired smile. “You've got to

admit, Player B’s a lot better than I am,

anyway.”
No argumentthere. I turned on the

light over thetable, cued up a record and
tookup the gamewhere [dleft off. I was
deep into my third game, on real roll
on behalfofPlayer A, the balls dropping
as if I didn’t even have touse thesticls,
as if I were willing them in, when sud-

denly there was a knock at the door.
‘Two thumps. A pause. And then two
thumps more,

I was just laying downthestick, any

numberof scenarios going through my
head—it was a stranded motorist, the guy
whodrove the snowplow come to com-
plain aboutthetail end ofthecar sticking
out into the street, Artie braving the ele-
ments for a nightcap—when Nora came
out of the bedroom,looking puzzled. She
was in her pajamas, the kind kids wear,

with a drawstring around the waist and a
fold-down collar. Pink, with a flight of

bluebirds running up and down her limbs
and flapping across her chest. Her feetwere
bare. “Who's that?” she asked. “Artie?”

I didn’t know what was coming,

couldn't have guessed. I was in my own
house, shooting pool andlistening to
music while the snow fell outside and

the furnace hummedand mygirlfriend
stoodthere in her pajamas. “Mustbe,” I
said, even as the knock came again and

a voice, muffled by thedoor,called out,
“Keith? Nora? Knock-knock. Anybody
home?”

I opened the door on Steve, his hair

matted now and wet with snow. He was
holding a bottle oftequila by the neckand
he raised it in offering as he stamped in
through the door. “Hey,”hesaid, handing

methe bottle, “cool place.” He shrugged
outofhisjacket, droppingit right there on
the floor. “Anybody downfora little ac-
tion? Nora, how about you? A shot?
Wantto do a shot?”

She looked at him, bewildered—or
maybeit was that she wasn’t wearing her
glasses and hadto squintto take him in.
I just stood there, the bottle like a brick

in my hand—orno, a cement block, a
weight, avoirdupois, dragging me down.

Steve never hesitated. He crossed the



room to her, digging in his pocket for
something, grinning and glassy-eyed.
“Here,” he said, producing an envelope.

“After I saw you tonight? You're so beau-
tiful. I don’t even know ifyou know how
beautiful—and sexy. You'rereally sexy.”
He handedherthe envelope, but she

wasn't looking at the envelope, she was
looking at me. “I wrote you a poem,” he
said. “Go ahead. Readit.”

“Steve,” I was saying, “look, Steve,I
think—butI couldn't go on because of
the way Nora was staring at me, her lips
parted andher eyes comeviolentlyto life.

“Readit,” he repeated. “I wrote it for
you,just for you—”

“Look,” I said, “it’s late,” and I moved
toward him andactually took hold ofhis
arm in an attempt to steer him away and
out the door, back into the snow and out
ofour lives. “Nora’stired,” I said.

Henever turned, never even acknowl-
edged me. “Let Aer say it. You're nottired,

are you?”
For the first time, she shifted her eyes

to him. “No,”shesaidfinally. “No, Pm not
tired atall.”

Before I knewwhatIwas doing, I'd set
the bottle down on the desk and I was
pulling on my coat, furious suddenly, and
then I wasout the door andinto the night,
the snow swirling overhead and Steve's
voice—“So you wanta hit of tequila?”—
trailing off behind mewith soft, hope-
ful, rising inflection.

utside, the snow madea noise, a
kind ofhiss, as if the night had

comealive. I walked twice around the
house, cursing myself—butIwouldn't go

back in, I wouldn't, nottill whatever was
going to happen had happened and he
was gone—and then [| found myself
huddling under the gazebo.I turned my
collar up, pulled on mygloves. There was
a wind nowanda taste ofcold northern
forest on the air, I walked out on the

dock and stood there for I don’t know
howlong, the lake locked uplike a vault

below me. That was whenI noticed the
light in the house directly across the lake
from ours, the onewith all the chimneys
and the two red rowboats that were
turned over now, twin humpslike mo-
guls in the snow.It wasthe onlylightvis-
ible anywhere, a single lamp burning in

a window onthe ground floor ofthe
wing nearest the lake. What came over
me I can’t say—whatthe impulse was, I

mean—butI lowered myself down off
the edge of the dock and started across
the lake. Thewindwas in myface. There
were no stars. And the footing wasbad,

drifting powder overice as clear as if it
had comeoutofa machine. I went down

twice, hard, but picked myself up and
kept on.

WhenI got close, when I cameup the
crescent of beach past the rowboats and
on upthe slope of the whitening lawn,I
sawthat the curtains were open, which
explained theresiliencyofthelight. The
people there—and I didn’t know them,
notatall, not even bysight—must have
left the curtains open purposely, I real-
ized, becauseofthe snow,the romance of
it, the first snow ofthe season. It came to
me that I was trespassing. Peeping. That,
once the sun cameup, anybodywouldbe
able to see my tracks. But, as soon as the
thought entered my head,I dismissedit,
because I didn’t care about any ofthat—
[I'd gone out of myself, fixated on that
light. Still, I kept to the shadows.I might
even have crouched down in the bushes;
I don’t know.

WhatI saw was an ordinary room, a
bedroom,lit like a stage. I saw a bed, an
armoire, pictures on the wall. A shadow
flickered across the room, then another,

but for the longest time I didn’t see any-
thing. And then the man cameintoview,

padding back and forth, undressing, get-
ting ready for bed. Howold was he? I
couldn'ttell, not really. Older than me,
but not old. Hesettled into the bed—a
double bed, queen-size, maybe—flicked
on the lampthere and picked up a mag-
azine and beganreading. At somepoint,
he set it down and seemedto be saying
something to the other person in the
room—the wife, I guessed—butof

course it was just a murmur to me. And
then, as if she’d heard her cue and
stepped outofthe wings, there she was,
in a nightgown,fussing aroundherside

of the bed before finally settling in and
turning on her own light.

I felt guilty. I felt sick. And I didn’t see
anything revealine—or sexual, that is—
no snuggling or stroking or even a kiss.
Theywere night owls, those people. That
light burned alongtime. I know. Because
I stayed there till it wentout. ¢
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BOYS AND GIRLS CLUB
One Direction takes overpop rock.

BY SASHA FRERE-JONES

ne Direction, five amiable young
men under the age of twenty-one

whocametogether in England, on the

set of “The X Factor,” has taken over
America. The band’s record, “Up All
Night,” which was released in March,

becamethe first début album by a Brit-
ish group to enter the American charts at
No. 1. “Up All Night” has sold more

than a million copies, and more thanfive
million digital tracks. In December, the
bandwill headline at Madison Square
Garden.It is the newest standard-bearer
of an old form: the boy band.

During “The X Factor” ’s 2010 season,

all five members were competing in the
solo category, when the show's producers
urged them instead to form a band. They
took this advice but finished third. In a
convincing simulation of surprise, Simon

Cowell, the series’ creator, said he was
“outted” about the band’s failure to win.
No worries, boys—Cowell promptly

signed One Direction tohis Syco label and
set about producing the various commod-
ities that would bear the name One Direc-
tion, including, as of now, three books.

After its reality-show appearance, the
band built up a largeonline presence, with
nearly six million Twitter followers to
date. The group's TV performancescircu-
lated widely onYouTubebefore there was
a single recording credited to the group.

Doesthis success herald another boy-
bandgold rush,like the one in the nine-

ties? In the U.S., the main rivals were
"NSyne and the Backstreet Boys (who are

set to release a new album);across the At-

lantic, the alpha teens wereTakeThat and
Westlife. Those groups spawned individ-
ual careers: after ’NSync dissolved, Justin
Timberlake becamea deft recordingartist
and a passable actor. The gifted Robbie
Williams left Take That to becomea dev-
ilish pop star; in 2010, the band reunited
with Williams, recording a remarkably

successful album called “Progress.”
Like its predecessors, One Direction

has been compared to the Beatles, mostly
owing to its remarkable chart success. But
the comparisonis misleading. In a way
that was notpossible evenfifteen years

ago,let alonefifty, American tweens had
access, via the Internet, to the fresh faces
of HarryStyles, Louis Tomlinson, Niall
Horan, Zayn Malik, and Liam Paynefor
months before their band’s album release.
“Wehave tolaughit offbecause the Bea-
tles were iconic,” Payne demurred once,
slightly too accurately, when asked by

Australia’s Sunday Telegraph about the
resemblance.

TheInternetisn’t the onlychange. The

nineties cohort of boy bands performed
music thatwas rooted in American R. &B.

“Girlfriend,” ’NSync’sfinal single, wasre-
mixed as a collaboration with the R. & B.
visionaries the Neptunes. In contrast, One
Direction and other chart-topping bands
are evenly split between guitar-heavy pop
rock and generic club beats for drunk peo-
ple to flop around to, This makes for a
dramatic stylistic shift. “We're five lads in

a band,” Paynesaid. “Boy bands aren’t all

about dancing and being structured and
wearing the same clothes.”

Notonly is this statement a dismissal

of twenty years of unison dance routines
and syncopatedbeats; it also signals One
Direction’s desire to take its place in Brit-
ain’s lad culture, which hashistorically re-

jected boybands,preferring rowdy acts
like Oasis. Lads are now in boy bands,
and theyneed not dance.

hat One Direction really sounds
like, though, is a bunchofgirls.

The band plays a form ofpop rock made
popular, in the past ten years, by women.
In it, details are either eliminated or en-

larged to barn size: there are big hand
claps, huge dropouts that spotlighta sin-
gle word, even sirens. Syncopationis re-

placed with a big, thumping global four-
four beat. This sound was popularized by
P!nk’s “Don’t Let Me Get Me,” from
2001, and reached its height in Kelly

Clarkson’s magnificent single “Since U
Been Gone,” from 2004, which was writ-

ten by Lukasz (Dr. Luke) Gottwald and
Max Martin, a Swede whois the most

important teen-pop songwriter of the
past twentyyears. The current trend-
setter is Katy Perry, whose album “Teen-
age Dream” has spawned series ofhits—
several involving Gottwald, Martin, or

both—that mayeventuallyeclipse Michael
Jackson's “Bad” for the number of No. 1
songs from a single record. Perry's in-

fluence on One Direction extends to “Up
All Night”’s title song, in which Styles
sings, “Katy Perry's on replay, she’s on re-
play.” Then the guitars lurch in for the
chorus, following Perry's formula ofclub-
plus-rock, for those who missed the mes-
sage. That chorus hasall five band mem-
bers singing, “I wannastayupall night and
jump around until we see the sun,” a per-
fect tween line that allows for the younger
set to score their sleepover andtalk the
night away; older fans can interpretit
differently,iftheylike.

Teen-pop royalty appears elsewhere

on the album. Rami Yacoub,a protégé
of Martin's who also worked on ’NSync
singles, is credited as a writer on several

tracks. And Kelly Clarkson is one ofthree
writers on “Tell Me a Lie,” a less rosy
song, which nodsto theslice ofthe demo-
graphic nursing its first broken heart.

Cowell has positioned the band bril-

One Direction, whichplays aform ofpop rock heavy on guitars andclub beats, willsoon have its own actionfigures.
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liantly. Well aware that “prepackaged”

is a pejorative label, and that audible
Auto-Tune has become a commercial li-

ability, Cowell has used shows like “The
X Factor” and its progenitors, “Pop Idol”
and “American Idol,” to valorize actual

singing ability. Thefive boys in One Di-

rection can sing quite ably, which lends
thema crutchofauthenticity to lean on.

In interviews, Styles has said that the band
members have been writing songs in ho-

tels andairports, because they don’t want
to soundlike they're performing work for
hire, produced by some “forty-year-old
man.” Indeed,the longlist ofprofession-
als credited on “Up All Night” are mostly

younger than forty, thoughtheyalso
aren't in One Direction. The three songs

written bythe band have outside co-writ-

ers, and none have been released as sin-
gles. The group’s Twitter and Facebook

audience has been praised byindustrypar-

ticipants as some kind ofD.LY. phenom-

enon, as if the social-media accounts
weren't being promotedwith the re-

sources of corporations like Hasbro,
which will soon release a group of One

Directionactionfigures.

Cowell has come up with an ingenious

wayofturning A. & R.intoa sort ofself-

sustaining economy. He hascreateda sys-
temin which oneparty (advertisers) pays
for ingredients, anotherparty (fans) buys
the resulting pizza, and various third par-
ties argue about whetheror not the pizza

is organic—a debate that further promotes

the pizza. The problem with the formula

is that this band is notdistinct enough to

spawn secondarybrands. Malik has genu-
ine swagger, and Styles has a shaggy
amiability. The other three are of various

heights, and that’s aboutall I cantell you.

Whatthe group needsis better forty-

year-olds, ‘The album andthe bandarelike

a dull gray sphere, with fewflaws and fewer
distinguishing marks. ‘The marketing plan

seems to have been “Make nomistakes.”

‘The honking clubtrack “Stole My Heart”

sounds remarkablylike ‘Taio Cruz’s sugary
and elegant “Dynamite,” written in part by
Gottwald and Martin. That doesn’tfill a

hole for somebodywhoalready knows “Dy-

namite.” One Direction has no commercial

need to change course, or to roughupits
cuteness ahead of schedule. But the band

needs one demonicallywell-built track, the

kind of thing that Martin couldprovide.

In the end, nobodyreallycares if the pizza
is organic, as long asit tastes like pizza.



 

BRIEFLY NOTED

The Light Between Oceans, Sy M. L.

Stedman (Scribner). Told with the au-
thoritative simplicity ofa fable, this début
novel by an Australian lawyerliving in
Londonconsiders the question ofwhat
the right thing to do is when the pursuit
ofone’s own happiness becomesa zero-
sum game. Setin the years after the First
World Warin a lighthouse in the far
west ofAustralia, the story begins with

the familiar trope ofthe strangerwho ar-
rives in a storm. Herethe strangeris a
newborn baby, whom the lighthouse
keeper andhis wife, desperate for a fam-
ily, take in as their own. Stedman’sintri-

cate descriptionsofthe craggyAustralian
coastline and hereasy mastery ofan old-
time provincial vernacular are engross-
ing. As the couple at the lighthouse are
drawninto an increasingly tragic set of
consequences, these remote,strange lives
are rendered immediate and familiar.

Jack 1939, by FrancineMathews (River-
head). In one of the most deliciously
high-concept thrillers imaginable,
J.F.K. is given the “Shakespeare in
Love” treatment. En route to Europeto
research his Harvard senior thesis,
twenty-one-year-old Jack Kennedyis
enlisted by President Roosevelt to
gatherintelligence on the increasingly
aggressive Nazis. Following thetrail of
Germanattempts to tip the 1940 U.S.
elections towardisolationist candidates
who won't oppose Hitler, Jack proves
courageous—tussling with Reinhard
Heydrich, helping to hijack an Enigma
encryption device, and ultimately facing
down his father, AmbassadorJosephP.,
who supports Chamberlain’s appease-
mentpolicy. Family mythology and in-
timationsofJack’s destiny are deftly and
amusinglywoveninto page-turning ad-
ventures in London, Rome,Paris, Ber-

 

lin, Danzig, and Warsaw. Equally cru-

cial in Jack’s passage to manhoodis a
heartbreaking romance with an aloof

society woman. He may wonderifshe’s
a double agent, but her elegance and
coolstyle leave a lasting mark.

The Good Life, y Chery! Mendelson
(Bloomsbury). This treatise on “the moral
mentality” has provocative points to
make aboutthe long-term effects ofday
care, the police use of Tasers, and the
treatment of morality as an academic
subject, among other things. However,
these come amid a steady supply ofas-
sertions likely to annoyall but those
who happen to agree with the author.
Mendelson’s understandableaversion to
moralrelativism causes herto err in the
other direction, narrowing herdefinition
of moralityto a specific, yet vaguely ex-
plained “cultural product of the West,”
and therebyshrinking her sympathetic
readership to those few who happen to
share her idiosyncratic terms. Intended
largely as a condemnationofthe “polit-
icization” of morality by American con-

servatives, the book presents a cartoon
version oftheir perspective, and, with its
odd indifference to argument, loses
many opportunities to persuade.

Winter Journal, by PaulAuster (Holt).
Near the end of this charming and un-

usual memoir, Austerrecalls an anecdote
about a woman who approached James
Joyce at a party and asked to “shake the
hand that wrote ‘Ulysses.’” Joyce is said
to have replied, “Let me remind you,
madam,that this hand has done many
other things as well.” In a similar spirit,
Auster’s book—composed ofloosely or-
ganized fragments and written, coquett-
ishly, in the second person—scarcely
mentions his other writing. Instead,it

cataloguespratfalls, childhood fistfights,
sexual misadventures, anxiety attacks,
and other humiliationsthat have scarred
and defined him. While at times the
book languishesin long,ifpoetically ren-

dered, lists of addresses and favorite
foods, Auster’s ruminations on death,
family, memory, and marriage are both
poignant anddelightful.
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OUT OF THE FRAME
Anewportrait ofHenryJames’s “The Portrait ofa Lady.”

BY ANTHONY LANE

eaders of The Atlantic Monthly,
browsing the edition of November,

1880, and already looking forward to ar-

ticles on “The Silk Industry in America”
and “The Future ofWeather Foretelling,”
weregreeted, on the opening page, bythe

first installment of a newstory. It began,
“Under certain circumstances there are
few hours in life more agreeable than the

hour dedicated to the ceremonyknown as
afternoontea.” This is hardly the most
American ofstarts, and certainly not the
most American ofsentiments; those read-
ers, if canvassed, could have nominated a
host of more agreeable experiences. ‘The
whole setup soundssuspiciously English;

wasit for this that Emerson, Longfellow,

James Russell Lowell, and others had
founded the magazine, twenty-three years
before? Suspicions are confirmed, as the
tale unfurls; the setting is indeed an En-
glish lawn, rug-soft, on a waning sum-

mer's day, and one of the tea-takers, to
make matters worse, is an English lord,
He andtwo other menare soonjoined

by a female character. As a newcomer, she
is entranced by the spectacle, and weare
invited to join the trance:

She had been looking all round her
again,—atthe lawn,the great trees, the reedy,
silvery Thames, the beautiful old house; and,
while engaged in this survey, she had also nar-
rowly scrutinized her companions; a compre-
hensiveness of observation easily conceivable
on the part of a young woman who wasevi-
dently both intelligent and excited. She had
seated herself, and had put awaythelittle dog;
her white hands,in her lap, were folded upon
her black dress; her head waserect, her eye
brilliant, her flexible igure turneditself lightly
this way andthat, in sympathy with the alert-
ness with which she evidently caught impres-
sions. Her impressions were numerous, and
they wereall reflected in a clear, still smile. “I
have never seen anything so beautifulas this,”
she declared.

And I have never read anything as
beautiful as that. Decades after I first en-

countered the passage,it has lost none of
its thrill and lustre. The beauty ofthetell-
ing should not be confused with the love-
liness of the scene, whatever the entice-
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ment of the greensward; hundreds of
writers have tried their hand at OldWorld

pastoral and gotstuck in a sentimental
mud. The beauty, rather, is in the excite-
ment—in the motions of the “flexible
figure,” and in all that is presaged by the

quickness of her response.“It's just like a
novel!” she exclaims, unaware that sheis
trapped inside one. Already, however, we

find ourselves wanting to ask, of those

turnings of hers: are they feline and pur-
poseful, or more akin to the flutters of a
flag in a breeze? Will this impressionable

young woman, apparently so open to ex-
perience, endupinits pitiless thrall?

So begins “The Portrait of a Lady,”
and its opening chords, quiet as they are,

have almost no match in English-speak-
ing literature. You have to go to “Great
Expectations’—to the raw, shivering sea
light and the talk of slit throats, all so
vastly distant in tone, though not on the
map, from this teatime in the warm sun—

to find the same trembling sense ofa plot
in waiting and a book in bud. What Pip

sees, hears, and does in a few paragraphs
will determine the entire span of Dick-
ens’s novel, thoughPipwill take almostas
long to understand why, and noless an

impactis made upon Isabel Archer, the
woman on the grass; from here, she will

be launched on an adventure, both by the
men she meets at tea—two ofwhom will
fall in love with her, and one ofwhomwill
bequeath her a fortune—andbythe de-
lectable deluge of her senses.

Theserialization that started in late
1880 bore no author's nameat the head.
Instead, his identitywas revealed at the end

ofeach excerpt,in minuscule type: “Henry
James,Jr.” The appellation was telling
one; Jamesstill resided, to a degree, in the
shadow ofhis father, and would remain
there until HenryJames, Sr., a theologian
with a pronounced weakness for Sweden-

borg, joined the shades himself, at the end
of 1882. Not that his son was a stranger
to the magazine. Countless items of
nonfiction, with titles such as “A Roman

Holiday” and “Recent Florence,” had ap-
pearedthere, as had the novels “Roderick
Hudson” (1875) and “The American”
(1877), whose title, so promisingly patri-

otic, had proved deceptive; the story
opened in the Louvre and seemed all but
incapable of tearing itself away from

France. Where, one was forced to ask, did
this youngJames fellow belong? ‘To what,
or to whom,did hisloyalties cling? He had
caused a small storm,in 1878, with the ap-

pearance of “Daisy Miller,” whose sales
were ofa breeziness that would hardly be
repeated; he had also published “The Eu-
ropeans” (1878) and “Washington Square”
(1880). Now,atlast, he was girding him-

selffor a more substantial project(“settling
down to the daily evolution of my‘big’
novel,” he wrote in a letter of March,
1880), although subscribers to TheAtlan-

tic Monthly had,as yet, no inkling ofwhat
they were in for—no clue that James was
passing from apprenticeship to mastery, or

that the scene bythesilveryThameswould
flow into an enterprise of great pith and
moment, shifting the deep tides of what

we seek, and listen out for, whenwe read.

‘Thatflow is charted byMichael Gorra
in “Portrait of a Novel: HenryJames and
the Making ofanAmerican Masterpiece”
(Liveright), which takes the rare but wise
decision to approach James through the
channel ofa single work. ‘Thisis, in short,
a book abouta book, joining a select band
of the equally fixated. We have “James
Joyce's Ulysses,” an early explication by
Stuart Gilbert, and Francis Steegmuller’s
“Flaubert andMadameBovary,” although
more questing Flaubertians mayprefer
“The Perpetual Orgy,” a plunge into the

same novel by Mario Vargas Llosa. Sam-
uel Beckett's “Proust” was writtenafter he
spent a summerreading “A la Recherche

du Temps Perdu” twice, a valorousact,
although any discussion of Proust must,
by definition, pay homage to the one
engulfing work. Notethatall the authors
honored in this list are themselves obses-

sives: men prepared to devote any amount
oftime andintellectual industry, andto re-
nounce almost everything,in the exhaust-
ing bid to wrestle the world into words,
leaving us to revere the result and to in-
quire how muchwasentailed in the
sacrifice. In each case, the equilibrium of

their readers was shaken,andit remains so
today; part of Gorra’s task, in admitting
Jamesto that distinguished company,is to
measure the aftershocks touched off by



“The Portrait ofa Lady.” A book that be-
gins in tranquil decorum will become,like
“Ulysses” and “MadameBovary,” a distur-

bance ofthe peace.

hat happensin “The Portrait of
a Lady’?Aplain chronology seems

manageable. Isabel Archer, of Albany,
aged twenty-one, and convenientlyparent-
less, is brought byher aunt,
Mrs, 'Touchett, to England.
There she meets her uncle,
the aging Mr. Touchett,
whois sufficiently charmed
to alter his will in herfavor,
although it is her cousin
Ralph, weak of lung but
strong in his affection for
her, who suggests the
change; to observe howIsa-

bel fares, and what she may
fashion fromher indepen-
dence, has swiftly become
his “finest entertainment.”

She receives but rejects
offers of marriage from
Lord Warburton, a manly
neighbor, and Caspar
Goodwood, whohas pur-
sued her from Boston to
pitch his woo. She spends
time in London,largely

with her friend Henrietta

Stackpole, an Americanre-
porter, whonourishes fewer
illusions about European

allure. Mr. Touchettdies.
Isabel makes the acquain-
tance ofMadame Merle, a
handsome,baffling friend
ofMrs. Touchett’s, who,in
turn, once Isabel has crossed to the Con-
tinent, and descended from France to

Italy, introduces her to Gilbert Osmond,
a widowed gentleman with perfect man-
ners. To his imperfections, which are
grave and irredeemable, Isabel alone
seemsblind, and she consents to marry
him. She becomes stepmother to the teen-
age Pansy, whoislater courted by a young

American named Rosier and, for good
measure, by Warburton, whowill lose no

opportunityto drawnear to Isabel once
more. Pansy, we learn,is in fact the prod-
uct of an adulterousliaison between Os-

mond and Madame Merle. On hearing
that Ralphis close to death, Isabel, against
the orders ofher disobliging husband,re-

8 turns to the English house where we first

observed her, and whereshestays until
Ralph passes away. Goodwood, un-
daunted, arrives and pledges to rescue her
from the quicksand of Osmond—“you
must save what you can ofyour life.” Isa-
bel, nonetheless, leaves for Rome. What
happens next wedo not know.

Putlike that, the novel sounds not un-

eventful, and it is surprising to read there-

 
Ourforemost explorer oftheprivate life: HenryJames, circa 1890.

views that “The Portrait of a Lady” at-
tracted whenitfirst appearedas a book, in
both England and America, in 1881.
“Nothing but a laboriousriddle,” The
Spectator said, while TheNation remarked
onits “elaborate placidity”; even William
Dean Howells—not just James’s friend
and adviser but the editor of TheAtlantic
Monthly, who had received it, chunk by

chunk,forserial publication—was moved
to ask, in an essay onJamesthefollowing
year, “Will the reader be contentto accept
a novel which is an analytic study rather
than a story?” A furious but anonymous

critic, in The Quarterly Review, cited
Howells’s words and added, “The answer

to this question, from ninereaders out of
ten, will be emphatically No.” To an ex-

tent, the battle overJames hasneverreally
shifted from that ground; Jamesians con-
tinue to swoonoverhis fine discernment,

while detractorsstill smirk at his willing-
ness to grind near-nothings into powder.
Yet “The Portrait of a Lady’—and the
same holds true for masterpieces early

andlate,like “I'he Europeans” and “The
Ambassadors” (1903)—is enough to

stop thefight, and to prove
both parties wrong, Plenty

occurs to Isabel, in body
and mind, with a frequency

that suggests both comic
and tragic modes; her pur-

suers pop up with the unex-
pected flourish of farceurs
(Warburton is suddenly
there, before her, in the
Roman Forum), while a
stalking mortality is never
far behind. Herfinal ex-
change with Ralph would

surely gratify the most de-
manding connoisseur ofthe
Victorian deathbed,as

Jamesian prolixityis halted
and hushed bythe patient's
last gasps: “Love remains.I
don’t know whywe should
suffer so much, PerhapsI
shall find out. There are
many thingsinlife; you are
very young,”

Yet the reviewers, in

their bewilderment, were
onto something. However
carefully you lay out the
structure oftheplot, you will
always be left witha rustling

sense of truths unappre-
hended—smaller, darker sagas unfolding
backstageor in the wings. Someofthese,

naturally, are prompted bythe sexual ret-
icence of the authorand theperiod alike.
When Henrietta heads offto see the Paris

sights with a jovial bachelor named Bant-
ling, and we hear that “they had break-
fasted together, dined together, gone to
the theatre together, supped together,
really in a mannerquite lived together,”
it is precisely in not knowing what they

did together by night—whethertheypro-

ceeded to feast in foodless ways upon each
other—that one finds, as so often with
James, a pleasurable ache of dissatisfac-
tion. Farcreepieris his description ofOs-
mond’s rapport with his daughter: “If he
wished to make himselffelt, there was soft
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and supple little Pansy, who would evi-
dently respond to theslightest pressure.”
James omitted theline, and its surround-
ing passage, when he thoroughly revised
the novel, in 1906, for the NewYorkedi-
tion ofhis works (and thereby hangs an-
othertale), yet the jolt of that earlier,

unrefined image feels dreadfullysuited to
Osmond, for whom Humbertism,actual
or threatened, would makea pleasing ad-
dition to his secret stash ofsins.

This hint oflinks either missing or de-
liberately dropped, however, reaches be-
yondthecarnal. James was the nonpareil
of the hiatus: “the whole of anythingis
never told,” he confided to his Notebooks,
when sketching out the novel. Only he
would pause,after his heroine has beenfa-
vored withyetanother declaration oflove,

and then spring forwardayear, obliging us
to hang around,like fidgety suitors, for her
reply. The year, we learn, has been “an in-
terval sufficiently replete with incident,”

though not replete enough to warrant
more than short chapter; the authortells
us that Isabel gazed at the Pyramids, but
makes it clear that her mind waselse-

where. And only James, too, would then

vault over the weddingitself} and thefirst
years ofmarriage, before landing squarely
once more in the presence of “Mrs, Os-
mond’”—for a second,we have to stop and
remind ourselves who on earth this is.
What change has been wrought by her
newstatus, and her new name? “She had
lost something ofthat quick eagerness to
which her husband had privately taken ex-
ception—she had more the air of being
able to wait. Now,at all events, framed in

the gilded doorway, she struck our young
man as the picture ofa gracious lady.”
Tucked inside that last sentence is not
simply the near-title ofthe novel butaper-

plexing memory ofherfirst appearance,
hundreds of pages ago—“a tall girl in a
black dress,” who “lingered in the door-

way, slim and charming,” observed by
Ralph as he wandered on the lawn. Over
the years, she has traded one doorwayfor

another—stepped from frameto frame, as
if sitting for two differentartists, first as a
girl, and then as a lady. In between,the
picture has becomea prison.

ow does one hope to pay homage

to such complications: to all those

hops and holes in the text, those worri-
somevelleities? WhatMichael Gorra has

done—andI can’t decide whetherit’s
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modest or brazen—is to make his book

almostas tricky to negotiate, let alone to
summarize, as James’s. You shouldn't
tackle “Portrait of a Novel” without get-
ting “The Portrait of a Lady” under your
belt, and into your head,either afresh or
for the first time; submit yourself to the

dazzling vertigo of James’s third and
fourth chapters, when hedrops awayfrom

the tea ceremony andslips backward into
Isabel's meeting with her aunt, in a rainy
Albany, and thence, with frictionless

grace, into incidents from herchildhood,
and youwill be nicely primed for Gorra’s
ownexercise in time travel. He thinks
nothing of leaping from a scene in Os-
mond’s villa to the Italian journeys of
Goethe, in 1786, or from a chapter that
ends with James getting downto his
novel, in Italy, to a chapter that opens,
“With nine monthsofwork onthe ‘Por-
trait’ behind him, James left London.”
Somepeople will find this confounding; a
more charitable verdict would be that, in

deference to James’s brilliance, Gorra has
assumed the role ofa professional prisma-
tist. He peers at the book from multiple
angles—those of biography, geography,
publishing, textual variation, and mild
erotic sleuthing, among others—asif
hoping to catch it at an unfamiliar slant.
Nofacet must go uninspected.

‘That may be inevitable. How can a

critic embrace Jamesand stay uninfected
by his chronicrestlessness? This had been
initiated by a trip to Europe in 1843: a

first chance to take the temperature of an
older civilization, although even Henry
was not quite upto the job, being onlysix
months old. By the time Gorra catches up
with him, in 1869, the wayfaring is well
under way. “He hiked through Switzer-
land andtraveled down intoItaly, to Ven-
ice and Florence and then Rome,” Gorra

writes, and anyone schooledin thelater,
fastidiousJames will be bewitched bythis
youthful vision of him with groaning
rucksack and outstretched thumb. But

Gorra is right to map such movement, be-
cause vagabondage was as crucial to the
formation of the novelas it is to people’s
actions withinit; it is scarcely a coinci-

dence that a heroine wholands in Europe
with a dangerously boundless curiosity,as
Isabel does, and who marries an expatri-

ate so torn from his roots that he now se-
cretes himselfin Florencelike a neglected
prince,ora spider, should have been con-
jured into being in that sameplace.It was

in yet another city, on the Venetian wa-
terfront, that the threads ofthe bookwere
eventually pulled together; James’s in-

comparable preface to “The Portrait of a
Lady,” composed to accompanythe New
York edition,recalls a vain struggle to cre-
ate fiction while the “ceaseless human

chatter”outside, teemingwith unfictitious
life, poured in through his high window.

If chatter is your preference—if you
would readily swap Jamesthe interna-
tional voyager for the more contained
prowlings ofJames the social animal—
then Gorra will meet your needs, with a
roll call of the supporting players from
whom “The Portrait of a Lady” drewits

dramatic strength. Most ofthem are fe-
male, as befits a novel about “a certain
young woman affronting herdestiny,” in

James's phrase—not merely“confronting”
but squaring up to what was expected of
her and, ifthe moodstirred her, doing the
opposite. Gorra gives us a chapter on

George Eliot, for instance, whose account
of a frustrated, half-frozen marriage, in
“Middlemarch,” can be felt behind Isabel's

no less calamitous match with Osmond,

and to whom James's anxious debt was
such that—for The Atlantic Monthly,
again, in 1876—he couchedhis response
to “Daniel Deronda” notas a straightre-
viewbutas a three-voiced “Conversation.”

Wegeta similar excursus into the short
but zestful existence ofMinny Temple,
James’s adored cousin, who is commonly
identified withtheailing Milly Theale,in

“The Wings of the Dove” (1902). But

that connectionis a sickly one; in Minny’s
“taste forlife as life,” as lauded byJames in
his autobiography,in “the play ofher own
light spontaneity and curiosity,” she is no
less surely reborn in the shape ofIsabel

Archer. (“Poor Minny wasessentially

incomplete and | have attempted to make
my young woman more rounded, more
finished,” Isabel's creator wrotein a letter
of 1880.) A third presence whom Gorra
summons to the stage is Constance Fen-
imore Woolson, with whomJames once
shared a villa, and who threw herselffrom

awindow in Venice, after—weshould not
say because—hefailed to make a prom-
ised pilgrimage to see her. Mind you,
their intimacy belongs to the late eigh-
teen-eighties and the early nineties, some
years after “The Portrait of a Lady,” and
that gap forces Gorra to read backward,
rather than forward, into the novel and

tempts him intoa flight ofwaywardfancy:
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“Let us walkwith Fenimore ontoherter-
race and look down at HenryJames as he
sits with his morningcoffee.”

Thatis untypical ofGorra’s book. For
the mostpart, it is wary ofelastic specu-
lation while being every bit as nimble,
alert, and far-rangingasit oughtto beif
justice is to be done to Henry James. |
could have used more vivisection—the
laying bare of individual sentences, and

the probing ofsyntactical tissue—but no

one could deny howdensely the authoris
steeped in his theme. When, onthefirst
page, he writes ofJames, “He had lived
in Europe for thirty years—he had taken

possession ofit, inhaled it, appropriated
it,” he is himself appropriating a line
trom a letter thatJames wrotetohis fam-
ily from London, in November, 1875,
the day after docking in Liverpool: “I
take possession of the old world—l in-
hale it—I appropriate it!” Gorra does not
own up to that borrowing in the end-
notes, whichis a little remiss, and, as a

rule, it seemsrisky to replay as reported
fact, long after the event, what a young
man once announced and prophesied on
his own behalf. Nonetheless, the accent
of devotion is unmistakable, and,ifany-
thing, oneis driven to ask: Is this book

mad enough? Doesit have a touch of
“that tonic wildness” which Isabel finds
wanting in the oversophisticated Ma-

dame Merle? Ifyoulove a book so much
that the sole outlet for your infatuationis
to write your own book aboutit, should

you leave rough traces of that love, or
should scholarship smooth them over?

In the acknowledgments, at the back

of “Portrait of a Novel,” Gorra writes, “T
first read “The Portrait of a Lady’ during

 
=o 7.

thefall of1977, in a class at Amherst Col-

lege.” If] find myselfwishing that he had
broken cover, perhaps in an afterword,

and sought to track his changing appre-
hension of the novel, over thirty-five
years, that is not out of prurience but be-
cause such transformation is an abiding
themeinJames. His books are drenched
in time: the times at which they were
written, and the times and ways in which
they were rewritten orleft alone; the times
in whichthey are set; the timesthat elapse
in the careers of the characters, as they
thrive or sour; the timeit takes for a man
to split into two,like the hero of “The
Jolly Corner,” and to see what he might
have become; and,last, the times at which

we read them,and, ifwe happen tobe in-

curable Jamesians, at which they leave us
other than we were. I know ofno more

enviable diary entry than the one made
by Evelyn Waugh on Sunday, Novem-
ber 17, 1946: “Patrick left on Saturday

afternoon. What an enormous, uncove-
nanted blessing to have kept Henry

James for middle age and to turn,as the
door shuts behind the departing guest, to
a first readingof‘Portrait ofa Lady.”
On the other hand, what does middle

age bring to the inhabitants of the book?

Disappointments, refusals, and shut-
downs; chances for the enactment of low

cunning, if you are Osmond or Madame
Merle; and, for Ralph, what Philip Larkin

called “the only end ofage.” “The Portrait

ofa Lady’thatI read in mylate teens bears
the scantest relation to “The Portrait of a
Lady” that I read today. That may be be-

cause, taking things the wrongway around,
I began with the NewYork edition, whose
style bears the more velvety nap, whereas

‘T thoughtBurningMan wouldhe more interestinig ®

these days,ifpossible, I pick theearlierver-
sion, which is marked by abrasive edges;
but textual difference alone does not ac-

count for the chasm between the two.
WhatI browsed, back then, seemed se-
rene, rather aristocratic affair, steewn with

bright, overtalkative folkwhocould switch

countries at will; one bad marriage didn’t
makeit any the less romantic. WhatI dis-
cover nowfeels funnier,still sharpwith the
Jane Austen-like tartness ofits predeces-
sor, “Washington Square,” butit’s more
than that.It’s a horrorstory.

The first critic to notice this, and to
lend it adequate stress, was, ofall people,
Ezra Pound.In a brief essay from 1918,
he wrote, “What I have not heard is any

word of the major James, ofthe hater of
tyranny; bookafter early book against op-
pression, againstall the sordid petty per-

sonal crushing oppression, the domina-
tion of modernlife.” In a footnote, he
added, of James, “What hefights is
‘influence,the impinging of familypres-
sure, the impinging of one personality
upon another.”Wethink ofOsmond,the
supreme impinger, all the more cruel in
his confinementofIsabel's spirit because
she gave herselfto him,rather than to his
rivals, in a defining flourish ofherlibera-
tion, That, it turns out, is precisely what
rouses his contempt. “One ought to make

one’s life a work of art,” he tells Isabel,
sounding like a warmup act for Oscar
Wilde; any hint of aesthetic levity, how-
ever, vanishes after the marriage, once she
realizes that he is an anti-Pygmalion,
quenchinghervital fire and nailing her
into place like a statue. Osmonddid not
fall in love with our heroine; what he

loved was “the idea oftaking to himselfa
young lady who had qualified herself to
figure in his collection ofchoice objects.”

‘That is what monsters do, especially the
polite and patient ones: theyharvest souls.
Hand them a humanin full bloom, and
whattheygive back to you, after a few sea-
sons, is a pressed flower.

Is there a blush ofself-accusation here?
WhenJames calls Osmond “a student of
the exquisite,” whose “ideal was a con-
ception ofhigh prosperity and propriety,”
was he glancing in the mirror at his own

ambitions, fearful of what harm they
might,ifbrandishedtoo freely, inflict on

other selves? It goes without saying that
James, who chose never to marry, was
infinitely kinder than his villain; but I
agree with Gorrawhen,having recounted



the closeness ofJames and Minny 'Tem-
ple, he frownsover “the speed with which
he reconciled himselfto Minny’s loss.” In

short, the elbow ofthe creator—someone,
as Gorra says, “whose job is to turn life
into narrative’—is forever nudged by op-
portunism. If Osmondis uniquely men-
acing,it is because he resembles a writer
whowrites nothing,preferring to take a
woman as his text.

Yet he is not alone, Listen to all the

other schemers in the book. “T don’t pre-
tend to knowwhatpeople are meantfor,”
Madame Merlesays, adding, “I only
know what I can do with them.” She
would say that, of course, being Os-
mond’s co-conspirator, but consider
Henrietta, the journalist in search of a
topic, who admits to Isabel that “I should
have delighted to do your uncle,” or

Ralph, musing on the newlyarrived Miss
Archer with his mother:

“All this time,” he said, “you have not
told me what you intend to do with her.”

“Do with her? Youtalk as if she were a
yard ofcalico.”

Ralph, hands in pockets, with not
muchtimetolive, is the most benevolent
character in the book;yetifeven he dis-

plays “the crookedtimber ofself-interest
in the mostaltruistic of intentions,” as
Gorra proposes, what hope is there for
the rest of us? Are we all so mercenary,

cutting and trimming people, whether
unwittingly or by design, to fit the pat-
tern of our own desires? Such are the

politics of personhood, ‘There is always
the option to remain alone: “A woman
ought to be able to make up herlife in
singleness,” Isabel reflects, and that as-
surance stares ahead to whatwe, though
not James, would hail as the feminist

cause, requiring no male prop. At the
same time, any retreat into thesoloself,
for either sex, must be shaded with a spe-

cial dread: “theisolation and loneliness
ofpride hadfor her mind the horrorofa
desert place,” we learn ofIsabel, in words
that seem to herald the parched cries of
“TheWaste Land,”and the truesthell is

to wind up like Osmond, immured in

the plush safety ofhis own home and the

fortress of his own brain. And so the
book traffics back and forth, with sub-
lime indecision, between the need to

stand firm, in Emersonian majesty, and
the yearning to break one’s pose andjoin

the more crowded landscape of man-
kind. “That accountofthe limitsofself-

sufficiency is what, aboveall, makes “The
Portrait ofa Lady’ stand as a greatAmer-
ican novel,” Michael Gorra declares, and

the case that he mounts for the defense
is unlikely to be put with more convic-
tion. “It is the business of the artist to

make humanity awareofitself,” Pound
wrote in his tribute to James, adding,
in triumph, “Here the thing was done.”

Weare left, in Ralph-like idleness,
to wonder what Henry James would
make ofour current state. To him, one
imagines, it would rise up like a bad
dream; he would see an archipelago of
solitudes, feverishly interlinked, with

bridges collapsingas fast as we can build
them. Heis our foremost explorer ofthe
private life, and ofwhatit costs to pre-
serve. We need him more than ever. ¢
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THINGS FALL APART
A Spanish master’s quizzical unravellings,

BY JOANNA KAVENNA

t the start of“Dublinesque,”the lat-
est novel by Enrique Vila-Matas

(translated from the Spanish by Anne
McLean and Rosalind Harvey; New
Directions), Riba, an aging publisher
whohas recently battled alcoholism and

closed downhis publishing house,is in-

vited to a literary festival in Lyon to
speak on “the gravestate ofliterary pub-

lishing in Europe.” Riba “has a some-
what romantic image of himself and
spendshislife thinking thatit’s the end
of an era, the end of the world, doubt-
less influenced by the suddencessation
ofhis activities.” Arriving in Lyon, he
avoidsthefestival entirely and holes up
in his hotel room, workingfeverishly on

“one of the dreams he'd had when he
was in publishing and didn’t have time
for anything: to write a general theory of
the novel.” As soon ashe finishes, he has

a realization—‘If one has the theory,
whywrite the novel?”—and consigns
his work to the wastebasket: “He held a
secret, private funeral for his theory and
for all the theories that had ever existed,

and thenleft the city of Lyon without
once having contacted the people who
hadinvited him to speak.”

The novels of Vila-Matas, a Catalan
writer who has established himself over
four decades as arguably Spain’s most
significant contemporary literary figure,

are full of comically self-defeating proj-
ects like this. His narrators make urgent
attempts to prove a theory—to throw la-
bels at the immensity of experience, to
define the indefinable—buttheir efforts
invariably collapse. And the novels enact
a similar kind ofself-defeat. In “Bartleby
and Co.” (2001), Vila-Matas’s break-

through novel, a virtuoso parody ofcrit-
ical taxonomyandlistmaking, the narra-
tor discourses on the “attraction towards

nothingness that meansthat certain cre-

ators ... never manage to write’—a
phenomenon epitomized by Bartleby,
Melville’s archetypically unproductive
scrivener. Vila-Matas’s narrator pains-
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takingly crafts lists of “writers of the
No”—de Quincey, Rimbaud, Katka,

Gide, Musil. Visiting New York, he be-
comes convinced that J. D. Salingeris
sitting opposite him on a Fifth Avenue

bus. Salinger, who “has spent thirty-six
years in strict silence,” is naturally a major
literary hero to a man transfixed by aes-
thetic self-annihilation, and the narrator

 
Enrique Vila~-Matas

starts to imaginewhat he wouldsay,ifhe
could only pluckup the courage to speak:

It occurred to me to approach Salinger
and say to him,

“Gosh, how I love you, Salinger. Would
you mind telling me why you havenot pub-
lished anything in so manyyears?” ...

“Mr Salinger, I am an admirer of yours,
but I haven’t come to ask you why you have
not published in over thirty years, what in-
terests me is your opinion regarding the day
Lord Chandos perceived that the endless
cosmic whole of which weare part could not
be described in words. I wondered if you'd
had the same notion and that’s why you
stopped writing.” .. .

“Mr Salinger, would you be so kind as to
imprint your legendarysignature on this
scrap of paper? Gosh, howI admire you.”

“T’m not Salinger,” he would have answered.

‘The narratorfails to approach Salin-
ger, or even to establish whetherit really

is Salinger, and soon Salinger gets off
the bus. The whole non-encounter has
been an exercise in futility—one more

example of the “art of the No”that so
absorbs the narrator. Reading a Vila-
Matas novel is like watching someone
weave a beautiful tapestry with one

hand while unravelling itjust as expertly
with the other.

ntil eight years ago, none of Vila-
Matas’s writing was available in

English, though he was widely ac-
claimed throughout the Spanish-
speaking world and in France. (In all,
he has been translated into somethirty
languages.) Since 2004, however, New
Directions has been releasing his major
novels here in fine, sympathetic En-

glish translations: “Bartleby & Co.,”
“Montano’s Malady,” “Never Any End
to Paris,” and now “Dublinesque.”
These works supply a useful introduc-
tion to an ceuvre that includes journal-
ism, novels that read like essays, essays
that read like novels, mock-heroic od-
ysseys through Europe, the United
States, and Latin America, and imagi-
nary travelogues about places the au-

thor has nevervisited.
Vila-Matas was born in 1948 in

Barcelona, and beganhiscareer during

Franco’s nationalist and ultra-Catholic
dictatorship. Franco suppressed oppo-
sition, stringently discouraged the use
of any language other than Castilian
Spanish, and madeit a criminal offense
for a womanto leave even a violent
husband. Against this backdrop, Vila-
Matas studied law and journalism and,

by the late nineteen-sixties, was work-
ing at a film magazine, Fotogramas.
While there, he wrote a series of mis-

chievous and sometimesfictional es-
says, including an invented interview
withMarlon Brando.So began a career-
long obsession with obliterating the
line betweenreality and invention—a
destabilizing tactic that one is tempted
to associate with the experience oflife
under an oppressive regime. Like other

Catalan authors whowrite in Castilian
Spanish, such as the poet Jaime Gil de
Biedma, Vila-Matas toys constantly
with themesof identity and self-

effacement. Oneofhis core enterprises =
2

has been a kind of hiding in plain 2
sight—thecreation ofa series of per-
sonal myths and teasing pseudo-auto-
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biographies. As one narrator explains,
“Life is too short to live a sufficient
numberofexperiences, so you have to

steal them.” Oneafter another, Vila-
Matas’s first-person narrators spill out
their stories, but the reader is never any

closer to knowing where Vila-Matas
ends and a narrator begins. In anin-
terview with Le Monde in 2011, Vila-
Matashelpfully told the interviewer to
“feel free to reinvent the whole thing
entirely.”

In 1973, Vila-Matas published his
first novel, “Woman in the Mirror Con-
templating the Landscape.” ‘The novel

consisted ofa single, uninterrupted sen-

tence, and, the authorclaims, was read
by only one person, whocalled it, per-
haps euphemistically, “an exercise in

style.” ‘The following year, Vila-Matas
left Spain and wentto Paris, where he
rented a room from the French author
Marguerite Duras. This interlude forms
the basis of his novel “Never Any End
to Paris” (2003), in which an aspirant
bohemian goes to Paris and writes a
novel, “The Lettered Assassin’-—the

actual title ofVila-Matas’s second novel,
from 1977—which, he posits, will kill

anyone unfortunate enoughtoreadit.
‘The narrator sees his Parisian ap-

prenticeship as “an ironic revision” of

Ernest Hemingway’s accountofhis
timein the city in “A MoveableFeast”:
“Unlike Hemingwaywhowas ‘very poor
and very happy’ there, I was very poor
and very unhappy.” The novel's possibly
autobiographical reminiscences lead the
narrator to wonderwithdisarming can-

dor why he wants to rememberhis for-
mer self anyway:

The poor, young man, handsome and stu-
pid, who fooled himself on a daily basis and
believed he’d been very lucky to be able to live
in that filthy garret that Marguerite Duras
rented him for the symbolic sumof a hundred
francs a month, and I say symbolic because
that’s how | understood it or how I wanted to
understandit, since | never paid any rent de-
spite the logical, thoughluckily only sporadic,
protests of my strange landlady.

This “poor, young man”should, of

course, have passed his time sitting at
the feet of Duras, taking in her grand
theories of art. Yet his French was so
bad that “not always, but often, when
Marguerite spoke to me. . . I didn’t un-
derstand a word, not a single word she
said to me, not even her demands for
the rent.”

Duras, her remarks lost or garbled
in bad translation, becomes fictional
character, a compensatory fantasy. The
present-day narrator regards his former
self less with dewy-eyed indulgence
than with red-faced horror: “a preten-
tious writer hiding his beginner's fragil-

ity... a walking nightmare.” Headds,
“There were people in my neighbor-
hood who, quite rightly, crossed the
street when they saw me coming.”
“Never Any EndtoParis” offers an ex-
tended meditation on the shiftingself,

the “deep and insurmountable gap” be-
tween youth and adulthood, and how
the past cannotbe regained but how this
is probably a very good thing, because
whenthepastis notelusive it is horribly
embarrassing. In the end, the narrator
realizes, there is nothing more absurd
than striving portentously after the “re-
ality” ofoneself.

AS about “Dublinesque,” Vila-
Matas has said that it is about

someone who “wants to hold a funeral
for the world and discovers that, para-

doxically, this is what allows youto have
a futureinlife.”The book, which overtly
commemorates James Joyce, also more
obliquely commemorates Vila-Matas’s
own temporary salvation. He has de-

scribed being in the hospital while re-
covering from major surgery and dream-
ing that he was in Dublin, “a city T'd
never been to before . .. and I was on the
floor in the doorway of a pub,crying.”
Allied with this dream was “an idea of
rebirth.” In the novel, Riba, the pub-

lisher protagonist, has an almost identi-

cal dream, which precipitates a Joycean
pilgrimage to Dublin. As usual, Vila-
Matas’s use of his own biographyisn’t

quite as straightforward as it seems. The
book's title is an allusion to Philip Lar-
kin’s poem “Dublinesque,” whichis like-
wise an homage to the world ofJoyce,
and which,like Vila-Matas’s book, came

from a drearn. “T just woke up and de-
scribed it,” Larkin claimed. What seems

like confession maybe literary myth, and
the only thing we can be sure ofis that
Vila-Matas wants us to be unsure which
is which.

Atonepointin the novel, Riba hears

a theory:

Joyce’s traditional, classic, Oedipal, con-
servative journey ... was replaced halfway
through the rwentieth century bya rectilin-

ear journey: a sort of pilgrimage, a journey
always moving forward, towards an impos-
sible point in infinity, like a straight line ad-
vancing hesitantly into nothingness.

For the rest of the novel, he aims at

some kind of narrative coherence, but
Vila-Matas keeps steering him back
toward nothingness. Riba meanders,
wastes hours on the Internet, feels his
way from onedisorienting encounterto
another, teeters on the brinkofplain di-
saster. Yet there is a consolation in the
eddying freedom ofhis thoughts. For
Riba, “each small incident, ifone knows
how toreadit .. . has a wondrous qual-
ity.” Hetries,

whereverpossible, to look for those hidden
wonders in his daily life that, deep down,if
he wants to, he’s perfectly capable of find-
ing. . . . At least all those years are worth
something, all those years of understand-
ing reading notjust as a practice inseparable
from his occupation as a publisher, but also
as a way of being in the world: an instrument
for interpreting, sequence after sequence, his
day-to-daylife.

So “Dublinesque” becomes—in the
best Joycean tradition—the expression

of one man’s unique “day-to-daylife,”
his personal interpretation ofreality,
his quotidian oscillations between de-
spair and elation. Vila-Matas, as in all
his novels, grapples with the freedom of

the individual, a freedom inevitably

compromised bytragedy andfailure but
also graced by moments ofalleviation,

even happiness. “I do thinkirony is a
powerful device for de-activating real-
ity,” one of Vila~-Matas’s narrators says.
“Human kind,” as T. S. Eliot putit,

“cannot bear very muchreality.” But for
Vila-Matas there are two types ofreal-
ity—the hard-nosed general kind, which
is “an unbearable burden,” “fragmentary

and without meaning,” and an “internal
realism,’ composed of our own fragile,
fluttering inventions, which can be both
beautiful and truly affecting. Perhapsthis
is why the experience of reading Vila-
Matas is, for all his apparent pessimism,

curiously uplifting. He has written that,
for him, there are two sorts ofbooks—

straightforwardlyrealistic ones, which he
associates with “a sort of disagreeable
noise,’ and those which, withouthis quite
knowing why, “transmit happiness.” By
lifting the heavy weight of the past, by

setting irony against dogmatism andri-
gidity, Vila-~Matasallows his characters,
and us, to contemplate the future. ¢
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THE CURRENT CINEMA

TOUGH GUYS
“Lawless”and “The Expendables 2.”

BY ANTHONY LANE

hen will John Hillcoat make a
war film?It is in that genre,|

suspect, that his fearsomeskills will find
their natural home. His reputation rests
on “Ghosts... ofthe Civil Dead” (1988),
which was about a maximum-security

jail in his native Australia; “The Propo-
sition” (2005), which stayed in that
country but harked back to the eigh-

teen-eighties, for a violent family feud;
and his first American feature, “The
Road” (2009), adapted from Cormac
McCarthy’s cheerful survey of a world

reduced toits last whimper.Now we
have “Lawless,” which demonstrates

that Hillcoat’s narrative habits are locked
into place. We get long, dun patches of
inaction, interspersed withstartling
shows offorce, in which men—anditis
almost always men—belch forth uncon-
tainable furies. That mixture of tedium

and spasm is invariably found in ac-
counts of mass combat, and I can think

of nobody better than Hillcoat to dra-
matize, say, the ferocious slog of Aus-

tralian troops during their battle for
New Guinea, in 1942,

For the moment, however, we must
be contentwith rural Virginia,in 1931—
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Tom HardyandJessica Chastain in a Prohibition-erafilm byJohn Hillcoat.
 

in Franklin County, which did as much
as any patch ofAmerica to defy the dry
season of Prohibition. The screenplay,
by Nick Cave, is adapted from “The
Wettest County in the World,” a novel
byMattBondurant, which he concocted

from tales of his grandfather and great-
uncles, and here they are onscreen: For-
rest Bondurant (Tom Hardy) andhis

brothers, Howard (Jason Clarke) and
young Jack (Shia LaBeouf). The Bon-
durants have a nice little business going,

cooking up moonshineandselling it by
thejar,like honey,to satisfied—orobliv-
ious—local customers. Some of the
movie's strongest images, at oncefiery
and funny, are provoked by thedetails

of this brief industrial history. I loved
the inventive guy who rigs up a house-
hold boiler as a makeshift still, so that,
whenheturns on the kitchenfaucet, out

comes neat hooch—a touch on the
cloudy side, for a purist, what with all
the rust in the pipes, but enough to get
the party under way. Or, betterstill, the

dreamyspectacle of an entire hillside
dotted with flames, like the flank of a
volcano, where scores ofdistillers brew
their rival poisons,

In a way,this is an idyll: a black mar-
ket where supply is eager and demand
unending, and where the cops take

their own sweetcut oftheliquor. Into
every paradise, of course, cometh the
serpent, and the demon of “Lawless” is
a singular creature called Special Dep-
uty Charlie Rakes (Guy Pearce), newly
arrived from Chicago. Heparts his hair
in the middle andtints it black; he
wears bow ties and wash-leather gloves,
which hehates to spoil with anything as
messy as blood, but needs must, be-
cause Rakes is a psychopath. He throws
Jack out the back doorlike a bag of
trash; he gently escorts another lad to a
haven beneath a tree and throttles him.
Youcan’t blame Pearce for making the
most of this succulent role, yet it feels

badly overcooked. The notion of the
dandified killer is scarcely new—think
of Dennis Price in “Kind Hearts and
Coronets,” or Chaplin in “Monsieur

Verdoux”’—butthere we were gulled by
a light comic wickedness, whereasat no
point did I believe, faced with Rakes,
that I was watching much more than a
screenwriter’s conceit.

Still, the tonal contrast works, for
Rakes is a peacock in a farmyard. The
backdrop against which hepreensis
a muted array of wood,asphalt,dirt,
and woven tweed. Forrest, for his part,
plunges his handsinto the pockets of
a long gray cardigan, which heac-
cessorizes with a hatpulled low,a cigar
jammedinto his mouth, and brass
knuckle-dusters. With these he recon-

figures the face of anyone whocrosses
him, and Hillcoat is not someone to
leave such deeds to our imagination.
Hardy rounds offhis portrait ofForrest

with an extraordinary bass grunt, meant
to indicatesatisfaction, scorn, and pretty
mucheverything in between; he sounds
like Lee Marvin waking upin pigsty.
Even whena naked redhead glidesinto
his room, after dark, and stands at the

footofthe bed,all he can manage is the
same noise, which she interprets, for
somereason, as a prelude to intercourse
rather than a request for Alka-Seltzer—
the hot new productofthat year, which
shows that Prohibition wasa bust. “You
just goin’ to watch meforever?” she

asks. It’s an idea.
The redhead is Maggie (Jessica

Chastain), a hoofer whohasfled the big

city in search ofthe quietlife, and has
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foundit, as one does, in the company of
homicidal bootleggers. Chastain, as
usual, manages to seem both paper-frail
and tough enough to protect her own
hide, a combination that would have
had the noir directors of the nineteen-
forties kneeling like pilgrims outside

her door, and, as Maggie, she makes a
couple ofwondrous entrances,first in
pale blue-green, and then in a velvet
numberof claret red. One problem
with “Lawless,” though,is that it feels
chock-full ofentrances that never quite
lead anywhere. Maggie’s importance
flickers as the story proceeds, and more
disappointingstill is the fate of Gary
Oldman, whoarrives in spectacular
style, playing a gangster named Floyd
Banner, armedwith a chattering tommy

gun, only to fade in and outof the ac-
tionlike a ghost.

“Lawless”is the twin of “The Prop-
osition.” Both films concern them-

selves, as if updating a Biblical theme,
with a trio of sparring brothers, and
both answerthecall ofthe elemental—
bloodlust, envy, pride, and otherbasics.
But “The Proposition” boiled overatits
natural climax, whereas the shoot-out

that concludes the new film could, you
sense, have happened anytime. Since
Rakes knowswhere to find the Bondu-

rants, wholive in the family homestead,
whynot crack down on them atthe ear-
liest opportunity? And whereis the
gravitational core of the tale? Our at-
tention keeps swinging from Forrest to
Rakes, and from RakestoJack, the only
character whogets a chance to shift and

grow. | have struggled, throughfifty-
seven varicties of “Transformers,” to
feel the magic of Shia LaBeouf, who

has the expression ofa panicking puppy
and a namelike an Islamic steak house.
To his credit, however, he gives Hill-

coat’s film a pulse and a purposethatit
sorely needs. Jack is the runtofthelit-
ter who longs to be top dog, and the
sheen ofdesperation on LaBeout’sface,

as he hares offin a truck with a cargo of
alcoholor poses for a photographlike a
properoutlaw,tells us everything about
the cravings of small-time crooks. The
crime of“Lawless” itselfis to collude in

that mythologizing: we get an objec-
tionable coda in which the Bondurants
are reborn as festive clan ofdecentcit-
izens. Yet these are the men wesaw,in

the old days, carving up and even cas-
trating their enemies,all in the nameof
booze. Somelegend.

Ane.whosoldiered through “The
Expendables,” twoyears ago,will

be touched, anda little surprised, to
learn that there is more to expend.
How muchextra juice, I wondered,
can be squeezed from the exploits of
Sylvester Stallone, Dolph Lundgren,
Bruce Willis, Arnold Schwarzeneg-
ger, Randy Couture, and othersenior

citizens, some ofthem close to desic-
cation? Oh, meoflittle faith. Here is
“The Expendables 2,” directed by

Simon West, and, while the cast may
have lost Mickey Rourke,it has gained
Jean-Claude Van Dammeand Chuck
Norris, who is described as a “lone
wolf,” though to me he always seems
more of a lone marmoset. Never was

there a more unlikely actionstar: soft
ofvoice and unfreakish ofstature, with
a genial grin that broadensin direct
proportion to the numberofvillains

he happens to be wasting at the time.
‘The waste levels in the newfilm are

beyond reckoning, with scores ofoppo-
nents being dispatched according to a
simple but troubling principle:if it’s
facing you and it’s foreign,kill it. Our
heroes—superannuated mercenaries—

start in Nepal and then move to Alba-
nia, to deal with a case ofnuclear theft.
This is excellent news, becauseit allows
Maggie (Nan Yu), the only woman on

the team, to exclaim, “We're toolate,
the plutonium’s gone!”—a line without
which noself-respecting film is com-
plete. There is also a heap ofin-jokes,
most of them cranked out by Schwar-
zenegger, although you mustn't laugh
when Lundgren’s character claims to
have been a Fulbright scholar, Lund-
gren, who these days resembles a ru-
ined cliff face, really was awarded a
Fulbright, to study at M.L'T., and only
failed to go because he met Grace
Jones. In the haunting words ofhis
Website, “Somehowthe academic
world could not make him fully
satisfied.” Meanwhile, the key to un-

derstanding “The Expendables 2” lies
in the closing credits, which list a stunt
double for mostof the stars, although
the need for an acting double is often
more acute; an astonishing roster of
welders and carpenters, all of whom

were presumably needed to assemble
Van Damme;and,strangestofall, four
“cleaning ladies.” Only four! Forall
that blood? They must have spent a
fortune on mops. ¢#
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CARTOON CAPTION CONTEST

Each week, weprovide a cartoon in needofa caption. You, the reader, submita caption, we choose threefinalists,
andyou voteforyourfavorite. Caption submissionsfor this week's cartoon, byLiam Francis Walsh, must be receivedby Sunday,
September 2nd. Thefinalists in theAugust13th €F20th contest appear below. We willannounce the winner, andthefinalists in
this week's contest, in the September 17th issue. The winner receives a signedprintofthe cartoon. Any residentofthe United

States, Canada (except Quebec), Australia, the UnitedKingdom, or the Republic ofIrelandage eighteen or over can
enter or vote. To do so, andto readthe complete rules, visit newyorker.com/captioncontest.

THE WINNING CAPTION

 

THE FINALISTS

“Any stiffness?”
Ryan Scott Misener, Tampa,Fila.

 

“You can tellthejudgewhyyou were

doing CXin an XXV.” “Sorry about the wait.”
Brian Magafia, Bainbridge Island, Wash. Bob Howard, Eugene, Ore.

“Anyfamily history with death?”
Stephanie Nilva, New York City  

THIS WEEK'S CONTEST  
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Somestars show you the way.

Muhammad Ali and arising star. Phoenix, Arizona.

Followhim onlouisvuittonjourneys.com/thegreatest LO U | S VU TTO N 


