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MICHAEL BUBLE

The stage belongs to him. The charismatic Canadian
singer-songwriter can turn a huge auditorium into an
intimate space. A regular at the top of the international
charts, the Grammy Award winner effortlessly switches
from jazz or rhythm and blues to pop music, thrilling his
adoring audiences. He is an extraordinary performer.
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Ronan Farrow (“Elon Musk's Shadow
Rule,” p. 34) is a contributing writer
whose reporting for the magazine has
won a Pulitzer Prize. He is the author
of “Catch and Kill” and a television
journalist for HBO.

Elizabeth Kolbert (Comment, p. 17), a
staff writer, won a Pulitzer Prize for
“The Sixth Extinction.” Her latest book
is “Under a White Sky.”

Sam Knight (“Hive Mind,” p. 26), a staff
writer based in London, is the author
of “The Premonitions Bureau.”

Lyudmila Ulitskaya (Fiction, p. 56) will
publish “The Body of the Soul”in the
fall. Her work has been translated into
more than forty languages.

Major Jackson (Poem, p. 40), the Ger-
trude Conaway Vanderbilt Chair in the
Humanities at Vanderbilt, will publish
“Razzle Dazzle” in September.

John Kenney (Shouts & Murmurs, p. 33)
has contributed to 7he New Yorker
since 1999.
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Jonathan Lethem (4 Neighborhood, Au-
thored,” p. 46) teaches creative writing at
Pomona College. His new book, “Brook-
lyn Crime Novel,” is due out this fall.

Werner Herzog (“Man of Steel,” p. 22)
is a director, an author, and an actor.
His memoir, “Every Man for Himself
and God Against All,”will be published
in October.

Clare Sestanovich (Books, p. 68) is the
author of “Objects of Desire.” She was
named a “5 Under 35” honoree by the
National Book Foundation in 2022.

Bianca Stone (Poem, p. 58) is the au-
thor of “What Is Otherwise Infinite”
and “The Mobius Strip Club of Grief.”

Daniel Shailer (7he Talk of the Town,
. 20),a reporting fellow for the Tucson
Sentinel, will start work as a climate
reporter for the A.P.in September.

Olimpia Zagnoli (Cover) is the author
of “Caleidoscopica.” Her work will be

featured in the exhibition “Zal.iZaZa,”
opening in September in Milan.
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ANNALS OF INQUIRY

Nick Romeo on a project revealing
the work of Athens’s forgotten
archeologists, many of them women.

PERSONS OF INTEREST

Noname is unusually good at rapping
and unusually ambivalent about
her rap career, Kelefa Sanneh writes.

Download the New Yorker app for the latest news, commentary, criticism,
and humor, plus this week’s magazine and all issues back to 2008.
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A TRAGEDY IN IDABEL

I read with keen interest Paige Williams’s
article on the McCurtain Gazerte’s con-
flict with the county sherift’s department
(“Breaking News,” July 31st). My stepfa-
ther was mortally injured in a home in-
vasion in Idabel, Oklahoma, the county
seat, in 2004. My mother was tied up and
assaulted in the same attack. I will never
forget cleaning up the blood, nor will 1
ever forget my family’s horrible subse-
quent experience with local law enforce-
ment. It launched an investigation, but
failed to solve the crime. It also never
treated my mother as a victim, and, weeks
after the attack, it intimidated her in a way
that scared my family and me into silence.
For years, I lived with a strange guilt
for having stayed quiet, knowing that
the perpetrators could harm others.I did
not want to bring more trouble to my
mom after her happiness had already
been taken from her. Now that my mother
has passed, I have decided to speak up.
I always felt great sadness for the cit-
izens of McCurtain County, and deep
anger at local law enforcement—more,
even, than at the perpetrators—which
wielded its power and authority in order
to bully and silence rather than to pro-
tect. 'm also grateful for the McCurtain
Gazette,which,as Williams's piece shows,
has long been devoted to the local com-
munity. I still have copies of several ar-
ticles in the Gazette which reported on
the burglary and my stepfather’s death.
Jean Gajary
Philadelphia, Pa.

PROCESS-ORIENTED

Adam GopniK’s review of books about
our food system, including Chris van
Tulleken’s “Ultra-Processed People,”
makes convincing arguments about the
arbitrariness of the distinctions we draw
between so-called processed and unpro-
cessed foods (Books, July 31st). But 1
wish Gopnik had noted, in his discus-
sion of ultra-processed foods—which
contain, as he puts it, “substances that
you would never find at home”™—that
industrial agriculture and mass-produced
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food are relatively recent phenomena.
Industrial agriculture, which expanded
during the past century, relies on much
heavier fertilizer and pesticide use than
its alternatives. Monoculture, the prac-
tice of cultivating a single crop over a
large area, has also become much more
common during the past hundred years—
in part owing to rising demand for in-
gredients, like palm oil, that are used in
making ultra-processed foods. Intensive,
mechanized farming of this sort has
helped to lessen world hunger, of course,
but it also leads to soil degradation, and,
anyway, it is often enlisted only to grow
ingredients that create unending revenue
streams for multinational corporations.
Tony Robinson
Adjunct Professor, Environmental
Sustainability
Southern Methodist University
Dallas, Texas

HEARING VOICES

Jennifer Wilson, in her insighttful article
about Michael R. Katz’s new translation
of “T'he Brothers Karamazov,” describes
the novel as “cacophonous” and having
a “spoken quality” (Books, July 31st). Her
review reminded me of the work of the
Soviet critic Mikhail Bakhtin. In his
“Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics,”
Bakhtin theorized the “polyphony” of
Dostoyevsky’s novels and the author’s
“gift for hearing and understanding all
voices immediately and simultaneously.”
He also emphasized that Dostoyevsky’s
near-death experience, hardship in Sibe-
ria, and years of compulsory military ser-
vice did not embitter him but, as Bakhtin
put it, “helped him to understand more
deeply the extensive and well-developed
contradictions which coexisted among
people.” A valuable lesson for our time.
Ben Gambuzza

Brooklyn, N.Y.

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

FALL PREVIEW

What we're watching, listening to, and doing this season.

TELEVISION

Strikes, Game Shows,
Novel Adaptations

This fall television season is—to put it
mildly—a weird one. The SAG-AFTRA
and W.G.A. strikes have stretched on
through the summer, turning Holly-
wood into a tense battleground for the
very future of the television industry.
The questions are both practical (how
can the broken residuals system be
fixed in the age of streaming?) and
existential (how can writers and ac-
tors insure that A.L. doesn’t put them
out of work and degrade the quality
of entertainment for generations to
come?). The studios and streamers and

the W.G.A. are finally meeting about
a new contract, but, as of now, there
will be no fresh late-night shows, no
new “S.N.L.,” and few scripted net-
work débuts. The prime-time network
schedule is thick with singing competi-
tions, cooking battles, and game shows
that sound like punch lines from “30
Rock™—if I told you that Fox has a
new game show called “Snake Oil,” in
which contestants pitch fake products
to David Spade while he wears an old-
timey boater hat, would you believe
me? Well, it’s coming, on Sept. 27.
Although the streamers did man-
age to bank some shows before work
stoppages went into effect, many have
opted to push their premiéres until
later in the fall, when (they hope) the

strike will be over and star talent will

be allowed to promote their work. The
actress and writer Brit Marling and
her showrunning partner, Zal Bat-
manglij, the creators of the delecta-
bly weird (and gone too soon) Netflix
drama “The OA,” were supposed to
début their new FX show, “A Murder
at the End of the World,” on Hulu
on Aug. 29, but the release date has
been moved to Nov. 14. This makes
sense—the show, which stars Emma
Corrin as a Lisbeth Salander-esque
computer hacker who must solve a
murder case while holed up at the re-
mote compound of a tech billionaire
(Clive Owen), is the kind of twisty
mystery with big names attached
which has the potential to be a major
hit if given the right push.

Still, several shows are proceeding
as planned, including three notable
offerings based on best-selling nov-
els. On Sept. 13, Hulu débuts “The
Other Black Girl,” adapted from Zakiya
Dalila Harris’s thriller about a Black
woman who befriends the one other
Black woman working at her publishing
house only to discover that something
truly sinister is happening at the office.
On Oct. 13, Apple TV+ airs “Lessons in
Chemistry” (based on the book by Bon-
nie Garmus), which stars Brie Larson as
an ambitious nineteen-fifties television
personality who uses her cooking show
to teach housewives about science. On
Nov. 2, Netflix débuts “All the Light We
Cannot See” (adapted from the book
by Anthony Doerr), which follows a
blind teen-ager and her father as they
flee Occupied Paris during the Second
World War. Also in November, Ama-
zon Prime airs the much anticipated
“Mr. & Mrs. Smith” remake, starring
Donald Glover and Maya Erskine as
a pair of married assassins.

There will also be, of course, a flood
of home-makeover shows and inter-
national imports, villa-based dating
competitions and sports documen-
taries—the compelling Netflix series
“Untold” is back with new installments
about the Florida Gators and Jake
Paul’s boxing career—to fill the scant
television cupboards this season, but
if you find yourself flipping around
aimlessly you won't be alone. The vibes,
as they say, are off.

—Rachel Syme
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THE THEATRE

Barn-Burner
Sondheim, Irish
Drama, Antic Musicals

Sharpen your pencils and grab your back-
packs: autumn in New York is back-to-
theatre season. With the city as your cam-
pus, there’s a certain scholastic crispness
to this fall's programming. For example,
the barn-burner revival of Stephen Sond-
heim’s “Merrily We Roll Along,” from
1981, transfers to the Hudson Theatre
on Sept. 19—with Jonathan Groff, Lind-
say Mendez, and Daniel Radcliffe—in
the same month that Sondheim’s Luis
Bufiuel-inspired, last-ever musical, “Here
We Are,” gets a blockbuster, all-star cast
(Amber Gray! David Hyde Pierce!) for its
posthumous premiére at the Shed (start-
ing previews on Sept. 28). If you see them
both, youre basically taking an informal
seminar in Sondheimian aesthetics.
There’s enough this season, too, for a
(self-administered) degree in Irish drama.
You could start by studying Sedn O’Casey,
the socialist giant: Druid Theatre’s “Druid-
O’Casey” (N.Y.U. Skirball; Oct. 4-14)
brings his entire Dublin Trilogy from the
nineteen-twenties—“The Plough and the
Stars,”“The Shadow of a Gunman,” and
“Juno and the Paycock’™—in the season’s
most exciting international visit. Follow
that up at our own Irish Repertory The-
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atre, which stages Brian Friel’s master-
piece “Translations” (Oct. 20) as part of
its encyclopedic Friel Project, and finish
with a class in contemporary Irish bardic
storytelling: Mikel Murfi's trilogy of solo
plays, at the Irish Arts Center (Oct. 24).

The city also seems to be conduct-
ing a survey course in important con-
temporary American playwrights: the
Pulitzer Prize winner Annie Baker’s
“Infinite Life” (Atlantic Theatre Com-
pany; opening on Sept. 12) is one of the
season’s most anticipated premiéres, and
Branden Jacobs-Jenkins, a two-time
Pulitzer Prize finalist, comes, finally, to
Broadway, with his barbed family thriller
“Appropriate” (Hayes; Nov. 28). Other
names on that fantasy curriculum include
Jocelyn Bioh, whose comedy “Jaja’s
African Hair Braiding” is at the Samuel
J. Friedman (Sept. 12); David Adjmi,
whose rock-band drama, “Stereophonic,”
débuts at Playwrights Horizons (Oct. 6);
Qui Nguyen, offering his autofictional
“Poor Yella Rednecks” at New York City
Center (Oct. 10); and Hansol Jung, who
re-genders and re-queers Restoration
comedy in “Merry Me,” at New York
Theatre Workshop (Oct. 11).

The majority of the new Broadway
offerings are humorous or musical ap-
proaches to profound subjects: Ossie Da-
vis’s comedy “Purlie Victorious” (Music
Box; Sept. 7), from 1961, revolves around
a preacher outwitting a racist Southerner;
Barry Manilow and Bruce Sussman’s

musical “Harmony” (Ethel Barrymore;
Oct. 18) remembers a forgotten German
sextet torn apart by the Second World
War; the new musical “How to Dance
in Ohio” (Belasco; Nov. 15) is based on
Alexandra Shiva’s documentary about
autistic young adults getting ready for
their first spring formal; and Theresa
RebecK’s “I Need That” (American Air-
lines Theatre; Oct. 13) wrings jokes out
of hoarding and eviction. There will be
much for the class to discuss.

But any schoolroom needs gootballs
in the back throwing chalk—which
leads us to the antic Rachel Bloom’s
one-woman COVID musical, “Death,
Let Me Do My Show” (Lucille Lortel;
Sept. 6). The season’s other class clowns
are “Gutenberg! The Musical!” (James
Earl Jones; Sept. 15),in which the buddy
act of Josh Gad and Andrew Rannells
play musical-comedy writers trying to
impress potential backers, and “Spama-
lot” (St. James; Oct. 31), the nutty Eric
Idle musical from 2005, taking another
swing at Broadway. Speaking frankly,
though, Theatre for a New Audience’s
production of Samuel Beckett’s “Waiting
for Godot” (Nov. 4) just might be the
zaniest of all. I once saw its stars, Michael
Shannon and Paul Sparks, crack each
other up onstage so hard that they had to
hide under a blanket. If you think a little
existential dread will make them behave,
T've got a tree and a moon to sell you.

—Helen Shaw
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FALL PREVIEW

CONTEMPORARY MUSIC

Afro-Pop, R. & B.
Greats, Hip-Hop
Diversity

As a summer full of mellow outdoor
concerts comes to a close, the fall makes
way for multiplicity. It’s a seasonal slate
defined by its sprawl, with several ex-
citing and eclectic one-off events and
young stars rising to newfound status
at the arena level.

Pop music comes in all stripes, and
from across nations. Afro-pop contin-
ues its Stateside expansion with Ayra
Starr (Webster Hall; Sept. 2) and Asake
(Barclays Center; Sept. 8). The slick
K-pop girl groups aespa and LOONA
hit Barclays (Sept. 5) and the Theatre
at Madison Square Garden (Sept. 15),
respectively. At MetLife, the Colombian
singer Karol G experiments with Latin
trap and reggaetén (Sept. 7-8). Dynamic
artists tinker in three shows at Terminal 5:
Réisin Murphy embraces the minimal
techno of DJ Koze (Sept. 27), Jessie Ware
reinvigorates disco and funk (Oct. 20-21),
and Tinashe and Shygirl test out glitchy,
club-aligned bops (Nov. 1).

Some R. & B. greats make New York
stops on tours supporting their latest
albums: Janelle Monde luxuriates in
“The Age of Pleasure” at Radio City
Music Hall (Sept. 26); SZA christens the
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long-awaited, chart-conquering “SOS”at
Barclays (Oct. 6-7); and the charismatic
piano man John Legend tells stories and
performs songs from “Legend” at the
Beacon Theatre (Nov. 7-8).

As hip-hop celebrates its fiftieth anni-
versary, a string of shows commemorate
the genre’s diversity. In a performance at
Barclays, the droner Gunna runs through
the solemn post-RICO songs of “a Gift &
a Curse” (Sept. 9). Backed by a live band,
the polymath Denzel Curry reveals
jazzy renditions from his album “Melt
My Eyez See Your Future” at the Blue
Note (Sept. 12-13). The jazz-rap pioneer
Ishmael Butler and his group Shabazz
Palaces continue their explorations into
cosmic rap at Bowery Ballroom (Oct. 3).
In a few dates at Terminal 5, the punchy
duo Run the Jewels (Sept. 13-16) and the
casual English bard Little Simz (Oct. 13)
each display their dynamic lyricism.

A co-billed show of local hip-hop
titans—the Wu-Tang Clan and Nas at
Barclays Center, on Sept. 27—Xkicks off
a series of performances featuring twen-
tieth-century stars basking in their lon-
gevity. Slowdive, trailblazers of nineties
shoegaze, celebrate a new album with a
pair of gigs at Webster Hall (Sept. 27-
28), and the pop-rock icon Stevie Nicks,
an integral member of Fleetwood Mac,
brings the full force of her singular voice
to M.S.G. on Oct. 1.

The very next day, at the same venue,
members of a new generation of tal-

ented indie-rock singer-songwriters—
Julien Baker, Phoebe Bridgers, and Lucy
Dacus—perform together in the super-
group boygenius. The folk musician
Julie Byrne moves hopefully through
loss during her Bowery Ballroom set
(Sept. 21) with enchanting music that
honors her late collaborator Eric Litt-
mann. At Radio City Music Hall, the
singer and guitarist Michelle Zauner
works toward joy as Japanese Break-
fast (Oct. 5). The reunited pop-punk
band Paramore samples the skipping
music of its latest album, “This Is Why,”
at Webster Hall (Oct. 6), and, at Music
Hall of Williamsburg, the folk-adjacent
soloists Miya Folick (Oct. 5) and
S. G.Goodman (Nov. 3) sing delightful
songs in which traumatized characters
turn their lives inside out.

For something a bit more left of cen-
ter, look to instrumentalists in disparate
fields. Electronic music is well repre-
sented by artists of opposing spheres:
the fast-rising producer and d.j. Fred
Again, who plays Forest Hills Stadium
(Oct. 12-14), and the minimalist noise
veteran Tim Hecker, at Pioneer Works
(Nov. 10). Meanwhile, two harpists at
different ends of the string spectrum—
the experimental Mary Lattimore
(Union Pool; Nov. 3) and the jazz re-
vivalist Brandee Younger (Kupferberg
Center for the Arts; Nov. 11)—bring
vibrant new life to the form.

—Sheldon Pearce
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Be part of the Metropolitan Opera’s spectacular new season, featuring a lineup of compelling
new work and beloved classics—from the heartbreaking tale of redemption in Jake Heggie's
Dead Man Walking, starring Joyce DiDonato and Ryan McKinny (pictured), to the story of an
icon’s vision in Anthony Davis’s X: The Life and Times of Malcolm X to a timeless Carmen that

finds power in the present. Secure your seats today for a season of unforgettable performances.
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Met Opera Peter Gelb Yannick Nézet-Séguin




CLASSICAL MUSIC

Met Premieres, Jaap
van Zweden’s Finale

The Metropolitan Opera triples down
on contemporary music and its ability to
tell modern-day stories with three com-
pany premieres—]Jake Heggie’s “Dead
Man Walking” (Sept. 26-Oct. 21), An-
thony Davis’s “X: The Life and Times of
Malcolm X” (Nov. 3-Dec. 2),and Daniel
Catin’s “Florencia en el Amazonas”
(Nov. 16-Dec. 14).

Les Arts Florissants sticks to sump-
tuous realizations of Baroque gems
with Purcell’s frolicsome semi-opera
“The Fairy Queen,” at Alice Tully Hall
(Nov. 2). Kate Soper’s new chamber
opera, “The Hunt,” at Miller Theatre
(Oct. 12 and Oct. 14), also deals with
forest enchantments: three virgin maids
live-stream their experience of being used
as bait for a unicorn hunt. At Park Ave-
nue Armory, Jonas Kaufmann conjoins
his theatrical flair and his love of lieder in
“Doppelganger,”a staging of Schubert’s
cycle “Schwanengesang” (Sept. 22-28).

For Jaap van Zweden’s final season at
the helm of the New York Philharmonic,
the conductor surrounds himself with
such luminaries as Yo-Yo Ma, in Dvotik’s
Cello Concerto (Sept. 27); the violinist
Joshua Bell, in “The Elements,”a piece
crowdsourced from five major composers
(Sept. 29-Oct. 1); and the minimalist
legend Steve Reich, whose “Jacob’s Lad-
der” has its world premiére (Oct. 5-7).

The redoubtable Riccardo Muti
opens Carnegie Hall’s season with the
Chicago Symphony Orchestra and Leo-
nidas Kavakos in Tchaikovsky’s lovely
Violin Concerto (Oct. 4). Also at Car-
negie, Isata Kanneh-Mason (Oct. 17),
Alexandre Kantorow (Oct. 22),and Lea
Michele (Oct. 30) make solo débuts,
and the Kronos Quartet celebrates its
fiftieth anniversary (Nov. 3). Just shy of
its own half-century mark, the Emerson
String Quartet bids farewell to the stage,
at Alice Tully Hall (Oct. 21-22), with
Schubert’s final chamber work, the Quin-
tet in C Major—an exquisite valediction.

—OQussama Zahr
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DANCE

All-Male Hula, a
Tennis Ballet

Outdoor dance is nice, but there’s nothing
like being in a theatre, with its dramatic
lighting and proscenium. At New York
City Center’s popular and populist Fall for
Dance Festival (Sept. 27-Oct. 8), twenty
dollars buys an evening that might include
the all-male hula troupe Kaleoolakaika-
hikinaokala evoking Hawaii’s traditions
through song, drumming, and movement
(Oct.3-4), or the ecstatic dancing of Bra-
zil's Grupo Corpo (Oct. 7-8).

New York’s two resident ballet com-
panies take turns at Lincoln Center’s
David H. Koch Theatre. First comes New
York City Ballet's seventy-fifth-anniver-
sary season (Sept. 19-Oct. 15), devoted to
the works of its founding choreographer,
George Balanchine. The lineup includes
a program (on Oct. 11) that replicates the
company’s opening night, in 1948: the
spare “Concerto Barocco”; “Orpheus,”
Balanchine’s poetic take on the Greek

myth; and the joyful “Symphony in C.”

American Ballet Theatre’s first New
York season planned entirely by its in-
coming director, Susan Jaffe (Oct. 18-
29), includes several one-act ballets, from
Harald Lander’s “Etudes,” a celebration
of ballet technique, to Alonzo King’s
tensile “Single Eye.” Most resonantly,
A.B.T. brings back Alexei Ratmansky’s
“On the Dnipro,” about a Ukrainian
soldier returning to his village after the
First World War.

Christopher Williams reimagines Ni-
jinsky’s lost 1913 ballet, “Jeux” (Barysh-
nikov Arts Center; Oct. 12-15), an ex-
ploration of the ambiguities of sexual
attraction through the prism of a tennis
match. And Van Cleef & Arpels brings
a new festival, Dance Reflections, to the
city (Oct. 19-Dec. 14). Among other of-
terings, Lyon Opera Ballet performs Lu-
cinda Childs’s minimalist classic “Dance”
(New York City Center; Oct. 19-21),
and the Polish French dance artist Ola
Maciejewska presents her tribute to
the illusionism of Loie Fuller (French
Institute Alliance Frangaise; Nov. 2-3).

—Marina Harss
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Manet and Degas, Ruth
Asawa, Ed Ruscha

“Barkley L. Hendricks: Portraits at the
Frick” (opening on Sept. 21) marks a
homecoming of sorts for Hendricks,
who died in 2017, at the age of seventy-
two. The exhibition places fourteen of
his paintings, made between the late
nineteen-sixties and the early eighties,
under the same roof as the Old Masters
to which Hendricks, their dedicated stu-
dent, returned throughout his life. Like
all the greatest portraitists, Hendricks
rendered glimmers of his subjects’inte-
rior lives via the particularities of their
personal style, the poses they strike, and
the precise wattage of their skin’s radi-
ance, remaining steadfastly devoted to,
in his words, “the beauty and variety of
complexion colors that we call Black.”

A fateful first meeting of Edouard
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Manet (1832-83) and Edgar Degas
(1834-1917) at the Louvre, in the early
eighteen-sixties, led to a two-decade
conversation—at times friendly; at other
times charged by a less than collegial
frisson—as each pursued his own auda-
cious, masterly hand. “Manet/Degas,”
at the Met (Sept. 24), brings together a
hundred and sixty paintings and works
on paper by these disparate titans, whose
art became part of the radical terra firma
in which modernism took root. Espe-
cially delectable among the exhibition’s
many delights: Degas’s portrait of Manet
and his wife, which rankled Manet so
much that he sliced its canvas, and
Manet’s succes de scandale “Olympia,”
here in her American début.

The Whitney exhibition “Ruth
Asawa Through Line” (Sept. 16) honors
the artist’s daily drawing practice, high-
lighting the contemplations on paper
of shape, light, and shadow—many
made public here for the first time—
which informed her airy and voluptuous

wire sculptures. Also at the Whitney
is “Henry Taylor: B Side” (Oct. 4), the
first survey of the artist’s career over the
past thirty-plus years, during which he
has become best known for paintings
that level our attention across celebrities,
politicians, family, and friends alongside
the incarcerated, the institutionalized,
and the terrorized. “Support the Black
Panthers” reads a banner hanging over
one disquieting installation, comprising
dozens of mannequins gathered around
a podium and dressed in black leather
jackets—all headless, yet somehow still
self-possessed.

Indeterminacy, ephemerality, fluid-
ity—these were some of the guiding
principles of the Fluxus movement,
which held that every moment of life
had the potential to become, or to de-
liver, a work of art. Japan Society’s “Out
of Bounds: Japanese Women Artists in
Fluxus” (Oct. 13) showcases four of its
under-sung genre-benders—Shigeko
Kubota, Yoko Ono, Takako Saito, and
Mieko Shiomi—who prove that what
slips through the system often sticks to
the spirit with greater force. The exhi-
bition spotlights some of their path-
breaking performances, such as Ono’s
“Cut Piece,” from 1964, for which au-
dience members were invited to disrobe
the artist one scissor snip at a time, and
Kubota’s “Vagina Painting,” from 1965,
which upended (so to speak) Abstract
Expressionism’s long-crowing machismo.

Oklahoma City-raised and Los
Angeles-chilled, Ed Ruscha belongs
to a generation of men for whom the
Wild West gave way to a liberated li-
bido, driven to consume anything and
everything in sight, casting the artist
as both America’s keenest critic and
its No. 1 fan. Sixty-five years of his
prodigious output is presented in
“Ed Ruscha / Now Then,” at MOMA
(Sept. 10-Jan. 13), a sprawling exhibi-
tion conceived to seal his reputation as
one of our canniest image-makers and
a master of many media. Arcing from
his initial revelations sparked by Pop’s
sonorous vernacular—behold “OOF,”
“SPAM,” and “HONK” writ large—to
a more recent painting of a shredded
American flag, still waving in the cata-
clysmic winds of change, his is an epic
tale that continues to unfold.

—Jennifer Krasinski
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MOVIES

Real-Life Drama,

New Fantasies

Though studios’fall schedules have been
shifting because of the actors’ union’s
ongoing strike, which bars members from
making promotional appearances, the
release calendar is nonetheless crowded.
Dramas based on real-life stories are
among the season’s most prominent of-
terings, including “Killers of the Flower
Moon” (opening on Oct. 6), directed by
Martin Scorsese and based on a book
by David Grann, of The New Yorker.
The film is centered on the discovery
of oil by members of the Osage Nation,
in Oklahoma, and the murder of Osage
people, in the nineteen-twenties, by white
Oklahomans who sought to control the
resulting wealth. Leonardo DiCaprio,
Robert De Niro, Lily Gladstone, and
Tantoo Cardinal star. “Priscilla” (Oct.
27), directed by Sofia Coppola, is a
bio-pic about Priscilla Presley, based on
her autobiography and starring Cailee
Spaeny in the title role and Jacob Elordi
as Elvis. “Cassandro” (Sept. 15) is
a biographical drama about Saul Ar-
menddriz, who was one of Mexico’s first
openly gay wrestlers (he was the subject
of the 2018 documentary “Cassandro,
the Exotico!”); Gael Garcia Bernal stars,
and Roger Ross Williams directed. The
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social-media-fuelled buying frenzy for
GameStop stock, in January, 2021, which
resulted in a Wall Street crisis, is fiction-
alized in “Dumb Money” (Sept. 15), di-
rected by Craig Gillespie and starring
Paul Dano, Shailene Woodley, America
Ferrera, and Seth Rogen.

Fantasy, a cinematic staple, is on
display in many varieties. Wes Ander-
son’s latest film, “The Wonderful Story
of Henry Sugar” (Netflix; Oct. 13),is a
thirty-seven-minute adaptation of a story
by Roald Dahl, starring Benedict Cum-
berbatch as a man whose life is changed
when he acquires supernatural powers of
vision and clairvoyance; Ralph Fiennes
plays Dahl. In Gareth Edwards’s thriller
“The Creator” (Sept. 29),a former Spe-
cial Forces operative (John David Wash-
ington) must track and catch a mysteri-
ous inventor whose weaponized version
of A.L can destroy the world. Timothée
Chalamet returns to play the hero Paul
Atreides, who's on a quest for vengeance
in “Dune: Part Two” (Nov. 3), directed
by Denis Villeneuve; Zendaya, Rebecca
Ferguson, and Josh Brolin co-star.

The season’s family stories are headed
by “My Big Fat Greek Wedding 3”
(Sept. 8),involving a reunion in Greece;
Nia Vardalos directed, wrote the script,
and stars; John Corbett, Lainie Kazan,
and Andrea Martin are among the co-
stars. Justine Triet’s courtroom thriller,
“Anatomy of a Fall” (Oct. 13), which won
the Golden Palm at this year’s Cannes

Film Festival, stars Sandra Hiiller as
a German writer in France who is ac-
cused of murdering her husband (Samuel
Theis) and seeks to establish her inno-
cence at trial. “The Persian Version”
(Oct. 13), directed by Maryam Kesha-
varz, is the tale of an Iranian American
filmmaker named Leila (Layla Moham-
madi), whose conflicts with her mother
(Niousha Noor) are elucidated by flash-
backs to the family’s earlier life in Iran,
going back to the nineteen-sixties; Bella
Warda plays Leila’s grandmother.
Among the fall movies that give
artistic lives and intellectual callings a
workout is “American Fiction” (Nov. 3),
the writer and director Cord Jefferson’s
adaptation of Percival Everett’s novel
“Erasure,” starring Jeffrey Wright as a
professor of English who’s at odds with
prevailing literary culture and provokes a
scandal by writing a satirical novel; Tra-
cee Ellis Ross, Erika Alexander, and Les-
lie Uggams co-star. Alexander Payne’s
“The Holdovers” (Nov. 10) is set in 1970,
at a New England boarding school where
a fussy and pompous teacher (Paul Gia-
matti) stays behind over Christmas break
to supervise students who are unable
to go home. In the Bronx-based drama
“Story Ave.” (Oct. 6), the first feature
directed by Aristotle Torres, an aspiring
graffiti artist (Asante Blackk) and an
M.T.A. worker (Luis Guzmian) form a
crucial bond.
—Richard Brody
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FIRE ALARM

he ‘alala, or Hawaiian crow, is a re-

markably clever bird. ‘Alala fash-
ion tools out of sticks, which they use,
a bit like skewers, to get at hard-to-
reach food. The birds were once abun-
dant, but by the late nineteen-nineties
their population had dropped so low
that they were facing extinction. Since
2003, all the world’s remaining ‘alala
have been confined to aviaries. In a last-
ditch effort to preserve the species, the
San Diego Zoo Wildlife Alliance has
been breeding the crows in captivity.
The alliance keeps about a third of the
birds—some forty ‘alala—at a facility
outside the town of Volcano, on the
Big Island, and the rest outside the
town of Makawao, on Maui. Earlier
this month, the Maui population was
very nearly wiped out. On the morn-
ing of August 8th, flames came within
a few hundred feet of the birds’ home
and would probably have engulfed it
were it not for an enterprising alliance
employee, one of her neighbors, and a
garden hose.

According to the U.S. Fish and
Wildlife Service, “many factors” con-
tributed to the ‘alald’s decline, includ-
ing habitat destruction, invasive spe-
cies, and the effects of agriculture on
the landscape. Owing to these devel-
opments, Hawaii’s native fauna in gen-
eral is in crisis; the state has earned an
unfortunate title as “the extinction cap-
ital of the world.” Of the nearly hun-
dred and fifty bird species that used to

be found in Hawaii and nowhere else,

two-thirds are gone. Among the islands’

distinctive native snails, the losses have
been even more catastrophic.

Last week, as the death toll from
the fires in West Maui continued to
mount—late on Friday, the number
stood at a hundred and eleven—it be-
came clear that the same “factors” that
have decimated Hawaii’s wildlife also
contributed to the deadliness of the
blazes. Roughly a thousand people have
been reported as still missing, and some
two thousand homes have been de-
stroyed or damaged. The worst-hit lo-
cality, the town of Lahaina, which lies
in ruins, was built on what was once a
wetland. Starting in the mid-nineteenth
century, much of the vegetation sur-
rounding the town was cleared to make
way for sugar plantations. Then, when
these went out of business, in the late
twentieth century, the formerly culti-

vated acres were taken over by intro-
duced grasses. In contrast to Hawaii’s
native plants, the imported grasses have
evolved to reseed after fires and, in dry
times, they become highly flammable.

“The lands around Lahaina were all
sugarcane from the eighteen-sixties to
the late nineteen-nineties,” Clay Trauer-
nicht, a specialist in fire ecology at the
University of Hawaii at Manoa, told
the Guardian. “Nothing’s been done
since then—hence the problem with
invasive grasses and fire risk.”

Also contributing to the devasta-
tion was climate change. Since the nine-
teen-fifties, average temperatures in
Hawaii have risen by about two de-
grees, and there has been a sharp up-
tick in warming in just the past decade.
This has made the state more fire-
prone and, at the same time, it has fos-
tered the spread of the sorts of plants
that provide wildfires with fuel. Hot-
ter summers help invasive shrubs and
grasses “outgrow our native tree spe-
cies,” the state’s official Climate Change
Portal notes.

As Hawaii has warmed, it has also
dried out. According, again, to the Cli-
mate Change Portal, “rainfall and stream-
flow have declined significantly over the
past 30 years.” In the weeks leading up
to the fires in West Maui, parts of the
region were classified as suftering from
“severe drought.” Meanwhile, climate
change is shifting storm tracks in the
Pacific farther north. Hurricane Dora,
which made history as the longest-last-
ing Category 4 hurricane on record in
the Pacific, passed to the south of Maui
and helped produce the gusts that spread
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the Lahaina fire at a speed that’s been
estimated to be a mile per minute.

After visiting the wreckage of La-
haina, Hawaii’s governor, Josh Green,
called the Maui fires the “largest nat-
ural disaster Hawaii has ever experi-
enced.” In fact, the fires would more
accurately be labelled an “unnatural di-
saster.” As David Beilman, a professor
of geography and environment at the
University of Hawaii at Manoa, recently
pointed out, for most of Hawaii’s his-
tory fire simply wasn’t part of the is-
lands’ ecology. “This Maui situation is
an Anthropocene phenomenon,” he
told US4 Today.

A great many more unnatural disas-
ters lie ahead. Last month was, by a
large margin, the hottest July on record,
and 2023 seems likely to become the
warmest year on record. Two days after
Lahaina burst into flames, the National
Oceanic and Atmospheric Adminis-
tration issued a revised forecast for the
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D.C. POSTCARD
INSURRECTIONABILIA

« istorians do love anniversaries,”
Anthea Hartig, the director of

the Smithsonian’s National Museum
of American History, observed the other
day, in her mid-century-modern office.
She gestured behind her at a veloci-
pede hanging on her wall which was
ridden by Buster Keaton a hundred
years ago in the film “Our Hospital-
ity.” But she was looking ahead to 2026,
which will offer what she called “a col-
lision of anniversaries”: the two-hun-
dred-and-fiftieth anniversary of the
Declaration of Independence (the
United States semiquincentennial, as
it is officially known), the twenty-fifth
anniversary of 9/11, and the fifth anni-
versary of the January 6th insurrection
at the United States Capitol, just down
the National Mall from the museum.
That first one is obviously a biggie
for the museum. “As we careen toward
the semiquincentennial,” she contin-
ued, pronouncing the last word flaw-
lessly, “we’re thinking very deeply about
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current Atlantic hurricane season, which
runs through the end of November.
The agency had been predicting a
“near-normal” season, with between five
and nine hurricanes. But, because of
record sea-surface temperatures this
summer—Iast month a buoy in Man-
atee Bay, south of Miami, registered
101.1 degrees, a reading that, as the
Wiashington Posz put it, is “more typi-
cal of a hot tub than ocean water™—
NOAA is now projecting that the sea-
son will be “above normal,” with up to
eleven hurricanes. Rising sea levels and
the loss of coastal wetlands mean that
any hurricanes that make landfall will
be that much more destructive.

A few days after NOAA revised its
forecast, officials ordered the evacuation
of Yellowknife, the capital of Canada’s
Northwest Territories. A wildfire burn-
ing about ten miles away would, they
feared, grow to consume the city. The
Canadian Broadcasting Corporation

. S SR S

the ways in which we use history to
strengthen democracy.” January 6th
would seem to fall within that baili-
wick, but, as court dockets up and down
the Eastern Seaboard demonstrate,
the insurrection and its surrounding in-
trigues remain very much part of Amer-
ica’s present tense.

In the wake of 9/11, the museum
and other like-minded institutions in-
tensified their efforts in what is known
as rapid-response collecting. The idea,
in essence: grab stuff before it’s gone
and let posterity sweat the appraisals.
The museum has already amassed a
significant collection of insurrection-
abilia. In a large storage room housing
items related to the Presidency and
Presidential politics—the drawers con-
ceal such treasures as George Wash-
ington’s baptismal blanket, Warren
Harding’s slippers, and a petrified slice
of Franklin Roosevelt’s fifty-second-
birthday cake—a curator named Claire
Jerry displayed an array of posters and
other detritus collected from the Mall
on the morning of January 7, 2021. A
stolen traffic sign that someone had
painted over with the slogan “Stop the
Steal 2020” and the image of a grin-
ning skull with Donald Trump’s hair,
smoking a cigarette, had an undeniable
flair, even if its iconography was hard

called the evacuation order “extraordi-
nary.” This summer has been Canada’s
worst wildfire season on record, and,
at times, the smoke has spread all the
way to Europe. There are currently
something like a thousand active fires
in the country.

Two days after the Yellowknife evac-
uation was ordered, another Pacific hur-
ricane—Hilary—intensified into a Cat-
egory 4 storm. Hilary was being drawn
north by a “heat dome” of high pres-
sure over the central Plains, which was
expected to bring record temperatures
to parts of the Midwest. The storm’s
unusual track put some twenty-six mil-
lion people in four states—California,
Utah, Nevada, and Arizona—under
flash-flood watches.

How well humanity will fare on the
new planet it is busy creating is an open
question. Homo sapiens is a remarkably
clever species. So, too, was the ‘alala.

—FElizabeth Kolbert
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to parse. More poignant was a strip of
blue fabric with the word “PENCE”
in white letters that had seemingly
been torn—in anger? sorrow?—from
a “TRUMP PENCE” flag. A white poster
board was stencilled with what Jerry
dryly referred to as “an interesting his-
torical reference”: “TIME TO CROSS
THE RUBICON.”

Frank A. Blazich, Jr., a curator whose
area of expertise is modern military his-
tory, was the volunteer who preserved
all of this. Given the pandemic and the
holidays, he was one of the few staffers

Anthea Hartig



in town on January 6th, and, as an Air
Force veteran, he felt comfortable deal-
ing with a potentially volatile situation.
He arrived on the Mall before 7 A.M.
the next day (a citywide curfew had
been imposed from 6 P.M. to 6 A.M.),
and raced ahead of cleaning crews, scav-
enging lawns, bushes, and garbage cans
for three hours, until he had filled his
Toyota S.U.V. One artifact couldn’t fit—
the wooden gallows that protesters had
erected in front of the Capitol, which
by morning had been knocked on its
side. But he did photograph the graf-
fiti that protesters had scribbled on it,
messages such as “POWER TO THE PEO-
PLE!”and “WHERE ARE YOU THOMAS
JEFFERSON?!,” along with—easy to
parse—an S.S. symbol.

The collection has continued to grow
along more deliberately curated lines.
Among the highlights: a protective vest
and boots worn by a Capitol Police of-
ficer while under assault and, on the
opposite end of the duty spectrum, the
white dress gloves the same officer likely
wore two weeks later for President
Biden’s Inauguration. The photography
department has brought in startling
work by the photojournalist Louie Palu,
who shot inside the Capitol using old-
school two-and-a-quarter-inch film; his
black-and-white prints are simultane-
ously beautiful and terrifying—and a
visual link to a longer history of Amer-
ican political violence. Another photo-
journalist, Madeleine Kelly, donated the
protective vest she was wearing when
she was kidney-punched by a female
protester who shouted, “That bitch is
photographing us!”When Kelly returned
home, she found a slit in the vest; shed
been the victim of an attempted stabbing.

For the record, no one at the mu-
seum seems much interested in acquir-
ing the furry Viking-style headpiece fa-
mously worn by Jacob Chansley, the
so-called QAnon Shaman (not that he’s
offering it). Hartig said that her prefer-
ence is to acquire less “well-documented”
artifacts. “Nothing against that partic-
ular human,” she added politely. She
pointed out that the museum’s efforts
are complicated by the fact that many
of the day’s actors, like Chansley, either
have been convicted of crimes or have
pending legal cases. To that end, the
F.B.I has come calling, since one per-
son’s museum piece might be another

‘Dignity aside, it'’s really quite refreshing.”

person’s evidence. Hartig wasn't at lib-
erty to say precisely what agents were
interested in; whether the items in ques-
tion will be available to display when
the semiquincentennial rolls around is
anyone’s guess.

—Bruce Handy

EDIBLE CONTENT
TED'S PIZZA

With writers and actors on strike
this summer, Netflix decided to
diversify. The streaming giant opened a
restaurant, Netflix Bites, a few blocks
west of its Hollywood headquarters. On
the menu: dishes featured in Netflix
food shows. The daily special: the pres-
ence of the chefs who created the dishes.
Well, some of them.

“Dominique Crenn isn’t here, be-
cause she’s opening a new restaurant,
in Paris,”a Netflix publicist said, frown-
ing, of the “Chef’s Table” star. “Which
I didn’t know about.”

“We noodled with the idea of a
restaurant for a while,” Greg Lombardo,
Netflix’s head of experiences, said at
the opening. He wore a navy sport coat,

gray jeans, and sneakers, and he clutched
a sweating iced coffee that hed brought
with him. (“I didn’t want to bother the
kitchen,” he said. “They have bigger
fish to fry.”)

Lombardo explained that Netflix ex-
ecutives, having adapted the drive-in
movie for the pandemic age (“Stranger
Things: The Experience”) and the
Regency-era ball for cosplay enthusiasts
(“The Queen’s Ball: A Bridgerton Ex-
perience”), pondered the question “ ‘What
do people really want?’I think what you
want is a chance to literally taste that
amazing dish that you've watched this
incredible chef prepare,” he said.

He went on, “Look, we’re hopeful
that the strike is resolved. We want it
to end fairly for everybody. This is a
way for us to connect with members
where they are, in between content win-
dows, when there’s not new content for
them to enjoy. This is a great way to re-
mind them that they love that content.”

At Netflix Bites, content was distrib-
uted in a sun-splashed courtyard. Cock-
tails with such ingredients as Hellfire
bitters and “salt air” made the rounds.
“There’s a fun jello shot at the bottom
of that,” a server said as a guest lifted
an amber-colored drink from a tray.

“It’s a lot of moving pieces,” Ann
Kleinhenz, an events director who had
sixweeks to staft and set up the restaurant,
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Ted Sarandos

said. “Eight different chefs, four differ-
ent drink masters. Normally, you only
have one. You get a lot of feedback.”

How did Netflix compare with her
past clients? “Well, I worked with Prince
for over ten years,” she said. “But Prince
wasn't difficult, he was just very much
in the moment.”

You could say the same of Netflix.
“We've been a little blessed by the writ-
er’s strike, because the entertainment
business isn't working,” Curtis Stone,
an Iron Legend on “Iron Chef,” said.
He wore a black apron embroidered
with “NETFLIX BITES” and stood near
a pizza oven decorated with red tiles
that spelled out the company’s name.
“Out of a normal restaurant in L.A.,
fifty per cent of your staff are actors
waiting for their next gig,” he said.
“We’re not getting the leads from, you
know, blockbusters, but it’s a big indus-
try, and it’s transient work.”

The smell of charred oak and fer-
mented dough wafted over. “Should we
go check it out?” Stone said. A few steps
away, Ann Kim (she was featured on
“Chet’s Table: Pizza”) presided over a
prep counter, running a pizza cutter
across a pie of kimchi and cubed pork.
Flames soared behind her.

Was the red Netflix logo on the oven
slightly askew? “The hotter the oven
gets, the more it starts to melt,” she said.
“We just slap it back up.”

Around the corner, a twenty-five-
pound hog was splayed across a char-
coal smoker driven in from Alabama.
“You don't see or hear a lot of people
doing whole-hog barbecue,” Rodney
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Scott (“Chef’s Table: BBQ?”) said. “It’s
kind of a dying art.”

More content circulated: serrano-
pepper-topped hamachi from Ming Tsai
(“Iron Chet”); a frosty slurry of dark
rum and xanthan gum. “That looks like
a dessert,” Laryl Garcia, a communica-
tions executive for Stone, said, then she
noticed a hubbub nearby. “There’s a
congregation around the pizza.” A man
with a swoop of salt-and-pepper hair
had sidled up to the pizza oven. “Oh,
it’s Ted”—Sarandos, Netflix's C.E.O.
She craned her neck. “Oh, it’s Ted mak-
ing the pizza.”

Onlookers leaned in as Sarandos slid
a shovel-size wooden spatula into the
oven and pulled out a blistered pie of
Sungold tomatoes. “Don’t drop it,” Kim
said. The C.E.O. set it down on a stain-
less-steel tray, to applause.

“Really beautiful, nice job,” Kim said.

“Good coaching,” Sarandos replied.

“Now we get to eat Ted’s pizza,” Tsai
said.

Sarandos moved on to the splayed
hog; the entourage followed. “Everyone
walked away,” Garcia said, reaching for
a slice of the Sungold. “Get in here.”

Kim sliced another kimchi pie. “He’s
a pizza geek,”she said of Sarandos. “He
said he has a wood-fired oven at his
house,” equipped with a warming rack,
which is unusual for someone not in
the business. “He knows what he’s

doing,” she added.
—Sheila Yasmin Marikar

IN THE WATER
A STATEN ISLAND LAP

A swimmer freestyling through a
shipping lane is a bit like a snail
crossing the freeway. The situation is
just as glamorous, and there tend to be
few spectators. But when Leslie Ham-
ilton, a thirty-one-year-old accountant,
swam a record-breaking clockwise lap
around Staten Island last month, the
biggest challenge wasn't dodging gar-
bage barges or intractable tankers with
staunch, Soviet names like Salacgriva
and Yasa Madura. It was lice. And she
was saved by her bikini.

“Fifteen minutes in, I was, like, ‘Oh,
fuck,”” Hamilton said, floating in the
greenish water under the Goethals
Bridge at the end of her fourteen-and-
a-half-hour swim. “My skin was crawl-
ing the whole time.”

Sea lice often come from the pin-
prick-size larvae of Linuche unguiculata,
the thimble jellyfish. They catch on
bathing suits and, wherever the fabric
touches a swimmer’s body, release tiny
stinging cells onto the skin. These “bites”
are slightly painful and very itchy. As
Hamilton swam, she could feel lice under
her fingernails and beneath the bridge
of her goggles. When she pulled her-
self out of the water, she had hundreds
of welts on her stomach. The day after
the swim, to ease the itching, she loaded
up on antihistamines and soaked in a
tub of vinegar. “I smell like a salad,” she
said over the phone.

Hamilton’s route around the bor-
ough—she is the first woman known
to do it—had been in the works for
eight years. She is as battle-hardened
as swimmers come. She once swam into
ashark in South Carolina and was back
training the next day. She swam for
eight days down the Hudson, from
Catskill to New York Harbor, getting
dangerously light-headed in the water
after gashing her leg open under the
Verrazzano-Narrows Bridge.

For the first hour of the Staten Is-
land lap, beset by the lice, she kept think-
ing, “I am going to D.N.F.”—short for
“did not finish™—“they’re stinging me
everywhere.” Instead, she traded her
one-piece for a bikini bottom and swam
bare-chested through the night, to keep
the larvae off her skin. At sunup she
put a top on and resumed swimming.

Two kayakers kept her company. Just
past 10 A.M., after ten hours in the water,
she stopped off of Tottenville for a reg-
ular half-hourly snack of carbohydrate
powder, Advil, and Super Sour Scan-
dinavian Swimmers candies. She looked
up at Terry O’Malley, one of her kayak-
borne escorts. “The water’s still seventy-
eight degrees?” she asked.

“Yeah,” O’Malley said. “But a lot more
people have peed in it round here.”

Hamilton and her flotilla were en-
tering the swim’s most polluted stretch:
ten miles up Arthur Kill, past trash
compactors, the site of what was once

the world’s biggest landfill, and a grave-



yard for submerged, rusting boats. The
entry in the trip’s logbook for that sec-
tion: “Smells terrible.”

Paula Croxson, a neuroscientist from
Bolton, England, observed Hamilton’s
swim and put notes in the log from
one of two small support motorboats,
as an official rule-keeper. “She’s braver
than me,” Croxson said, laughing. “I
wouldn’t swim in this.” Croxson swam
a lap around Manhattan last year and
has a blue-ringed octopus tattooed
across her shoulder to commemorate
it. But she found the Staten Island
water particularly noxious. When her
boat’s pilot, Thomas Crystall, switched
on his propeller, the black water turned
a putrid green.

“There are fish here,” Croxson said,
hopefully, to Crystall, mentioning that
they'd noticed men fishing.

“We saw a bunch of fish jump out
of the water earlier,” he agreed.

“That could be a bad sign,” Croxson
said. “Maybe they’re trying to leave.”

Even in cleaner water, marathon
sea swimming might just be the gnar-
liest sport around. Between the dark
thoughts in the water during hours of
training and the Vaseline in dark places,
many (her co-workers and fiancé in-
cluded) will never quite understand
the reasons Hamilton chose this hobby,
or this swim.

For one, she’s made history: Hamil-
ton is the first person on record to swim
around Staten Island since 1979, when
a local social worker did it (taking five
hours longer than Hamilton did). She
also loves New York’s water, preferring
it to the skyline. Next month, she will
be married on the banks of the Hud-
son, up in Poughkeepsie.

But really, she explained, she is drawn
by what she calls “the emotional accel-
eration.” “Coming off such an uncom-
fortable situation, there was a sense of
just being free,” she said, when she fin-
ished. “I think you have to go through
a lot of crap before you're rewarded
with that feeling of zen.”Being uncom-
fortable makes everyday comforts ex-
ceptional. When she was writhing in
the water at four in the morning, the
prey of invisible lice, she kept it to-
gether by backstroking under the Ver-
razzano and screaming, “Tits out for
Staten Island!”

—Daniel Shailer

SKETCHPAD BY ANDY FRIEDMAN
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PERSONAL HISTORY

MAN OF STEEL

Finding material—and a family—in Pittsburgh.

BY WERNER HERZOG

y the time I was twenty-one, I had

made two short films and was dead
set on making a feature. I had gone to a
distinguished school in Munich, where
I had few friends, and which I hated so
passionately that I imagined setting it
on fire. There is such a thing as academic
intelligence, and I didn't have it. Intelli-
gence is always a bundle of qualities: log-
ical thought, articulacy, originality, mem-
ory, musicality, sensitivity, speed of asso-
ciation, and so on.In my case, the bundle
seemed to be differently composed. I re-
member asking a fellow-student to write
a term paper for me, which he did quite
easily. In jest, he asked me what I would
do for him in return, and I promised
that I would make him immortal. His
name was Hauke Stroszek. I gave his
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last name to the main character in my
first film, “Signs of Life.” I called an-
other film “Stroszek.”

But some of my studies I found ut-
terly absorbing. For a class on medieval
history, I wrote a paper on the Privile-
gium maius. This was a flagrant forgery,
from 1358 or 1359, conceived by Rudolf
IV, a scion of the Habsburgs, who wanted
to define his family’s territory and install
them as one of the powers of Europe. He
produced a set of five clumsy documents,
in the guise of royal charters, with a sup-
plement purportedly issued by Julius Cae-
sar. Despite being clearly fraudulent, the
documents were ultimately accepted by
the Holy Roman Emperor, confirming
the Habsburgs’ claim to Austria. It was
an early instance of fake news, and it in-

spired in me an obsession with questions
of factuality, reality, and truth. In life, we
are confronted by facts. Art draws on
their power, as they have a normative
force, but making purely factual films has
never interested me. Truth, like history
and memory, is not a fixed star but a
search, an approximation. In my paper, I
declared, even if it was illogical, that the
Privilegium was a true account.

What seemed to me a natural ap-
proach became a method. Because I
knew it would be hopeless to make a
teature right away, I accepted a scholar-
ship to go to the United States.I applied
to Duquesne University, in Pittsburgh,
which had cameras and a film studio. I
chose Pittsburgh because I had the sen-
timental notion that I wouldnt be tied
up with academic nonsense; I'd be in a
city with real, down-to-earth people.
Pittsburgh was the Steel City, and I had
worked in a steel factory myself.

Around the same time, I won ten
thousand marks in a competition, for the
screenplay for “Signs of Life,”and a free
Atlantic crossing. I took passage on the
Bremen, where, a few years earlier, Sieg-
fried and Roy had worked as stewards,
diverting the passengers with magic
tricks. It was on board this ship that I
met my first wife, Martje. After we had
reached the Irish Sea, it stormed for a
week, and the dining room, for six hun-
dred passengers, was empty. Martje was
on her way to begin a literature degree
in Wisconsin. The heavy seas didn’t
bother her. When we sailed into New
York, we passed the Statue of Liberty,
neither of us interested in the view; we
were engrossed in a game of shuffleboard
on deck. Martje is the mother of my first
son, Rudolph Amos Achmed. He bears
the names of three very important people
in my life. Rudolf was my grandfather,
a classics professor who led enormous
archeological digs, involving hundreds
of laborers, on the island of Kos. Amos
was Amos Vogel, a writer who fled the
Nazis, co-founded the New York Film
Festival, and became a mentor to me. I
remember him taking me aside after three
years of marriage and asking if every-
thing was all right. Of course it was all
right. “Why don't you have any children,
then?” he said. I thought, Well, indeed,
why not?

Achmed was the last remaining la-
borer who worked with my grandfather.
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My first time on Kos, when I was fif-
teen, I went to his home and introduced
myself. Achmed started to cry, then threw
open all the cupboards, drawers, and win-
dows, and said, “All this is yours.” He
had a fourteen-year-old granddaughter,
and suggested that I might want to marry
her. It wasn't easy to get him to drop the
idea, until I promised to name my first-
born son for Rudolf and him. The is-
land, once under Ottoman rule, eventu-
ally became Greek; Achmed remained,
working in the digs.I cast him in a small
sequence in “Signs of Life,” which was
filmed on Kos. He had lost his wife, his
daughter, and even his granddaughter;
all he had left was his dog, Bondchuk.
The next time I saw him, he again threw
open his doors and windows, but all he
said was “Bondchuk apethane™— Bond-
chuk is dead.” We sat together crying for
a long time and said nothing,.

ittsburgh turned out to be a bad idea.
For a start, the steel industry was al-
most dead, and the shuttered plants were
rusting away. Second, Duquesne Uni-
versity was an intellectually impover-
ished place.I had no idea that there were
differences among universities. There
was the film studio, but that was set up
like a TV newsroom, with a desk for the
anchor flanked by three heavy electronic
cameras. Old-fashioned spotlights were
affixed to the ceiling, and you couldn’t
take them down or move them.
Quitting school would have meant
losing my visa and having to leave the
United States. So I kept my registra-
tion. There was a group of young writ-
ers clustered around a magazine on cam-
pus; I published my first short story
there. In my memory, it all feels blurred,
events piled on top of one another.
Sometimes I slept on the library floor,
where the cleaners would find me at six
in the morning. I slept on the sofas of
various acquaintances and of my original
host, a professor, forty but terrified of his
mother, who forbade contact with fe-
male students and perhaps with women
in general. In front of his window were
dark trees and chipmunks, which had
something consoling about them. Also
consoling were the calls of unfamiliar
birds and the play of sharp sunbeams
cutting through the thin twigs. Images
formed inside me.
There were occasional bizarre scenes.

The mother fed her son as if he were a
little kid. More precisely, she made him
eat green Jell-O, and she started to think
of me as someone who might also ben-
efit from it. I ate it uncomplainingly.
This motif surfaced many years later, in
my film “My Son, My Son, What Have
Ye Done,”where the protagonist, played
by Michael Shannon, is covered in Jell-O
by his mother, as if it were war paint.
He ends up playing the part of Orestes
in a theatre production, failing to keep
performance separate from reality, and
killing his mother with a stage prop, a
Turkish sabre.

A freak encounter changed everything.
My host lived in a place called Fox Chapel,
in the hills outside Pittsburgh. The bus
would take me twelve miles or so, as far
as Dorseyville, and from there I would
hike up the road through some woods.
While walking this last stretch, I was
often passed by a woman in a car, the
seats full of youngsters. One day, it started
raining, and the car drew up beside me.
The woman wound down her window.
She could give me a lift, she said. It was
a two-minute drive to Fox Chapel.

Where was I from? she asked. I was
a Kraut, I said. Where was I staying? I
explained my situation. Oh, the woman
said, she knew the man, he was a weirdo,
a wacko-weirdo. She said I'd do better
staying with her; she had a spare room
in her attic. Her place was just a quar-
ter of a mile from his.

And so I found myself adopted by a
family. The woman’s name was Evelyn
Franklin. She had six children between
seventeen and twenty-seven, and she said
that a seventh would be good, seeing as
her oldest daughter had just married and
moved out. Her husband had died an al-
coholic, which must have meant years of
misery for Evelyn. She mentioned him
only in passing, and always as Mr. Frank-
lin. The youngest kids were twin girls,
Jeannie and Joanie; then there was a
brother, Billy, who was a failed rock mu-
sician; then two more brothers, one of
whom—the only one!—was a bit boring
and bougie, while the other, twenty-five,
was a little slow and had a soft heart. As
a child, he had fallen out of a moving
car. Then there was a ninety-year-old
grandmother and a cocker spaniel who
went by Benjamin, as in Benjamin Frank-
lin. I was put in the attic, where there
was an old bed and junk. It had a pitched

roof, and it was only in the middle that
I could stand upright.

I straightaway became part of the daily
madness. Evelyn commuted into the city,
where she had a job as a secretary in an
insurance company. The twins came back
from high school in the afternoon, often
with friends in tow. Long before that,
though, from eight oclock on, the grand-
mother would try to rouse Billy, who had
usually been rocking in some bar until
3 A.M. She would pound on his locked
door, trying to convert him from his sin-
ful life, reading him Bible quotes. The
dog, who had a kind of symbiotic rela-
tionship with Billy, lay forlornly outside
the door. In the afternoon, Billy would
emerge stark naked, stretching pleasur-
ably. The grandmother would flee, and
Billy would smite his chest and in Old
Testament tones bewail his sinful life.
Benjamin Franklin would howl an ac-
companiment, then kick his back paws
into the air. Billy, switching to an imag-
inary canine language, would grab the
paws and start dragging Benjamin Frank-
lin down the stairs. At each carpeted
landing, he stopped to lament his sins in
dog language. Down in the living room,
the twins and their squealing girlfriends
fled the naked youth, who then set oft in
pursuit of his runaway grandmother.

It was by no means unusual in this
atmosphere for the twins to then pursue
me, squirting me with eau de cologne
from Woolworth’s. One day, I spotted
them plotting an ambush behind the
door that led down to the garage. I crept
into the top-floor bathroom, intending
to jump all the way down and, coming
through the garage, attack them from
behind. My own preferred weapon was
shaving foam. It had been snowing, and
there was an inch or so of loose snow,
which I thought was enough padding.
I landed on a spiral concrete staircase
near the garage. My ankle made a pen-
etrating sound that I can still hear, like
awet branch snapping. The fracture was
so complicated that I was encased in a
plaster cast up to my hip. After a month,
I 'was given a walking cast, which went
up only to my knee.

did get some film experience, work-
ing for a producer at WQED in Pitts-
burgh. His name was Matt, short for
Mathias von Brauchitsch; he was re-
lated to a former commander-in-chief
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of the German Army, who in 1941 fell
out with Hitler. I kept quiet about the
fact that I didn't have a work permit.
Von Brauchitsch was overseeing several
documentaries for NASA about alterna-
tives to rocket fuel. I had neither train-
ing nor references, but he seemed to be
convinced of my capacity. That kind of
pragmatic optimism is something I ad-
mire about America to this day.

The film I was making was about
theoretical research on plasma rockets,
which was happening principally in
Cleveland. Put simply, superheated
plasma was being tested as fuel, but the
temperatures melted any sort of solid
container, so the experiments used non-
material vessels formed from extremely
powerful magnetic fields. At the time,
Cleveland had one of the most power-
ful magnets in existence. Right next to
it was an experimental atomic reactor.
I remember corridors with open doors
and mathematicians working in empty
rooms. Once, I watched a group of young
men doing nothing, just thinking. Fi-
nally, one of them got up and drew a

dot on a green chalkboard, then an arrow
pointing to it. Then silence.

I had bought a rusty Volkswagen,
which Grandma Franklin called the
Bush Wagon. (She could never get my
name right, either: she would call me
Wiener or Orphan.) I drove to Cleve-
land several times a week. In one build-
ing, there was a vacuum chamber built
out of steel, so big that several techni-
cians could go inside it. The door to
the chamber was operated electrically
and moved very slowly on rails. After
the engineers prepared their experi-
ment, they left the room, the door closed
silently, and shrill alarms signalled that
testing would begin.

One day, there was shouting from
the chamber and a desperate hammer-
ing against the walls. One of the tech-
nicians had been left behind. It took
minutes for the door to open again. The
man inside was deathly pale. No one
knew what to do. A very young man,
the only Black man among the scien-
tists present, walked up and embraced
the technician. He held on to him for

“Please don’t hurt me—I have a wife and kids and a secret
second wife and kids that they don’t know about.”

awhile, then the shocked man laughed,
and everyone else started laughing as
well. The mishap resulted in the hall’s
being shut down and the incident’s
being investigated.

Ten days later, I received a summons
from the immigration authorities, de-
manding that I bring my passport.I knew
what that meant. Because I had violated
the conditions of my visa, I was about
to be deported to Germany. Planning to
make a break for Mexico, I quickly bought
a Spanish dictionary and drove off. The
parting from the Franklins was painful,
but we knew that we would see one an-
other again.

I drove almost non-stop to Texas,
crossing the border at Laredo. On the
bridge over the Rio Grande, something
ground in my VW engine, as though the
United States didn't want to let me go
and Mexico wasn't quite ready to take
me in. I pushed the car into Mexico to
be repaired. For a few weeks, I worked
at the charreadas, or rodeos, in Guana-
juato. That came to an end after a bull
pinned my bad leg to a wall.

I started importing stereos and TV
sets for a few well-oft rancheros I had
met at the charreadas. Those things were
much more expensive in Mexico be-
cause of the duty. I was able to import
them because there was a gap in the
border between Reynosa and McAllen.
Day laborers crossed into McAllen in
the morning and went home at night.
Three lanes of the widened highway were
set aside for them, and their cars were
identified by stickers on the windshields.
I managed to get hold of some Mexican
plates and one of the stickers. My beat-up
old car looked the part. Early in the
morning, I was simply waved through
on the special lanes; it sounds incredible
now, but back in 1965 there was very lit-
tle in the way of drug smuggling. In a
few instances, I also brought Colt re-
volvers into Mexico, ornamental weap-
ons with mother-of-pearl inlaid handles.
The wealthy rancheros liked to show
oft with them.

When that line of business came to
an end, I moved inland, to San Miguel
de Allende, a beautiful little colonial
town now completely spoiled. Vast
numbers of confused and prosperous
Americans have descended on it, all
wanting to get in touch with their cre-
ativity. I kept on moving farther south,



until, near the Guatemalan border, I
got sick. It was hepatitis, but I didn't
know that. I had heard of attempts to
form an independent Mayan state in
Petén, and was obsessed with the idea
that I would help. I still remember the
asphalt road through the jungle, the
clear streams and the big boulders where
women washed clothes. The frontier
was the river near Talisman. I wanted
to cross into Guatemala, and a few hun-
dred yards upstream of the border post
I found a likely spot. For a flotation
device, I stuffed an old inflatable soc-
cer ball inside a shopping net, and then
I swam out with my few belongings
on my head. I treaded water for a while,
then noticed a couple of young soldiers
carrying rifles. They had stepped out
of the jungle and were grinning. I waved
in greeting and very slowly swam back.

Secretly, I was relieved that I hadn’t
managed to cross. It was becoming
clear that I wasn't well. I made my way
back up to Texas almost without stop-
ping, this time minus the fake plates
and sticker. What had I been doing in
Mexico? I claimed to have been on a
short research trip, and was allowed
back in. From then on, everything is a
fevered blur. I drove and drove, stop-
ping now and then to lay my sopping
head on the passenger seat for a few
hours’ sleep. I remember a village in
Native American territory in Cherokee,
North Carolina. I stopped for gas and
ate a hamburger. Did I actually see danc-
ing chickens just across the way? Every-
thing was dancing: my plate, my parked
car, the tip I'd left on the bar. Years later,
I went back there to shoot “Stroszek”;
the dancing chickens in that film are
perhaps the craziest thing I've shown
on-screen.

I made it to Pittsburgh. The Frank-
lins delivered me to a hospital and, after
a couple of weeks, came to pick me up.
Two days later, I flew back to Germany.

loved the Franklins. With them, I got

to know some of the best and deep-
est things about America. Later on, in-
vited them to Munich and took them to
a party in Sachrang, the remote Bavar-
ian village where I grew up. Hugs, beer,
squeals. Contact became harder as much
of the family, Billy included, seemed to
fall further into religion. When I played
the villain in a 2012 Hollywood action

movie—it was called “Jack Reacher,”and
the star, Tom Cruise, wanted me—the
filming took place in Pittsburgh. But I
couldn’t find the Franklins. I drove out
to Fox Chapel. Almost everything in
the area had changed; there were new
buildings everywhere; it was very de-
pressing. The Franklins’ home was
mostly unchanged; the lawn had the
same old broad-leaved trees, but the
path down to the garage was overgrown
with flowering shrubs. There was no
one home. I tried the neighbors, and
learned that the house had changed
owners several times. I knew that Eve-
lyn Franklin had died. Two years later,
I'heard that Billy had died, too. He had
been like a brother to me.

I remember the twins and their girl-
friends going wild with excitement be-
cause a new British band was playing
the Civic Arena. It was called the Roll-
ing Stones. So far, all these groups—
and pop culture as a whole—had passed
me by, with the exception of Elvis, whose
first film I had seen in Munich. The
twins took a piece of cardboard to the
concert with the name of their favorite,
Brian, on it. He was the band’s leader; not
long afterward, he was found drowned
in his pool. I still recall my astonish-
ment at the commotion and the girls’
screams. When the concert was over,
many of the plastic bucket seats were
steaming. It seemed that a lot of the
girls had pissed themselves. When I
saw that, I knew this band was going
to be big.

Much later, in my film “Fitzcarraldo,
Mick Jagger played the lead alongside
Jason Robards, but then Robards got
sick and the filming had to be suspended
halfway through. Everything would
have to be done over, this time with
Klaus Kinski. I had Jagger on contract
for only three more weeks—the Stones
had a world tour coming up—and he
was so peculiar, so unique, that I didn’t
want to recast his part, so I wrote it out
of the script altogether. He was to play
Wilbur, an English actor who had lost
his mind and turned up in the Ama-
zon. The origin of the character, at least
in part, was the stark-naked Billy Frank-
lin in Pittsburgh. The part of the dog,
Benjamin Franklin, was taken by a timid
ape called McNamara. ¢

(Translated, from the German,
by Michael Hofmann)
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THE CONTROL OF NATURE

HIVE MIND

Is beekeeping wrong?

BY SAM KNIGHT

-

O n a hot, pollen-dazed morning
this summer, I stopped by the
house of Gareth John, a retired agri-
cultural ecologist, who lives on a quiet
lane above a river in Oxfordshire, to
take a look at his bees. In British bee-
keeping circles, John, who has a white
beard and a sprightly, didactic man-
ner, is well known as a “natural bee-
keeper,” although he acknowledged
right off the bat that this was a prob-
lematic term. “It’s an oxymoron, right?”
he said. John cares for perhaps half a
million bees, but he does not think of
himself as £eeping anything. “I wouldn't
call myself a dog-keeper,” he said. “But
I have a dog.” Natural beekeepers are

the radical dissenters of apiculture.
They believe that mainstream bee-
keeping—Ilike most human-centered
interactions with the natural world—
has lost its way. There is another path,
but it requires the unlearning and dis-
mantling of almost two centuries of
bee husbandry and its related insti-
tutions. During my visit, John asked
me not to disclose his exact location,
because his hives fell off the radar of
the National Bee Unit, a government
agency that monitors honeybee health,
about a decade ago, and he prefers it
that way.

John grew up in the English coun-
tryside in the sixties and seventies,

Pesticides, parasites, and mass death: there might be a better way.

26 THE NEW YORKER, AUGUST 28, 2023

when beekeeping was—as he remem-
bers it—a gentle, live-and-let-live pas-
time: men in veils pottering around a
few hives under the apple trees, jars of
honey for sale at the garden gate. “It
was very, very leave-alone,” he said.
“Natural.”When John returned to the
craft, in the early two-thousands, he
was shocked by what it had become.
In 1992, an ectoparasitic mite called
Varroa destructor, which had jumped
from an Asian honeybee to the West-
ern one sometime in the fifties, emerged
in Britain and killed untold millions
of bees. Thousands of hobbyist bee-
keepers gave up. (Varroa reached the
U.S. in 1987, and wrought similar dev-
astation.) There was an atmosphere of
vigilance and doom. Bee researchers
talked about the “Four P’s”—parasites,
pathogens, poor nutrition, and pesti-
cides—as if they were the horsemen
of the Apocalypse. The British Bee-
keeping Association, which has served
as the custodian of the craft since the
late nineteenth century, ran courses on
pest control. “Fear,” John said. “Dis-
ease. Disease. Disease.” He watched
fellow-beekeepers treat their bees with
miticides, to control varroa; import
more prolific queens, and other non-
native bees from southern Europe, to
boost honey production; and feed their
hives syrup to get them through the
winter. “It had become this agro-
industrial monster, where you were
supposed to behave as if you had a
high-yielding Holstein dairy cow,”
he recalled.

It didn't feel right. As a species, the
Western honeybee (Apis mellifera) is
millions of years old. (It was intro-
duced to North America by European
settlers in the sixteen-twenties.) Al-
though people have harvested its honey
and wax—sweetness and light—for
thousands of years, the honeybee has
not been tamed. “Wheat is domesti-
cated. Cows are domesticated. Dogs
are domesticated,”John said. “Domes-
tication is a mutual process. You could
never domesticate a robin. Bees are
the same as robins. They will quite
happily live in a nest box that you give
them. But they’re not dependent on
you. They don’t need you.”

John did not believe that beekeep-
ing’s intensive turn was helping the

bees. He looked around for other skep-
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tics and came across “The Principles
of Beekeeping Backwards,” a quasi-
mystical tract published in Bee Cu/-
ture, in the summer of 2001. The text
was by Charles Martin Simon, a.k.a.
Charlie Nothing, an artist and an
experimental-rock musician who in-
vented the dingulator, a guitar-like in-
strument made from car parts.

Simon, who was based outside Santa
Cruz, California, was also an organic
farmer and a beekeeper. He had de-
veloped his own kind of bee frame.
(In the fall of 1851, the Reverend Lo-
renzo L. Langstroth,a Congregation-
alist pastor from Philadelphia, created
the world’s first commercially viable
beehive with removable frames and,
thus, modern beekeeping.) “Beekeep-
ing Backwards”was Simon’s disavowal
of the craft that he'd practiced for forty
years. He rejected chemicals for treat-
ing varroa; synthetic foundation frames,
to make bees construct neat honey-
combs; and the removal of male drones,
which don't contribute to honey-mak-
ing. “Our industry is directed by mad-
men,” Simon wrote. “They have been
driven mad by the fear of death and
simultaneously compelled irresistibly
toward it. Death of our beloved bees.
Death of our beloved industry. Death
of ourselves.”

he better part of two centuries

after Langstroth’s hive went on
sale, natural beekeepers liken much
conventional beekeeping to industrial
agriculture—permeated by chemicals
and the delusion of human control.
They dwell on the differences between
the lives of wild, or free-living, bees
and those which are kept in apiaries.
Managed bees are typically kept in a
drafty box low to the ground, as op-
posed to a snug nest high in a hol-
low tree. Most beekeepers’ colonies are
much larger than those which occur
in the wild, and rival colonies might
be separated by only a few yards, rather
than by half a mile. Much of the bees’
honey, which is supposed to get them
through the winter, is taken before
they have a chance to eat it. A queen
bee goes on a spree of mating flights
early in her life, and then lays the fer-
tilized eggs until her death. In apiar-
ies, queens often have their wings
clipped, to interrupt swarming (a col-

ony’s natural form of reproduction),
and are routinely inspected, and re-
placed by newcomers, sometimes im-
ported from the other side of the world.
Propolis—a wonderful, sticky sub-
stance that bees make from tree resin
and that has antibacterial qualities—
is typically scraped out of hives by
beekeepers because it is annoying and
hard to get off their hands.

These are all dire interventions in
the fabric of the colony. No wonder
the bees keep dying. In a normal year,
perhaps ten or fifteen per cent of bee
colonies die in the winter. Last winter,
America’s bees suffered colony losses
of close to forty per cent, with varroa,
“queen issues,” and starvation among
the leading causes. High death rates
tend to lead to more bee imports, more
bee medication, more bee supplements,
more bee-breeding programs, and the
whole unwieldy cycle continues.

Natural beekeepers leave their bees
alone. They seldom treat for disease—
allowing the weaker colonies to fail—
and they raise the survivors in condi-
tions that are as close as possible to
tree cavities. They fill their hives with
swarms that come in on the wing, rather
than those which come from dealers
who trade on the Internet. They trea-
sure the bees for their own sake—like
a goldfinch that nests in the yard—and
have an evangelical spirit, as if they
have stumbled on a great secret. They
are disdainful of conventional beekeep-
ers. “They’ve completely lost sight of
the creature,” John told me.

Honey is a touchy subject. John said
that he harvests only an absolute ex-
cess—after the bees have enough for
two winters and a wet summer—and
even then he won't take money for it.
“It’s not my honey to sell,”he explained.
Another natural beekeeper, who ab-
stains from taking honey altogether,
referenced “When Harry Met Sally”
to explain his position: “There was this
line, ‘Sex always gets in the way of
friendship.’I think honey always gets
in the way of us appreciating bees.”

Bees were long held to be pro-
phetic—messengers from another
realm. The name of Deborah, the
prophetess and judge of the Old Tes-
tament, translates as “bee.” The priest-
esses who tended the oracle at Del-
phi were known as Melissae. Melissa

means “bee,” too. For a quarter cen-
tury, anxiety about the fate of honey-
bees has been a manifestation of our
unease about the state of pollinators
and our biomes in general. But that
doesn’t mean we have been interpret-
ing the problems correctly, or that hu-
mans are the best placed to find solu-
tions. Natural beekeepers think of
themselves as deferring to the bees for
guidance. “If I go to a hive and I put
my hand on the hive ... I can actu-
ally feel their presence, and that bal-
ance and that skill and that beauty
that only nature can provide,” Jona-
than Powell, of Britain’s Natural Bee-
keeping Trust, told me. “And yet if I
think of a bee flying up to the win-
dow of my house, putting their an-
tennae on my house, I'm frankly em-
barrassed by the way I live, and how
clumsy and how stupid I am.”

In Oxfordshire, John led the way to
his apiary, which was on a small pas-
ture at the back of his property, bounded
by high hedgerows. There was a lock
on the gate and a small workshop, where
he makes and maintains fifteen or so
hives. A honeybee colony is a female
commonwealth—a biological marvel
of social decision-making by a queen
and her thousands of female workers.
(Beekeeping, by contrast, was for a long
time a patriarchy. The monks of Mt.
Athos, in Greece, were allowed to keep
bees because the insects were assumed
to be all male.)

“Hello, sweethearts,” John said, as he
revealed the glass inspection wall of a
Warré hive, first developed by a French
priest in the nineteen-thirties, that he
had reimagined. The rest of John’s api-
ary was like a real-estate showcase for
honeybees. There was a log hive on stilts,
and woven skeps, basketlike hives that
were popular among the Vikings. Con-
ventional beehives tend to be portable,
so they can be moved around farms,
and easy to access, to help beckeepers
inspect and manipulate their bees. John's
hives were homes, for the bees to make
their own. Approaching a skep, he
opened his palms, in a submissive pose
modelled on wall paintings of ancient
Egyptian beekeepers, and asked me to
step out of the bees’ path as they flew
in and out of the entrance.

John visits his apiary most days, to
watch and listen to his bees. “There is
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communication going on,”he said. “And
it’s a two-way communication, if you
allow it to be.” His modifications to
the Warré hive incorporated new di-
mensions, inspired by the golden ratio
of the Fibonacci sequence.

Inside, the colony looked like a train
station at rush hour. John pointed out
bees fanning their wings, to keep the
temperature and carbon-dioxide levels
under control, and guards
stationed at the entrance,
apparently checking the
bright-yellow beads of pol-
len that arrived on their
fellow-bees’knees, like bag
searchers at a museum. In
the forties, a German bee-
keeper named Johann Thiir
used the term Nestduft-
wdrmebindung—Tliterally,
nest-scent-heat-binding—
to convey the heady fug of warmth,
humidity, pheromones, and other mys-
terious signals that is essential to a
healthy bees’ nest. Natural beekeepers
often speak of the hive in somewhat
spiritual tones, as a single, sentient or-
ganism that has evolved in parallel to
mammals like us. “This creature is not
like any other creature we ever inter-
act with,”John said. I touched the glass.
The hive thrummed. The smell of

honey rolled across the pasture.

n the afternoon of August 20,2002,

Thomas Seeley, a biology profes-
sor at Cornell, arrived at a clearing on
the edge of the Arnot Forest, in up-
state New York, with a wooden bee box
that held a piece of old honeycomb
filled with syrup. Seeley is the world’s
leading authority on the lives of wild
honeybees. He had come to the same
clearing twenty-four years earlier, in
August, 1978, as part of a survey of the
forest, during which he found nine wild
colonies, living in the trees.

Seeley was curious, and somewhat
fearful, about what had happened to
the forest’s bees since the arrival of Var-
roa destructor. He had lost nine of his
ten research hives to the mites. In the
clearing, Seeley roamed with the bee
box. For ten minutes, he wondered if
all the wild bees were gone. Finally, he
spotted a honeybee feeding from a gold-
enrod flower. After she fed from the
syrup in the box, Seeley took a com-
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pass reading of her path—her beeline—
as she flew back into the trees. When
bees find something good to eat, they
inform their fellow-foragers by means
of the waggle dance—a representation
of direction and distance that takes its
bearing from the sun—which the other
bees interpret, in the darkness of the
nest, mostly by touch. More bees ar-
rived in the clearing. By the end of the
afternoon, Seeley had two
solid beelines—one head-
ing north, one heading
south—indicating at least

two nests in the forest.
During the next twenty-
seven days, Seeley found
eight bee colonies in the
Arnot Forest, but in a
smaller area and in less time
than he had in 1978—sug-
gesting that the wild pop-
ulation was just as healthy as it had
been before varroa. “How can this

following year. Seeley aired three pos-
sibilities: the bees in the forest had been
sufficiently isolated to escape infection;
they had been infected, and were about
to die; or—his hope—the bees had
been exposed to varroa and had devel-
oped some form of resistance.

“None of us knew at the time how
strong the selection would be in the
wild,” Seeley told me recently. “It turned
out that the bees had the variation
needed to develop the traits to resist
the mites.” While beekeepers were ex-
perimenting with chemical treatments
and hive designs, the bees in the for-
est were changing genetically. Their
life styles helped them, too. “Colonies
living in the wild have many things
going for them,” Seeley said. The bees
lived in smaller groups, relatively far
apart, which made it harder for varroa
to spread. They swarmed every year,
which broke the reproductive cycle of
the mites. (If a colony swarms, the nest
is left without bee larvae, which is where
varroa mites take hold.) Wild nests
were hygienic and coated in propolis.
Their Nestduftwéirmebindung was on
point. Seeley shared his findings in
books and papers, but they weren't what
most beekeepers wanted to hear. “My
phone didn't ring off the hook,” he said.
Seeley is gentle and plainspoken, but
his conclusions were totalizing. “As I

see it, most of the problems of honey
bee health are rooted in the standard
practices of beekeeping,” he told me
in an e-mail, “which are used by nearly
all beekeepers.”

In March, 2017, Seeley proposed
what he called Darwinian Beekeep-
ing. “Solutions to the problems of bee-
keeping and bee health may come most
rapidly if we are as attuned to the bi-
ologist Charles R. Darwin as we are
to the Reverend Lorenzo L. Lang-
stroth,” he wrote in the American Bee
Journal. Seeley listed twenty differ-
ences between the lives of wild bees
and those kept in conventional hives.
He observed that the most routine
beekeeping activities—taking wax, pre-
venting swarming, even looking inside
a hive—constituted profound distur-
bances for bees.

“I don't think anybody contests that
free-living bees have a better, easier
life,” Seeley told me. “What is con-
tested is whether that’s realistic.” See-
ley acknowledged that there will al-
ways be commercial bee operations,
for honey production and for crop pol-
lination. But these constitute the mi-
nority: around ninety per cent of Amer-
ican beekeepers are hobbyists, with
twenty-five colonies or fewer. Seeley
compared intensively managed bee col-
onies to racehorses. “They live a short,
hard life,” he said. “My whole aim has
been to present that there is an alter-
native. In the United States, beekeep-
ers are taught only what we might call
the industrial form of beekeeping. And
that’s where I would say, 'No . . . there
is a choice here between how you want
to relate to an organism whose life, in
a way, you have under your control.”

Natural beekeeping has arisen along-
side a broadening sense of bee intelli-
gence. People have always known that
the creatures are remarkable. “The dis-
covery of a sign of true intellect out-
side ourselves procures us something
of the emotion Robinson Crusoe felt
when he saw the imprint of a human
foot on the sandy beach of his island,”
Maurice Maeterlinck, a Belgian play-
wright and bee scholar, wrote of bees
in 1901. “We seem less solitary than we
had believed.”

The Mayans worshipped Ah-Muzen-
Cab, the god of bees and honey. In

Lithuanian, a verb meaning “to die”is



reserved for humans and bees. Like us,
bees practice architecture and their
own, presumably less debased, form of
democracy. In 1927, Karl von Frisch,
an Austrian zoologist, explained the
waggle dance, for which he later won
the Nobel Prize. “The bee’s life is like
a magic well: the more you draw from
it, the more it fills with water,” he wrote.
And the water has only kept rising. In
2018, researchers showed that bees un-
derstood the concept of zero—an abil-
ity previously thought to be limited to
parrots, dolphins, primates, and recent
humans. (Fibonacci introduced zero
to Western mathematics around the
year 1200.) When I spoke to Seeley,
he was running an experiment on the
importance of bee sleep at a research
station in the Adirondacks. “It’s not
just an energy-saving process,” he ex-
plained. “It really improves their cog-
nitive abilities.” A bee’s brain is the
size of a sesame seed.

In the early nineties, when Lars
Chittka, a German zoologist, was a
graduate student in Berlin, he was not
sure that bees could feel pain. In 2008,
he co-authored a paper suggesting that
bumblebees could suffer from anxiety.
Last year, Chittka published the book
“The Mind of a Bee,” which argues
that the most plausible explanation for
bees’ ability to perform so many dif-
ferent tasks, and to learn so well, is
that they possess a form of general in-
telligence, or bee consciousness. “Bees
qualify as conscious agents with no less
certainty than dogs or cats,” he wrote.

Chittka based his conclusion on
work in his own lab and on hundreds
of years of bee study, including that
of Charles Turner, a Black American
scientist, who was denied a university-
based research career and instead
worked as a high-school teacher in
St. Louis. Starting in the eighteen-
nineties, Turner observed variations in
problem-solving among individual spi-
ders, “outcome awareness” in ants, and
the ability, in bees, to steer by visual
landmarks—“memory pictures”—
rather than by instinct. Turner posited
ideas of general invertebrate intelli-
gence which were almost entirely ig-
nored. “He was really a century ahead,”
Chittka said. Last year, the U.K. passed
legislation that recognized animals as
sentient beings, capable of feeling pain

and joy. So far, the bill dignifies ver-
tebrates, decapod crustaceans (crabs
and lobsters), and cephalopods (squids
and octopuses), but not a single con-
scious bee.

The more we know about bees, the
more complicated beekeeping becomes.
When I visited Chittka’s lab, he flipped
open a laptop to show me a sequence
from “More Than Honey,” a Swiss
documentary from 2012, which in-
cluded footage from the pollination
of California’s five-billion-dollar al-
mond crop—an annual agro-indus-
trial pilgrimage that involves an esti-
mated seventy per cent of America’s
commercial beekeepers. On the screen,
a mechanical arm scraped tumbling
bees and honeycomb from the edge of
a plastic hive, before loading it onto a
truck. “It’s disgusting,” Chittka said.
“But the absurd thing is that these
people then complain that their bees
are dying.”

Like many entomologists, he does
not see honeybee health as primarily
an ecological problem. “Where they
are under threat, it’s because of poor
beekeeping practices,” Chittka said. In
the scientific literature, the Western
honeybee is sometimes referred to as
a “massively introduced managed spe-

cies” (MIMS), whose population is in-
creasing on almost every continent,
often to the detriment of other wild
pollinators. In 2020, researchers con-
cluded that the thirty-three hundred
wild bee species of the Mediterranean
basin were being “gradually replaced”
by a single species of managed Apis
mellifera. The same year, a report from
the Royal Botanic Gardens, at Kew,
warned that parts of London had too
many honeybee colonies, whose forag-
ing was displacing the city’s wild bee
species. “Beekeeping to save bees could
actually be having the opposite effect,”
the report found.

“I often get asked, ‘So, is this true,
that all the bees are dying?’” Chittka
said. “And any nuanced message— "Well,
it’s not the honeybees. It’s the other
wild bees—is often misinterpreted.
‘You're saying there’s not a problem?’
And, actually, there is a problem. It’s
just a slightly different one.” For a long
time, the honeybee was characterized
as a canary in the coal mine, an omen
of catastrophe for the rest of the world’s
pollinators. In recent years, some sci-
entists have begun to question this
analogy and to challenge the condi-
tions of industrial agriculture and con-
ventional beekeeping instead. “We see
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“Youre going to hear some sounds that might move
your soul like it’s never been moved before.”

the canary, we know it is unwell,” Mag-
gie Shanahan, a bee researcher who
recently completed a Ph.D. at the Uni-
versity of Minnesota, wrote, last year,
in the Journal of Insect Science.“But fo-
cusing solely on individual aspects of
canary health actually keeps us from
asking more fundamental questions:
Why are we keeping canaries in coal
mines in the first place? Why are we
still building coal mines at all?”

he first meeting of the British
Beekeepers Association took place
on May 16, 1874, at a town house on
Camden Street, in North London. It
was a self-consciously modern project,
which aimed to replace the homemade
skeps and uncontrolled swarms of the
rural working classes with honesty, so-
briety, and the latest beekeeping tech-
nology. Beekeeping exams began in
1882. Members took part in “bee-driv-
ing” competitions inside a large mesh
tent, in which they raced to find a col-
ony’s queen. (The first winner was
C. N. Abbott, the founder of the Briz-
ish Bee Journal, with fourteen minutes
and thirty-five seconds.)
There have been times, during its
century and a half of existence, that
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the B.B.K.A. has more or less merged
with the British state, in the causes of
pollination and honey production. In
1898, the Postmaster General allowed
live bees to be sent in the mail. The
National hive, Britain’s version of the
Langstroth, was introduced in the
twenties. During the Second World
War, beekeepers were allowed extra
sugar rations. The B.B.K.A. now has
around twenty-seven thousand mem-
bers. You can become a Master Bee-
keeper if you pass ten of the associa-
tion’s exams, in such fields as biology,
honeybee management, and queen rear-
ing. B.B.K.A. members are encouraged
to use their harvests to bake Majes-
tic & Moist Honey Cake.

When I read about the B.B.K.A.,
the first thing it reminded me of was
a bee colony. Powell, of the Natural
Beekeeping Trust, compared it to a
church of conventional beekeeping,
complete with its own liturgy and rit-
uals, such as the National Honey Show.
“Every year, that syllabus is pounded
into them,” Powell said. “We have
hymns and chanting in religion be-
cause the message is always the same.”

The president of the B.B.K.A., Anne
Rowberry, was hard to reach. (Last Oc-

tober, she travelled to London to give
the King a jar of honey.) But I met
Margaret Murdin, a former chair and
president of the B.B.K.A., for a coffee
in Chipping Norton, a market town in
the Cotswolds. Murdin is one of around
ninety holders of the National Diploma
in Beekeeping, the U.K.’s highest qual-
ification. Her day job, before she re-
tired, was advising the government
on special-needs education. “I should
have been an entomologist,” she said.
Murdin said that neither she nor the
B.B.K.A. had any quarrel with natural
beekeepers. (The association discour-
ages the importing of queens and sup-
ports local bee breeding.) From Mur-
din’s point of view, any animosity came
from the other side. “How you keep
your bees is entirely up to you,” she
said. “If they don't like it, they will leave.”

Murdin admired Seeley’s bee re-
search and agreed with almost all of it.
“They certainly prefer not to be inter-
fered with,” she said. “That goes with-
out saying. So do I.” But she drew the
line at two of the basic tenets of nat-
ural beekeeping: allowing bees to swarm
and not treating them for disease.
Swarms, she said, bother the public.
(They also usually mean a significant
hit to the honey harvest that year.) “If
I'had cows, I wouldn't want them jump-
ing out of their field and annoying my
neighbors,” Murdin said. “I don’t want
my bees doing it, either.” At heart, Dar-
winian beekeeping offended her sense
of responsibility as a beekeeper. “You
can let the bees get on with it, if you
hadn’t interfered so much in the first
place,” she said. It was humans who
brought in varroa and pesticides and
agricultural monocultures. “You can't
say, ‘We've got a pandemic and we’re
not going to intervene. We're going to
let everybody die of COVID,"”she added.
If we have broken the bees, then it is
our job to fix them.

Beekeepers often joke about how
much they disagree with one another:
“If you ask four beekeepers, you will
get five opinions.” Their collective noun,
they say, should be an argument of bee-
keepers.I wonder if this has to do with
each being the sole authority in his
apiary, of being a “strange god,” in
MaeterlincK’s phrase, to the bees. When
natural and conventional beekeepers
do clash, it is normally online. (On
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beekeeping forums, natural beekeep-
ers sometimes signify themselves as
“TF,” or treatment-free.) When I vis-
ited Gareth John’s garden, Paul Ho-
nigmann, from the Oxford Natural
Beekeeping Group, joined us. There
were a hundred and nineteen beekeep-
ers on his e-mail list, compared with
three hundred and fifty-four members
of the Oxford branch of the B.B.K.A.,
and many belonged to both. Accord-
ing to the B.B.K.A., about a third of
British beekeepers did not treat their
bees for varroa last year. “There’s a phe-
nomenon in sociology where, when
you've got a very small out-group, no-
body cares,” Honigmann said. “When
that immigrant population or what-
ever hits a certain threshold, they are
perceived as a threat.”

There is rarely an occasion for bee-
keepers to fight in the open. (One bee
conservationist told me that he left the
B.B.K.A. after a physical confrontation
at a meeting.) But Andrew Brough, a
conventional beekeeper from Oxford,
says that, in the fall of 2020, he was
asked to move a dozen hives into the
orchards of Waterperry Gardens, a set
of ornamental gardens to the east of
the city, to help with the pollination
season the following spring. Unbe-
knownst to him, Gareth John had also
been looking after bees on the prop-
erty, with another natural beekeeper,
for several years. Brough secures his
hives with pallet strapping and metal
fasteners. As the weeks went by, he
began to suspect that someone was
tampering with the hives. “They were
progressively being opened up on a Fri-
day,” he said.

Brough imports queens from Den-
mark. When he introduced a new queen
to one of his hives, it disappeared. One
day, Brough found John and two other
natural beekeepers standing outside
his hives. “They were trying to kill
my queens,” he said. (John described
Brough’s account as “slander” and said
that he had stumbled across Brough’s
hives, unaware of his presence in the
orchard.) Brough says that he offered
the natural beekeepers a jar of honey,
to show that there were no hard feel-
ings, but they declined. (Eventually,
both Brough and John stopped work-
ing at the gardens.) Brough dismissed
natural beekeeping as an image thing.
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“It’s new, green, rock and roll,” he said.
“Beards and sandals.” He thought for
a moment. “Quite a lot of ordinary bee-
keepers also have beards and sandals,”
he conceded. Brough told me that he
makes a subsistence living from selling
queens and the honey that he harvests
each year. “Why they want to keep hon-
eybees, I do not know,” he said.

I wanted to find a beekeeper who
was respected on all sides. Eventually,
I heard about Roger Patterson, who
maintains dave-cushman.net—a Web
site built by a fellow-beekeeper who
died in 2011—which is regarded as one
of the world’s best sources of apicul-
ture information. Patterson started
keeping bees sixty summers ago. He
served for eight years as a trustee of the
B.B.K.A., but he is better known as the
president of the Bee Improvement and
Bee Breeders Association, a more rad-
ical outfit that has long opposed the
importing of foreign bees. Patterson
has a reputation of being somewhat or-
nery. He is critical of exams and isn't
scientifically trained. But his views com-
mand attention. “I would very much
believe what he’s telling you,” Seeley
said. “He’s a straight shooter.”

Patterson runs a teaching apiary for
his local beekeeping association in a
small wood in West Sussex. When 1
arrived, he was in a clearing, clipping
queens. I waited on the path with his
dogs. Patterson wore jeans that were
held up with green suspenders. He
pulled a pair of plastic chairs out of a
shipping container and we sat down
to talk by his car. He was despondent
about the state of beekeeping gener-
ally, whether natural, conventional, or
on commercial bee farms. “When I
first started keeping bees, at least fifty
per cent of our members worked on
the land in some way. They were prac-
tical people. They were cowmen, or
foresters or gardeners,” Patterson said.
“If they had a problem, they knew
enough that they could get out of it
for having a bit of gumption.” Mod-
ern beekeepers preferred simple an-
swers. “There’s a lot of narrow think-
ing going on,” he said.

Patterson was sympathetic to the
ideas of natural beekeepers, although
he suspected that many of them were
misguided novices. “ ‘Oh, wouldn't it
be lovely? You know,” he said. During

the pandemic, Patterson experimented
with not treating his bees for varroa
and lost sixteen out of nineteen hives.
He was fine with that. But he needed
to have bees to teach with, so he had
to start treating again.

What really worried him were the
bees. Something was up. “Very up,” Pat-
terson said. Since the early nineties, he
had noticed that his queens could not
lead their colonies for as long as they
used to. In the past, Patterson’s queens
had lived for five or six years. Now they
were being superseded—deposed by
the colony—within a year or two. Pat-
terson hadn’t changed his beekeeping
techniques much since 1963. “It is a
massive problem,” he said. Some of the
queens seemed fine. Others had mis-
shapen wings. Patterson’s theory was
that something was interfering with
the bees’ pheromones in the hive, their
Nestduftwarmebindung. But he didnt
know what.

“Lots of things are changing,” he
said. “People are changing. The bees
are changing. The environment’s chang-
ing.” Patterson wondered whether nat-
ural beekeeping was just another human
vanity that was being foisted on the
bees. At the same time, he had come
to doubt the health of the creatures
whose lives he was managing from sea-
son to season. “I reckon that the bees
in trees are healthier than bees raised
in hives,” he told me. But Patterson was
a beekeeper. “Throughout my beekeep-
ing life, I have always tried to improve
the bees,” he said. Patterson explained
that when he said this most people
thought he meant improving the bees
to make more honey. “I think you can
improve bees from the point of view
of bees as well,” he said. Patterson was
not ready to admit that this task might
be beyond him, or any beekeeper. He
had inspected nine colonies that morn-
ing. After I left, he was going to place
new queens into the hives that he feared
would not last the winter. ¢

Correction of the Week
From Vogue.

In the September profile of Chelsea Clinton,
“Waiting in the Wings,” by Jonathan Van Meter,
Dan Baer was mistakenly identified as an inte-
rior designer. He is a deputy assistant secretary
for the Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights,
and Labor at the U.S. Department of State.
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“Matt Damon is a—Matt Damon is a f*g.
Matt Damon is also 5’2. Eyes are blue. Coochie-
coochie-coochie-coo.”

“T'd never think about a girl being smart. If
you told me a girl was smart, I would often think
she’s not attractive.”

“They want to go through that freaking Pass-
over all the time. . . . Get over the Passover. It was
like 3,000 years ago. Okay, the Red Sea parted.
Big deal. Not the first time that happened.”

—Rudolph Giuliani in audio recordings.

Lima beans. Lima beans don’t even
make sense. No one has ever actually
eaten a lima bean. That’s a true story.

You know who else is gay? Clint East-
wood. No one knows. Clint Eastwood.
But it’s like a manly gay, if you know
what I mean. I know this because I kissed
him once. On the cheek. By mistake. It
was lovely, though. We went camping.

I've seen the Red Sea part twice in
one day. I was on a nude beach with
Maury Povich, who's Jewish, by the way.
In fact, there are a lot of Jews in Israel.
We stood there naked, neither one of
us gay, and we watched the Red Sea

GIULIANI

KENNEY

part. Later, I would realize that I was
actually in Brighton Beach, alone, and
not in Israel. Although I was nude, ex-
cept for a large saftfron-colored hat.

You look at someone like Myrna
Loy. Very attractive. And you think,
Dumb, right? No. Turns out she was
very bright—780 on the verbal SATs.
And marvellous in the “Thin Man’films.

I met Ben Affleck. You know how
tall he is? He’s four feet two inches. Hon-
est to God. He might be gay. Although
short people aren’t usually gay. His wife
is very beautiful. Also smart. Which is
surprising. They’re both Jewish. Ob-
sessed with the High Holidays. Sim-
chat Torah this, Simchat Torah that.
Wouldn't shut up about Simchat Torah.

Show me a smart, attractive Jewish
woman who isn't gay and I'll show you
a photo of myself nude on a camping
trip with Telly Savalas. Which I have in
my wallet. He was a dwarf.

The thing with Passover. Dumb.
Blood all over the house. Oh, don’t kill

my son. No one’s going to kill anyone.
I know Pharaoh. I know him. He’s a
very nice guy. Six handicap. Can't say
the word “pants”without laughing. An-
tisemitic but not in a bad way. He was
friends with David O. Selznick. That’s
how I met Cary Grant. Cary is the first

man I ever made love to.

I'm on a boat with a group of Israeli
homosexuals. Not one of them is more
than three feet tall. We're in the Red
Sea. Boom. Just like that, it parts. We’re
sitting on sand. Water on either side
of us. I say to one of the Jewish homo-
sexuals, “Did the Red Sea just part?”
He says, “Happens all the time.” He
then asked me to put sunblock on his
back. Which I did. He was a very beau-
tiful man named Ze'ev. We still keep
in touch.

You see all this bullshit about the
“Barbie” movie. First of all, it’s not that
good. I've seen it twice. Barbie’s not real,
so that’s just stupid. What do you ex-
pect? The person who directed it was
Greta Garbo. Or something. Attrac-
tive? Yes. Bright? No. And Ken? If Ken
isn't gay ... I mean, I had a Ken doll.
Which I hid. Ken has no genitalia! Be-
lieve me, I checked. You know who else
has no genitalia> Who'’s the one who
buys all the things? Deadface. Wait.
PoolMan. No. Ryan Reynolds. No gen-
itals. Sad, really. But also freeing.

If there is a remake of “The Sound
of Music,”I will play Captain von Trapp,
and Maria will be played by Timothée
Chalamet, who is so small as to be al-
most invisible. Also, no Jew, he. We
would each do our own singing. I sing.
I would also play the nun who sings
“Climb Every Mountain.” I would, of
course, be disguised, wearing the clas-
sic nun’s uniform of coif, wimple, and
veil, which I could bring to set, as I own
one. I would also want the von Trapp
children to be played by mice. We would
subtitle their squeaks. Also, since Maria
will be played by a man, “she” won't be
dumb. She will be a he, Timothée, and
he will grow his hair long, and we will
almost kiss after “Edelweiss.”

If T were gay, I would want to be tiny,
like Matt Damon. Who recently con-
verted to Judaism. ¢
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A REPORTER AT LARGE

ELON MUSKS SHADOW RULE

How the U.S. government came to rely on the tech billionaire—and is now struggling fo rein him in.

ast October, Colin Kahl, then
I the Under-Secretary of Defense
for Policy at the Pentagon, sat
in a hotel in Paris and prepared to make
a call to avert disaster in Ukraine. A
staffer handed him an iPhone—in part
to avoid inviting an onslaught of late-
night texts and colorful emojis on Kahl’s
own phone. Kahl had returned to his
room, with its heavy drapery and dis-
tant view of the Eiffel Tower, after a
day of meetings with officials from the
United Kingdom, France, and Germany.
A senior defense official told me that
Kahl was surprised by whom he was
about to contact: “He was, like, ‘Why
am [ calling Elon Musk?”

The reason soon became apparent.
“Even though Musk is not technically
adiplomat or statesman, I felt it was im-
portant to treat him as such, given the
influence he had on this issue,” Kahl told
me. SpaceX, Musk’s space-exploration
company, had for months been provid-
ing Internet access across Ukraine, al-
lowing the country’s forces to plan at-
tacks and to defend themselves. But, in
recent days, the forces had found their
connectivity severed as they entered ter-
ritory contested by Russia. More alarm-
ingly, SpaceX had recently given the
Pentagon an ultimatum: if it didn’t as-
sume the cost of providing service in
Ukraine, which the company calculated
at some four hundred million dollars
annually, it would cut off access. “We
started to get a little panicked,” the se-
nior defense official, one of four who
described the standoff to me, recalled.
Musk “could turn it off at any given mo-
ment. And that would have real opera-
tional impact for the Ukrainians.”

Musk had become involved in the
war in Ukraine soon after Russia in-
vaded, in February, 2022. Along with con-
ventional assaults, the Kremlin was con-
ducting cyberattacks against Ukraine’s
digital infrastructure. Ukrainian officials
and a loose coalition of expatriates in the
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tech sector, brainstorming in group chats
on WhatsApp and Signal, found a po-
tential solution: SpaceX, which manu-
factures a line of mobile Internet termi-
nals called Starlink. The tripod-mounted
dishes, each about the size of a computer
display and clad in white plastic remi-
niscent of the sleek design sensibility of
Musk’s Tesla electric cars, connect with
a network of satellites. The units have
limited range, but in this situation that
was an advantage: although a nationwide
network of dishes was required, it would
be difficult for Russia to completely dis-
mantle Ukrainian connectivity. Of course,
Musk could do so. Three people involved
in bringing Starlink to Ukraine, all of
whom spoke on the condition of ano-
nymity because they worried that Musk,
if upset, could withdraw his services, told
me that they originally overlooked the
significance of his personal control. “No-
body thought about it back then,” one
of them, a Ukrainian tech executive, told
me. “It was all about ‘Let’s fucking go,
people are dying.””

In the ensuing months, fund-raising
in Silicon Valley’s Ukrainian commu-
nity, contracts with the U.S. Agency for
International Development and with
European governments, and pro-bono
contributions from SpaceX facilitated
the transfer of thousands of Starlink
units to Ukraine. A soldier in Ukraine’s
signal corps who was responsible for
maintaining Starlink access on the front
lines, and who asked to be identified
only by his first name, Mykola, told me,
“It’s the essential backbone of commu-
nication on the battlefield.”

Initially, Musk showed unreserved
support for the Ukrainian cause, re-
sponding encouragingly as Mykhailo
Fedorov, the Ukrainian minister for dig-
ital transformation, tweeted pictures of
equipment in the field. But, as the war
ground on, SpaceX began to balk at
the cost. “We are not in a position to
further donate terminals to Ukraine, or

fund the existing terminals for an in-
definite period of time,” SpaceX’s di-
rector of government sales told the Pen-
tagon in a letter, last September. (CNBC
recently valued SpaceX at nearly a hun-
dred and fifty billion dollars. Forbes es-
timated Musk’s personal net worth at
two hundred and twenty billion dollars,
making him the world’s richest man.)

Musk was also growing increasingly
uneasy with the fact that his technol-
ogy was being used for warfare. That
month, at a conference in Aspen at-
tended by business and political figures,
Musk even appeared to express support
for Vladimir Putin. “He was onstage,
and he said, “We should be negotiat-
ing. Putin wants peace—we should be
negotiating peace with Putin,”” Reid
Hoftman, who helped start PayPal with
Musk, recalled. Musk seemed, he said,
to have “bought what Putin was selling,
hook, line, and sinker.” A week later,
Musk tweeted a proposal for his own
peace plan, which called for new refer-
endums to redraw the borders of Ukraine,
and granted Russia control of Crimea,
the semi-autonomous peninsula recog-
nized by most nations, including the
United States, as Ukrainian territory. In
later tweets, Musk portrayed as inevi-
table an outcome favoring Russia and
attached maps highlighting eastern
Ukrainian territories, some of which,
he argued, “prefer Russia.” Musk also
polled his Twitter followers about the
plan. Millions responded, with about
sixty per cent rejecting the proposal.
(Volodymyr Zelensky, Ukraine’s Presi-
dent, tweeted his own poll, asking users
whether they preferred the Elon Musk
who supported Ukraine or the one who
now seemed to back Russia. The for-
mer won, though Zelensky’s poll had a
smaller turnout: Musk has more than
twenty times as many followers.)

By then, Musk’s sympathies appeared
to be manifesting on the battlefield.
One day, Ukrainian forces advancing
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“We are living off his good graces,” a Pentagon official said of Musks role in the war in Ukraine. “That sucks.”
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into contested areas in the south found
themselves suddenly unable to commu-
nicate. “We were very close to the front
line,” Mykola, the signal-corps soldier,
told me. “We crossed this border and the
Starlink stopped working.” The conse-
quences were immediate. “Communica-
tions became dead, units were isolated.
When you're on offense, especially for
commanders, you need a constant stream
of information from battalions. Com-
manders had to drive to the battlefield

to be in radio range, risking themselves,”

Mykola said. “It was chaos.” Ukrainian
expats who had raised funds for the Star-
link units began receiving frantic calls.
The tech executive recalls a Ukrainian
military official telling him, “We need
Elon now.”“How now?”he replied. “Like
fucking now,” the official said. “People
are dying.” Another Ukrainian involved
told me that he was “awoken by a dozen
calls saying they'd lost connectivity and
had to retreat.” The Financial Times
reported that outages affected units in
Kherson, Zaporizhzhia, Kharkiv, Do-
netsk, and Luhansk. American and
Ukrainian officials told me they believed
that SpaceX had cut the connectivity via
geofencing, cordoning oft areas of access.

The senior defense official said, “We
had a whole series of meetings internal
to the department to try to figure out
what we could do about this.” Musk’s
singular role presented unfamiliar chal-
lenges, as did the government’s role as
intermediary. “It wasn’t like we could
hold him in breach of contract or some-

thing,” the official continued. The Pen-
tagon would need to reach a contrac-
tual arrangement with SpaceX so that,
at the very least, Musk “couldnt wake
up one morning and just decide, like,
he didn't want to do this anymore.” Kahl
added, “It was kind of a way for us to
lock in services across Ukraine. It could
at least prevent Musk from turning off
the switch altogether.”

Typically, such a negotiation would
be handled by the Pentagon’s acquisi-
tions department. But Musk had become
more than just a vender like Boeing,
Lockheed, or other defense-industry be-
hemoths. On the phone with Musk from
Paris, Kahl was deferential. According
to unclassified talking points for the
call, he thanked Musk for his efforts in
Ukraine, acknowledged the steep costs
hed incurred, and pleaded for even a few
weeks to devise a contract. “If you cut
this off, it doesn’t end the war,” Kahl re-
called telling Musk.

Musk wasn’t immediately convinced.
“My inference was that he was getting
nervous that Starlink’s involvement was
increasingly seen in Russia as enabling
the Ukrainian war effort, and was look-
ing for a way to placate Russian con-
cerns,” Kahl told me. To the dismay of
Pentagon officials, Musk volunteered
that he had spoken with Putin person-
ally. Another individual told me that
Musk had made the same assertion in
the weeks before he tweeted his pro-
Russia peace plan, and had said that his
consultations with the Kremlin were

e Flake

My followers expect higher-quality vacation content than this.”

regular. (Musk later denied having spo-
ken with Putin about Ukraine.) On the
phone, Musk said that he was looking
at his laptop and could see “the entire
war unfolding” through a map of Star-
link activity. “This was, like, three min-
utes before he said, “‘Well, I had this
great conversation with Putin,”” the se-
nior defense official told me. “And we
were, like, ‘Oh, dear, this is not good.””
Musk told Kahl that the vivid illustra-
tion of how technology he had designed
for peaceful ends was being used to wage
war gave him pause.

After a fifteen-minute call, Musk
agreed to give the Pentagon more time.
He also, after public blowback and with
evident annoyance, walked back his
threats to cut off service. “The hell with
it,” he tweeted. “Even though Starlink
is still losing money & other companies
are getting billions of taxpayer $, we’ll
just keep funding Ukraine govt for free.”
This June, the Department of Defense
announced that it had reached a deal
with SpaceX.

he meddling of oligarchs and other

monied interests in the fate of na-
tions is not new. During the First World
War, J. P. Morgan lent vast sums to the
Allied powers; afterward, John D. Rocke-
teller, Jr., poured money into the fledg-
ling League of Nations. The investor
George Soros’s Open Society Founda-
tions underwrote civil-society reform
in post-Soviet Europe, and the casino
mogul Sheldon Adelson funded right-
wing media in Israel, as part of his sup-
port of Benjamin Netanyahu.

But Musk’s influence is more brazen
and expansive. There is little precedent
for a civilian’s becoming the arbiter of
a war between nations in such a gran-
ular way, or for the degree of depen-
dency that the U.S. now has on Musk
in a variety of fields, from the future of
energy and transportation to the explo-
ration of space. SpaceX is currently the
sole means by which NASA transports
crew from U.S. soil into space, a situa-
tion that will persist for at least another
year. The government’s plan to move
the auto industry toward electric cars
requires increasing access to charging
stations along America’s highways. But
this rests on the actions of another Musk
enterprise, Tesla. The automaker has
seeded so much of the country with its



proprietary charging stations that the
Biden Administration relaxed an early
push for a universal charging standard
disliked by Musk. His stations are eli-
gible for billions of dollars in subsidies,
so long as Tesla makes them compati-
ble with the other charging standard.

In the past twenty years, against a
backdrop of crumbling infrastructure
and declining trust in institutions, Musk
has sought out business opportunities
in crucial areas where, after decades of
privatization, the state has receded. The
government is now reliant on him, but
struggles to respond to his risk-taking,
brinkmanship, and caprice. Current and
former officials from NASA, the Depart-
ment of Defense, the Department of
Transportation, the Federal Aviation
Administration, and the Occupational
Safety and Health Administration told
me that Musk’s influence had become
inescapable in their work, and several
of them said that they now treat him
like a sort of unelected official. One
Pentagon spokesman said that he was
keeping Musk apprised of my inquiries
about his role in Ukraine and would
grant an interview with an official about
the matter only with Musk’s permis-
sion. “We’ll talk to you if Elon wants
us to,” he told me. In a podcast inter-
view last year, Musk was asked whether
he has more influence than the Amer-
ican government. He replied immedi-
ately, “In some ways.” Reid Hoffman
told me that Musk’s attitude is “like
Louis XIV: ‘Létat, cest moi.””

MuskK’s power continues to grow. His
takeover of Twitter, which he has re-
branded “X,” gives him a critical forum
for political discourse ahead of the
next Presidential election. He recently
launched an artificial-intelligence com-
pany, a move that follows years of in-
volvement in the technology. Musk has
become a hyper-exposed pop-culture
figure, and his sharp turns from altru-
istic to vainglorious, strategic to impul-
sive, have been the subject of innumer-
able articles and at least seven major
books, including a forthcoming biog-
raphy by Walter Isaacson. But the na-
ture and the scope of his power are less
widely understood.

More than thirty of MusK’s current
and former colleagues in various indus-
tries and a dozen individuals in his per-
sonal life spoke to me about their ex-

periences with him. Sam Altman, the
C.E.O. of OpenAl, with whom Musk
has both worked and sparred, told me,
“Elon desperately wants the world to
be saved. But only if he can be the one
to save it.”

The terms of the Starlink deal have
not been made public. Ukrainian offi-
cials say that they have not faced further
service interruptions. But Musk has con-
tinued to express ambiva-
lence about how the tech-
nology is being used, and
where it can be deployed. In
February, he tweeted, “We
will not enable escalation
of conflict that may lead to
WWs3.” He said, as he had
told Kahl, that he was sin-
cerely attempting to navigate <
the moral dilemmas of his ol
role: “We're trying hard to
do the right thing, where the ‘right thing’
is an extremely difficult moral question.”

Musk’s hesitation aligns with his
pragmatic interests. A facility in Shang-
hai produces half of all Tesla cars, and
Musk depends on the good will of of-
ficials in China, which has lent support
to Russia in the conflict. Musk recently
acknowledged to the Financial Times
that Beijing disapproves of his decision
to provide Internet service to Ukraine
and has sought assurances that he would
not deploy similar technology in China.
In the same interview, he responded to
questions about China’s efforts to assert
control over Taiwan by floating another
peace plan. Taiwan, he suggested, could
become a jointly controlled administra-
tive zone, an outcome that Taiwanese
leaders see as ending the country’s in-
dependence. During a trip to Beijing
this spring, Musk was welcomed with
what Reuters summarized as “flattery
and feasts.” He met with senior officials,
including China’s foreign minister, and
posed for the kinds of awkwardly smil-
ing formal photos that are more typi-
cal of world leaders.

National-security officials I spoke with
had a range of views on the government’s
balance of power with Musk. He main-
tains good relationships with some of
them, including General Mark Milley,
the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff.
Since the two men met, several years ago,
when Milley was the chief of staft of the
Army, they have discussed “technology

applications to warfare—artificial intel-
ligence, electric vehicles, and autono-
mous machines,” Milley told me. “He
has insight that helped shape my thoughts
on the fundamental change in the char-
acter of war and the modernization of
the U.S. military.” During the Starlink
controversy, Musk called him for advice.
But other officials expressed profound
misgivings. “Living in the world we live
in, in which Elon runs this
company and it is a private
business under his control,
we are living off his good
graces,” a Pentagon official

A told me. “That sucks.”

One summer evening
in the mid-nineteen-

eighties, Musk and his

friend Theo Taoushiani

took Taoushiani’s father’s
car for an illicit drive. Musk and
Taoushiani were both in their mid-teens,
and lived about a mile apart in a suburb
of Johannesburg, South Africa. Neither
had a driver’s license, or permission from
Taoushiani’s father. But they were pas-
sionate Dungeons & Dragons fans, and
a new module—a fresh scenario in the
game—nhad just been released. Taoushiani
took the wheel for the twenty-minute
drive to the Sandton City mall. “Elon
was my co-pilot,” Taoushiani told me.
“We went under the cover of darkness.”
At the mall, they found that they didn't
have enough money. But Musk prom-
ised a salesperson that they would re-
turn the next day with the rest, and
dropped the name of a well-known Greek
restaurant owned by Taoushiani’s family.
“Elon had the gift of the gab,” Taoushiani
said. “He’s very persuasive, and he’s quite
dogged in his determination.” The two
went home with the module.

Musk was born in 1971 in Pretoria,
the country’s administrative capital, and
he and his younger brother, Kimbal, and
his younger sister, Tosca, grew up under
apartheid. Musk’s mother, Maye, a Ca-
nadian model and dietitian, and his fa-
ther, Errol, an engineer, divorced when
he was young, and the children initially
stayed with Maye. She has said that Errol
was physically abusive toward her. “He
would hit me when the kids were around,”
she wrote in her memoir. “I remember
that Tosca and Kimbal, who were two
and four, respectively, would cry in the
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corner, and Elon, who was five, would
hit him on the backs of his knees to try
to stop him.” By the mid-eighties, Musk
had moved in with his father—a deci-
sion that he has said was motivated by
concern for his father’s loneliness, and
which he came to regret. Musk, usually
impassive in interviews, cried openly
when he told Ro//ing Stone about the
years that followed, in which, he said, his
father psychologically tortured him, in
ways that he declined to specify. “You
have no idea about how bad,” he said.
“Almost every crime you can possibly
think of; he has done. Almost every evil
thing you could possibly think of, he has
done.” Taoushiani recalled witnessing
Errol “chastise Elon a lot. Maybe belit-
tle him.” (Errol Musk has denied alle-
gations that he was abusive to Maye or
to his children.) Musk has also said that
he was violently bullied at school. Though
he is now six feet one, with a broad-shoul-
dered build, he was “much, much smaller
back in school,” Taoushiani told me. “He
wasn't very social.”

Musk has said that he has Asperger’s
syndrome, a form of what is now known
as autism-spectrum disorder, which is
characterized by difficulty with social
interactions. As a child, he would some-
times fall into trancelike states of deep
thought, during which he was so unre-
sponsive that his mother eventually took
him to a doctor to check his hearing.
MusK’s quiet side persists—in my own
interactions with him, I have found him
to be thoughtful and measured. (Musk
declined to answer questions for this
story.) He can also be, as he joked during
a stilted “Saturday Night Live” mono-
logue, “pretty good at running human,
in emulation mode.”

Musk escaped into science fiction
and video games. “One of the reasons 1
got into technology, maybe #he reason,
was video games,” he said at a gaming-
industry convention several years ago.
In his early teens, Musk coded an eight-
bit shooter game in the style of Space
Invaders called Blastar, whose title screen,
in a novelistic flourish, credits him as
“E. R. Musk.” The premise was basic:
“MISSION: DESTROY ALIEN FREIGHTER
CARRYING DEADLY HYDROGEN BOMBS
AND STATUS BEAM MACHINES.” But
it won recognition from a South Afri-
can trade magazine, which published
the game’s hundred and sixty-seven
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lines of code and paid Musk a small sum.

Musk often talks about his science-
fiction influences. Some have manifested
in straightforward ways: he has connected

his love of Isaac Asimov’s “Foundation”

novels, whose characters grapple with
a mathematically precise prediction
of their civilization’s collapse, to his ob-
session with insuring human survival
beyond Earth. But some of Musk’s
touchstones present ironies. He has
said that his hero is Douglas Adams,
the writer who skewered both the hyper-
rich and the progress-at-any-cost ethos
that Musk has come to embody. In the
“Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy” nov-
els and radio plays, the latter of which
were broadcast in South Africa during
Musk’s childhood, a narcissistic playboy
becomes the president of the galaxy,and
Earth is demolished to make way for
a space transit route. Musk is also an
avowed fan of Deus Ex, a role-playing
first-person-shooter video game that he
has brought up when discussing his
company Neuralink, which aspires to
invent ability-enhancing body modifi-
cations like those featured in the game.
During the pandemic, Musk seemed to
embrace cOVID denialism, and for a
while he changed his Twitter profile
picture to an image of the protagonist
of the game, which turns on a manu-
factured plague designed to control the
masses. But Deus Ex, like “T'he Hitch-

hiker’s Guide to the Galaxy,” is a fun-
damentally anti-capitalist text, in which
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the plague is the culmination of unre-
strained corporate power, and the vil-
lain is the world’s richest man, a media-
darling tech entrepreneur with global
aspirations and political leaders under
his control.

n 1999, Musk stood outside his Bay
Area home to accept the delivery
of a million-dollar McLaren F1 sports
car. He was in his late twenties, and
wearing an oversized brown blazer.

“Some could interpret purchasing this
car as behavior characteristic of an im-
perialist brat,” he told a CNN news
crew. Then he beamed, saying that there
were only about sixty such cars in the
world. “My values may have changed,”
he added, “but I'm not consciously aware
of my values having changed.” MusK’s
fiancée, a Canadian writer named Jus-
tine Wilson, seemed more aware. “It’s
a million-dollar car. It’s decadent,” she
said. “My fear is that we become spoiled
brats. That we lose a sense of appreci-
ation and perspective.” The McLaren,
she observed, was “the perfect car for
Silicon Valley.”

Musk had moved to Canada when
he was in his late teens, and met Wil-
son when they both attended Queen’s
University, in Ontario. He later trans-
ferred to the University of Pennsylvania,
graduating with degrees in economics
and physics. In 1995, the early days of
the World Wide Web, he and Kimbal
founded a company that came to be called
Zip2, an online city directory that they
sold to newspapers. Musk has often de-
scribed the company’s humble origins,
saying that he and his brother lived and
worked in a small studio apartment,
showering at a nearby Y.M.C.A. and
eating at Jack in the Box. (Errol at one
point gave his sons twenty-eight thou-
sand dollars. Musk, who has a tendency
to fuss over questions of credit, has stated
that his father’s contribution came “much
later,”in a round of funding that “wouldve
happened anyway.”) At Zip2, Musk de-
veloped what he describes as his “hard-
core” work style; even after he had his
own apartment, he often slept on a bean-
bag at the office. But, in the end, the
company’s investors stripped him of his
leadership role and installed a more ex-
perienced chief executive. Musk believed
that the startup should have been tar-
geting not just newspapers but consum-
ers. Investors pursued a more modest vi-
sion instead. In 1999, Zip2 was sold to
Compagq for three hundred and seven
million dollars, earning Musk more than
twenty million dollars.

Justine and Musk married the fol-
lowing year. After their first child died
at ten weeks, from sudden infant death
syndrome, the couple dealt with the
tragedy in very different ways. Justine,
by her account, grieved openly; Musk
later told one of his biographers, Ash-



lee Vance, that “wallowing in sadness
does no good for anyone around you.”
After pursuing I.V.F. treatment, the cou-
ple had twins, then triplets. (Musk now
has at least nine children with three dif-
ferent women, and has said that he is
doing his part to address one of his pet
issues, the risk of population collapse;
demographers are skeptical about the
matter.) Justine wrote in an essay for
Marie Claire that their relationship
eventually buckled under the weight of
Musk’s obsession with work and his
controlling tendencies, which began
with him insisting, as they danced at
their wedding, “I am the alpha in this
relationship.” A messy divorce ensued,
leading to alegal dispute over their post-
nuptial financial agreement, which was
settled years later. “He had grown up in
the male-dominated culture of South
Africa,”Justine wrote. “The will to com-
pete and dominate that made him so
successful in business did not magically
shut off when he came home.” (Musk
wrote a response to Justine’s account in
Business Insider, discussing the finan-
cial dispute, but he did not address Jus-
tine’s characterizations of his behavior.)

After Musk left Zip2, he poured some
twelve million dollars, a majority of his
wealth, into another startup, an online
bank called X.com. It was the first in-
stance of his obsession with the letter
“X,” which has now appeared in the
names of his companies, his products,
and his son with the artist Grimes: X
A A-12.The bank also marked the be-
ginning of a long and so far unfulfilled
quest—recently revived in his effort to
reinvent Twitter—to create an “every-
thing app,” incorporating a payment
system. In 2000, X.com merged with a
competing online-payments startup,
Confinity, co-founded by the entrepre-
neur Peter Thiel. In events that have
since become Silicon Valley lore, Musk
and Thiel battled for control of the com-
pany. Various accounts apportion blame
differently. Hoffman told me, citing the
story as an example of Musk’s disingen-
uousness, that Musk had pushed for the
merger by highlighting the leadership
of his company’s seasoned executive,
only to force out the executive and place
himself in the top role. “A merger like
this, you're doing a marriage,” Hoffman
said. “And it’s, like, ‘T was lying to you
intensely while we were dating. Now

]

s her

“Ram them.” That’s your suggestion for everything.”

that we’re married, let me tell you about
the herpes.”” People who have worked
with Musk often describe him as con-
trolling. One said, “In the areas he wants
to compete in, he has a very hard time
sharing the spotlight, or not being the
center of attention.” In the fall of 2000,
another coup, executed while Musk was
on a long-delayed honeymoon with Jus-
tine, overthrew Musk and installed Thiel
as the company’s head. Two years later,
eBay acquired the company, by then
called PayPal, for $1.5 billion, making
Musk, who remained the largest share-
holder, fabulously wealthy.

Perhaps the most revealing moment
in the PayPal saga happened at its out-
set. In March, 2000, as the merger was
under way, Musk was driving his new
McLaren, with Thiel in the passenger
seat. The two were on Sand Hill Road,
an artery that cuts through Silicon Val-
ley. Thiel asked Musk, “So what can this
do?” Musk replied, “Watch this,” then
floored the gas pedal, hit an embank-
ment, and sent the car airborne and spin-
ning before it slammed back onto the
pavement, blowing out its suspension
and its windows. “This isn’t insured,”
Musk told Thiel. Musk’s critics have
used the story to illustrate his reckless
showboating, but it also underscores how
often Musk has been rewarded for that
behavior: he repaired the McLaren, drove
it for several more years, then reportedly
sold it at a profit. Musk delights in tell-
ing the story, lingering on the risk to his

life. In one interview, asked whether
there were parallels with his approach
to building companies, Musk said, “I
hope not.” Appearing to consider the
idea, he added, “Wazch this. Yeah, that
could be awkward with a rocket launch.”

f all Musk’s enterprises, SpaceX

may be the one that most funda-
mentally reflects his appetite for risk.
Staff at SpaceX’s Starship facility, in
Boca Chica, Texas, spent December of
2020 preparing for the launch of a rocket
known as SNB8, then the newest proto-
type in the company’s Starship program,
which it hopes will eventually transport
humans to orbit, to the moon, and, in
the mission Musk speaks about with the
most passion, to Mars. The F.A.A. had
approved an initial launch date for the
rocket. But an engine issue forced SpaceX
to delay by a day. By then, the weather
had shifted. On the new day, the F.A.A.
told SpaceX that, according to its model
of the wind’s speed and direction, if the
rocket exploded it could create a blast
wave that risked damaging the windows
of nearby houses. A series of tense meet-
ings followed, with SpaceX presenting
its own modelling to establish that the
launch was safe, and the F.A.A. refus-
ing to grant permission. Wayne Mon-
teith, then the head of the agency’s space
division, was leaving an event at the Cape
Canaveral Space Force Station when he
received a frustrated call from Musk.
“Look, you cannot launch,” Monteith
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told him. “You're not cleared to launch.”
Musk acknowledged the order.

Musk was on site in Boca Chica when
SpaceX launched anyway. The rocket
achieved liftoft and successfully per-
formed several maneuvers intended to
rehearse those of an eventual manned
Starship. But, on landing, the SN8 came
in too fast, and exploded on impact. (No
windows were damaged.) The next day,
Musk visited the crash site. In a picture
taken that day, Musk stands next to the
twisted steel of the rocket, dressed in a
black T-shirt and jeans, looking deter-
mined, his arms crossed and his eyes
narrowed. His tweets about the explo-
sion were celebratory, not apologetic.
“He has along history of launching and
blowing up rockets. And then he puts
out videos of all the rockets that he’s
blown up. And like half of America
thinks it’s really cool,” the former NASA
administrator Jim Bridenstine told me.
“He has a different set of rules.”

Hans Koenigsmann, then SpaceX’s
vice-president for flight reliability,
started working on a customary report
to the F.A.A. about the launch. Koe-
nigsmann told me that he felt pressure
to minimize focus on the launch pro-
cess and Musk’s role in it. “I sensed that
he wanted it taken out,” Koenigsmann
said. “I disagreed, and in the end we
wound up with a very different version
from what was originally intended.”
Eventually, Koenigsmann was told not
to write a report at all, and a letter was
sent to the F.A.A. instead. The agency,
meanwhile, opened its own investiga-
tion. Monteith told me that he agreed
with Musk that the F.A.A. had been
conservative about a situation that pre-
sented little statistical risk of casualties,
but he was nevertheless troubled. “We
had safety folks who were very upset
about it,” Monteith recalled. In a series
of letters to SpaceX, Monteith accused
the company of relying on data “hast-
ily developed to meet a launch window,”
launching “based on ‘impressions’ and
‘assumptions,”” and exhibiting “a con-
cerning lack of operational control and
process discipline that is inconsistent
with a strong safety culture.” In its re-
sponses, SpaceX proposed various safety
reforms, but also pushed back, com-
plaining that the F.A.A.s weather model
was unreliable and suggesting that the
agency had been resistant to discussions
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THE NATURE OF MEMORY

Once again I am trying to fall into the light,
twice-broken and knife-scarred, recalling my children
on Long Beach Island, loose sand in Anastasia’s dreads,
Langston holding a red plastic shovel

in one hand and the swordlike tail

of a horseshoe crab in another,

shorebirds winging above their heads.

If there is another world,

a poet struggles to describe ocean mist
dissipating over a young father,
distant and lonely, watching

his children’s laughter run into the sea

then explode at the edge of the world.

What is my life but a constant entering

into a dizzying churn of days

ping-ponging like numbered balls

in a glass air machine?

Then, as now, like all of us, I was brought here
through a clumsy series of human foibles

and thus am conditioned to read

the undersides of storms edging up a coast.

Someday they too will push down far enough
and learn to unfold the minutes and hours into
one long continuous wave. For now,

I hope they love themselves loud as that day,

light-drunk, kicking up sand.

about improving it. (SpaceX did not re-
spond to requests for comment.)

The following March, Steve Dick-
son, then the F.A.A.’s administrator,
called Musk. The two men spoke for
thirty minutes. Like Kahl, Dickson was
deferential, thanking Musk for his role
in transforming the commercial space
sector and acknowledging that SpaceX
was taking steps to make its launches
less risky. But Dickson, an F.A.A. spokes-
person said in a statement, “made it clear
that the FAA expects SpaceX to develop
and foster a robust safety culture that
stresses adherence to FAA rules.” Dick-
son had navigated such conversations
before, including with Boeing after two
737 MAX aircraft crashed. But this situ-
ation presented a thornier challenge. “It’s
not every day that the F.A.A. adminis-
trator releases a statement about a phone
call that they have with the C.E.O. or

—Major Jackson

the head of an aerospace company,” an
official at the agency told me. “That kind
of gets into the soft pressure, public pres-
sure that you don't do unless you are try-
ing to change the incentive structure.”

The F.A.A.issued no fine, though it
grounded SpaceX for two months. “I
didn't see that a fine would make any
difference,” Monteith told me.“He could
pull that out of his pocket. However,
not allowing launches, that would get
the attention of a company that prides
itself on being able to iterate and go
tast.” Mlusk has continued to complain
about the agency. After it postponed
another launch, he tweeted, “The FAA
space division has a fundamentally bro-
ken regulatory structure.” He added,
“Under those rules, humanity will never
get to Mars.”

Mousk has been fixated on space since
his childhood. The idea for SpaceX came



about after his exile from PayPal. “T went
to the NASA website so I could see the
schedule of when we're supposed to go”
to Mars, Musk told Wired, in 2012. “At
first I thought, jeez, maybe I'm just look-
ing in the wrong place! Why was there
no plan, no schedule? There was noth-
ing.”In 2001, he connected with space-
exploration enthusiasts, and even trav-
elled to Russia in an unsuccessful bid
to buy missiles to use as rockets. The
next year, he moved to Los Angeles,
closer to California’s aerospace indus-
try, and ultimately he pulled together a
team of engineers and entrepreneurs
and founded SpaceX, to make his own
rockets. Private rocket launches date
back to the eighties, but no one had at-
tempted anything on the scale that Musk
envisioned, and it proved to be more
difficult and expensive than he had an-
ticipated. Musk has said that, by 2008,
the company was nearly bankrupt, and
that, after putting much of his wealth
into SpaceX and Tesla, he wasn't far be-
hind. “That was definitely the worst
year of my life,” he said in an interview
on “60 Minutes.” SpaceX’s first three
launches had failed, and there was no
budget for another. “I had no more
money left,” Musk told Bridenstine, the
NASA administrator, years later. “We
managed to put together enough spare
parts to do a fourth launch.” Had that
failed, he added, “SpaceX would have
died.” The launch was successful, and
NASA soon awarded SpaceX a $1.6-billion
contract to resupply the International
Space Station. In 2020, the company
flew its first manned mission there—
ending nearly a decade of American
reliance on Russian craft for the task.
SpaceX now launches more satellites
than any other private company, with
four thousand five hundred and nine-
teen in orbit as of July, occupying many
of Earth’s orbital routes. “Once the
carrying capacity of an orbit is maxed
out, you've basically blocked everyone
from trying to compete in that market,”
Bridenstine told me.

There are competitors in the field, in-
cluding Jeff Bezos’s Blue Origin and
Richard Branson’s Virgin Galactic, but
none yet rival SpaceX. The new space
race has the potential to shape the global
balance of power. Satellites enable the
navigation of drones and missiles and
generate imagery used for intelligence,

and they are mostly under the control of
private companies. “The U.S. govern-
ment is in massive catch-up to build a
more resilient space architecture,” Kahl,
the former Pentagon Under-Secretary,
told me. “And that only works if you can
leverage the explosion of commercial
space.” Several officials told me that they
were alarmed by NASA’s reliance on
SpaceX for essential services. “There is
only one thing worse than a government
monopoly. And that is a private monop-
oly that the government is dependent
on,” Bridenstine said. “I do worry that
we have put all of our eggs into one bas-
ket, and it’s the SpaceX basket.”

Even Musks critics concede that his
tendency to push against constraints
has helped catalyze SpaceX’s success.
A number of officials suggested to me
that, despite the tensions related to the
company, it has made government bu-
reaucracies nimbler. “When SpaceX
and NASA work together, we work closer
to optimal speed,” Kenneth Bowersox,
NASA’s associate administrator for space
operations, told me. Still, some figures
in the aerospace world, even ones who
think that Musk’s rockets are basically
safe, fear that concentrating so much
power in private companies, with so
few restraints, invites tragedy. “At some
point, with new competitors emerging,
progress will be thwarted when there’s
an accident, and people won't be con-
fident in the capabilities commercial
companies have,” Bridenstine said. “I

@

+

@
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mean, we just saw this submersible going
down to visit the Titanic implode. I
think we have to think about the non-
regulatory environment as sometimes
hurting the industry more than the reg-
ulatory environment.”

n early 2022, Steven CIliff, then the
deputy administrator of the De-
partment of Transportation’s National
Highway Traffic Safety Administra-
tion, learned that potentially tens of

thousands of Tesla vehicles had a fea-
ture that he found concerning. For years,
Tesla has been working to create a to-
tally self-driving car, a long-standing
ambition of Musk’s. Now Cliff was
told that a version of Tesla’s Full Self-
Driving software, an experimental fea-
ture that lets the cars navigate with lit-
tle intervention from a driver, permitted
cars to roll through stop signs, at up to
about six miles an hour. This was clearly
illegal. Cliff’s enforcement team con-
tacted Tesla, and, in several meetings,
a surprising conversation about safety
and artificial intelligence played out.
Representatives for Tesla seemed con-
fused. Their response, as Cliff recalled,
was “That’s what humans do all the
time. Show us the data, why it’s un-
safe.” N.H.'T.S.A. officials told Tesla
that, regardless of human compliance,
“you should not be able to program a
computer to break the law for you.”
They demanded that Tesla update all
the affected cars, removing the fea-
ture—a recall, in industry terms, albeit
a digital one. “There was a lot of back-
and-forth,” Cliff told me. “Like, at mid-
night on the very last day, they blinked
and ended up recalling the rolling-stop
feature.” (Tesla did not respond to re-
quests for comment.)

Musk joined Tesla as an investor in
2004, a year after it was incorporated.
(He has spent years defending the for-
mative nature of his role and was even-
tually, in a legal settlement, one of sev-
eral people granted permission to use
the term “co-founder.”) Musk was again
entering a market bound by entrenched
private interests and stringent regula-
tion, which opened him up to more
clashes with regulators. Some of the
skirmishes were trivial. Tesla for a time
included in its vehicles the ability to re-
place the humming noises that electric
cars must emit—since their engines
make little sound—with goat bleats,
farting, or a sound of the owner’s choice.
“We're, like, ‘No, that’s not compliant
with the regulations, don't be stupid,”
CIiff told me. Tesla argued with regu-
lators for more than a year, according
to an N.H.T.S.A. safety report. Nine
days after the rolling-stop recall, the
company pulled the noises, too. On Twit-
ter, Musk wrote, “The fun police made
us do it (sigh).”

“It’s a little like Mom and Dad and
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children. Like, How far can I push Mom
and Dad until they push back?” Clitf
said. “And that’s not a recipe for a strong
safety culture.”

The fart debate had low stakes;
the over-all safety of the cars is a far
greater matter. Tesla has repeatedly said
that Autopilot, a more limited tech-
nology than Full Self-Driving, is safer
than a human driver. Last year, Musk
added that he would be “shocked” if
Full Self-Driving didn’t become safer
than human drivers by the
end of the year. But he has
never made public the data
needed to fully corrobo-
rate those claims. In recent
months, new crash num-
bers from the N.H.T.S.A.,
which were first reported
by the Washington Post,
have shown an uptick in
accidents—and fatalities—
involving Autopilot and
Full Self-Driving. Tesla has been se-
cretive about the specifics. A person
at the N.H.T.S.A. told me that the
company instructed the agency to re-
dact specifics about whether driver-
assistance software was in use during
crashes. (By law, regulators must abide
by such requests for confidentiality, un-
less they decide to contest them in
court.) Pete Buttigieg, the Secretary
of Transportation, recently said that
there were “concerns” about the mar-
keting of Autopilot. Cliff told me he
had seen data that showed Teslas were
involved in “a disproportionate num-
ber of crashes involving emergency ve-
hicles,” though he said that the agency
had not yet determined whether the
technology or the human drivers was
the cause. In a statement, a spokesper-
son for the agency said, “Multiple in-
vestigations remain open.”

Officials who have worked at OSHA
and at an equivalent California agency
told me that Musk’s influence, and his
attitude about regulation, had made their
jobs difficult. The Biden Administra-
tion, which is urgently trying to reduce
reliance on fossil fuels, has concluded
that it needs to work with Musk, be-
cause of his dominant position in the
electric-car market. And Musk’s per-
sonal wealth dwarfs the entire budget
of OSHA, which is tasked with monitor-
ing the conditions in his workplaces.

b d
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“You add on the fact that he considers
himself to be a master of the universe
and these rules just don't apply to peo-
ple like him,” Jordan Barab, a former
Deputy Assistant Secretary of Labor at
OSHA, told me. “There’s a lot of under-
reporting in industry in general. And
Elon Musk kind of seems to raise that
to an art form.” Garrett Brown, a for-
mer field-compliance inspector at Cal-
ifornia’s Division of Occupational Safety
and Health, added, “We have a bad
health-and-safety situation
throughout the country.
And it’s worse in compa-
nies run by people like Elon
Musk, who was ideologi-
cally opposed to the idea of
government enforcement of
public-health regulations.”

In March, 2020, as pan-
demic lockdowns began,
Musk e-mailed Tesla em-
ployees, telling them that
he intended to violate orders and show
up at work, and downplaying the sig-
nificance of COVID-19. Soon after, he
lost an initial fight to keep a factory in
Alameda County—Tesla’s most pro-
ductive in the U.S.—open. That April,
after county officials extended shelter-
in-place orders, Musk was on a confer-
ence call with outside financial analysts.
His rhetoric became nakedly political,
to an extent that would have been un-
characteristic just a few years earlier. “I
would call it forcibly imprisoning peo-
ple in their homes against all of their
constitutional rights,” he told the ana-
lysts, speaking of the lockdowns. “What
the fuck?” he added. “It’s an outrage.
An outrage. . .. This is fascist. This is
not democratic. This is not freedom.
Give people back their goddam free-
dom.” The pandemic seems to have
sparked a pronounced shift in Musk.
The lockdowns represented an exam-
ple of what Hoftman told me Musk
considered to be a cardinal sin: “getting
in the way of the mission.”

The following month, Musk sent a
series of vitriolic tweets, threatening to
file suit against Alameda County, to
move Tesla’s headquarters, and to flout
the rules and reopen his factory, all of
which he eventually did. The county
essentially rubber-stamped the reopen-
ing soon afterward—a far cry from what

Musk had invited. “I will be on the line

with everyone else,” he had tweeted, at
the height of his frustration. “If anyone
is arrested, I ask that it only be me.”

usk has, for much of his public

life, presented himself as a cen-
trist. “I'm socially very liberal,” he told
the technology reporter Kara Swisher in
2020. “And then economically right of
center, maybe, or center.” He has said
that he donated to Hillary Clinton, and
voted for both her and Joe Biden. But,
in recent years, the more radical perspec-
tive that characterized his diatribes about
COVID has come to the fore. In March,
2022, Twitter restricted the account of
the satirical Web site the Babylon Bee,
after the site misgendered a government
official. The next day, in texts later dis-
closed during the Twitter-acquisition
process, Musk’s contact “T]” (identified
by Bloomberg as his ex-wife Talulah
Riley) expressed frustration with the de-
velopment and urged him to purchase
Twitter to “fight woke-ism.” The follow-
ing week, Musk polled his followers about
whether Twitter respected free speech
and, in a phone call to the Babylon Bee’s
C.E.O., joked about buying the plat-
form. Finally, in April, 2022, he offered
forty-four billion dollars for the com-
pany. Almost immediately, he tried to
back out of the deal, prompting Twitter
to sue. After months of legal proceed-
ings, Musk resumed the acquisition pro-
cess, and in October he assumed control
of the company.

“Given unprovoked attacks by lead-
ing Democrats against me & a very cold
shoulder to Tesla & SpaceX, I intend to
vote Republican in November,” he
tweeted last year. By the time he bought
Twitter, he was urging his followers to
vote along similar lines, and appearing
to back Ron DeSantis, whose candidacy
he helped launch in a technically disas-
trous Twitter live event. Although Musk’s
teen-age daughter, Vivian, has come out
as trans, he has embraced anti-trans sen-
timent, saying that he would lobby to
criminalize “irreversible” gender-affirm-
ing care for children. (Vivian recently
changed her last name, saying in a legal
filing, “I no longer live with or wish to
be related to my biological father in
any way, shape or form.”) Musk started
spreading misinformation on the plat-
form: he shared theories that the phys-
ical attack on Paul Pelosi, the husband



of the former Speaker of the House, had
followed a meeting with a male pros-
titute, and retweeted suggestions that
reports accurately identifying a mass
shooter as a white supremacist were a
“psyop.” Some people who know Musk
well still struggle to make sense of his
political shift. “There was nothing po-
litical about him ever,” a close associate
told me. “I've been around him for a long
time, and had lots of deep conversations
with the man, at all hours of the day—
never heard a fucking word about this.”

When Musk arrived at Twitter, he
immediately gutted the company’s staft,
reducing the number of employees by
about fifty per cent. One person who
kept his job was Yoel Roth, the compa-
ny’s head of trust and safety. Roth, who
is in his mid-thirties, is gay, Jewish, and
liberal. His department was responsible
for determining Twitter’s rules; during
the Trump Administration, he became
embroiled in the culture wars. After the
company began rolling out a new fact-
checking policy that labelled two of
Trump’s tweets as misinformation, Kel-
lyanne Conway, President Trump’s aide,
went on “Fox & Friends” and read out
Roth’s full name and spelled his user-
name, adding, “He’s about to get more
followers.” Trump then held up a New
York Posz cover mocking Roth, and Twit-
ter users began recirculating tweets that
Roth had written criticizing conserva-
tive candidates.

But when Musk took over he resisted
calls to fire Roth. “We've all made some
questionable tweets, me more than most,
but I want to be clear that I support Yoel,”
he tweeted in October, 2022. “My sense
is that he has high integrity, and we are
all entitled to our political beliefs.” That
evening, Roth messaged Musk on Sig-
nal, thanking him. Musk responded, “You
have my full support,” and, the next day,
he followed up with a screenshot of a
tweet from Roth that described Mitch
McConnell as “a bag of farts.” Musk
added, “Haha, I totally agree.”

But the cuts that Musk had insti-
tuted quickly took a toll on the com-
pany. Employees had been informed of
their termination via brusque, imper-
sonal e-mails—Musk is now being sued
for hundreds of millions of dollars by
employees who say that they are owed
additional severance pay—and the re-
maining stafters were abruptly ordered

to return to work in person. Twitter’s
business model was also in question,
since Musk had alienated advertisers
and invited a flood of fake accounts by
reinventing the platform’s verification
process. On November 10th, Roth sent
a brief resignation e-mail. When his de-
parture became public, Musk texted,
asking to talk. “I[t] would mean a lot if
you would consider remaining at Twit-
ter,”he wrote. The two spoke that night,
and Roth declined to return. Days later,
he published an Op-Ed in the Times,
questioning the future of user safety on
the platform. (Twitter did not respond
to requests for comment.)

Soon afterward, Musk replied to a
Twitter user surfacing a 2010 tweet from
Roth, in which he'd shared a link to a
Salon article about a teacher’s being
charged with having sex with an eigh-
teen-year-old student and asked, “Can
high school students ever meaningfully
consent to sex with their teachers?”

“That explains a lot,” Musk tweeted
in reply. Minutes later, he posted an
image showing a portion of Roth’s doc-
toral dissertation, which focussed on the
gay-hookup app Grindr and its user
data. In the excerpt, Roth argued that
such platforms will inevitably be used
by people under eighteen, so they should
do more to keep those individuals safe.
“Looks like Yoel is in favor of children
being able to access adult internet ser-
vices,” Musk wrote.

The attack fit a pattern: MusK’s troll-
ing has increasingly taken on the ver-

nacular of hard-right social media, in
which grooming, pedophilia, and human
trafficking are associated with liberal-
ism. In 2018, when a Thai youth soccer
team was trapped in a cave, Musk trav-
elled to Thailand to offer a custom-made
miniature submarine to rescuers. The
head of the rescue operation declined,
and Musk lashed out on Twitter, ques-
tioning the expertise of the rescuers.
After one of them, Vernon Unsworth,
referred to the offer as a “P.R. stunt,”
Musk called him a “pedo guy.” (Un-
sworth sued Musk for defamation, char-
acterizing the harassment he received
from MusKs followers as “a life sentence
without parole.” A judge ruled in favor
of Musk, who argued that he hadn't been
accusing Unsworth of actual pedophilia,
just trying to insult him.)

MusK’s tweet about Roth got nearly
seventeen thousand quote tweets and
retweets. “The moment that it went
from being a moderation conversation
to being a Pizzagate conversation, the
risk level changed,” Roth told me. “I
spent my career looking at the absolute
worst things that the Internet could do
to people. Certainly, worse things have
happened to people. But this is proba-
bly up there.” Roth and his husband
were forced to flee their house, a two-
bedroom in El Cerrito, California, that
they'd purchased just two years earlier.
“And then as we are, like, packing our
stuft and leaving and getting the dog
loaded into the car and whatever, like,
the Daily Mail publishes an article that
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gives people more or less a map to my
house,” Roth said. “At that point, we're,
like, ‘Oh, we're leaving this house po-
tentially for the last time.””

This summer, Twitter’s cheerful blue
bird logo came down from the roof of
the company’s headquarters, in San
Francisco, and was replaced with a strob-
ing “X.” The new entity is a marriage
between two parts of Musk. There’s his
career-long quest to create an every-
thing app—integrating services rang-
ing from communication to banking
and shopping, and emulating products,
like WeChat, that are popular in Asia.
Sitting alongside that pragmatic goal is
a newer, more confusing side of Musk,
embodied by his desire to take back the
town square from what he sees as woke
discourse. Twitter has become a private
company, so it’s difficult to assess its fi-
nances, but numerous prominent ad-
vertisers have departed, and Meta re-
cently launched Threads, a competitor
that shamelessly emulates the old Twit-
ter, and broke records for downloads.

Mousk threatened to sue, then challenged
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Mark Zuckerberg, Meta’s founder and
C.E.O,, to a cage match, pledging to
live-stream it and donate the proceeds
to charity. (Zuckerberg has accepted.
Musk has delayed committing to a date,
citing a back injury.) The illuminated
sign atop X’s headquarters, after com-
plaints to the Department of Building
Inspection, came down as quickly as it
had gone up.

Some of MusK’s associates connected
his erratic behavior to efforts to self~-med-
icate. Musk, who says he now spends
much of his time in a modest house in
the wetlands of South Texas, near a
SpaceX facility, confessed, in an inter-
view last year, “I feel quite lonely.” He
has said that his career consists of “great
highs, terrible lows and unrelenting
stress.” One close colleague told me,
“His life just sucks. It’s so stressful. He’s
just so dedicated to these companies.
He goes to sleep and wakes up answer-
ing e-mails. Ninety-nine per cent of
people will never know someone that
obsessed, and with that high a toler-
ance for sacrifice in their personal life.”

In 2018, the Zimes reported that mem-
bers of the Tesla board had grown con-
cerned about Musk’s use of the prescrip-
tion sleep aid Ambien, which can cause
hallucinations. The Wall Street Journal
reported earlier this year that he uses
ketamine, which has gained popularity
both as a depression treatment and as
a party drug, and several people famil-
iar with his habits have confirmed this.
Musk, who smoked pot on Joe Rogan’s
podcast, prompting a NASA safety re-
view of SpaceX, has, perhaps under-
standably, declined to comment on the
reporting that he uses ketamine, but he
has not disputed it. “Zombifying peo-
ple with SSRIs for sure happens way
too much,” he tweeted, referring to se-
lective serotonin reuptake inhibitors, an-
other category of depression treatment.
“From what I've seen with friends, ket-
amine taken occasionally is a better op-
tion.” Associates suggested that Musk’s
use has escalated in recent years, and
that the drug, alongside his isolation
and his increasingly embattled relation-
ship with the press, might contribute to
his tendency to make chaotic and im-
pulsive statements and decisions. Amit
Anand, a leading ketamine researcher,
told me that it can contribute to unpre-
dictable behavior. “A little bit of ket-
amine has an effect similar to alcohol.
It can cause disinhibition, where you do
and say things you otherwise would
not,” he said. “At higher doses, it has
another effect, which is dissociation: you
teel detached from your body and sur-
roundings.” He added, “You can feel
grandiose and like you have special pow-
ers or special talents. People do impul-
sive things, they could do inadvisable
things at work. The impact depends on
the kind of work. For a librarian, there’s
less risk. If you're a pilot, it can cause

big problems.”

n July 12th, Musk announced xAl,

his entry into a field that prom-
ises to alter much about life as we know
it. He tweeted an image of the new
company’s Web site, featuring a char-
acteristically theatrical mission state-
ment: the firm’s goal, he said, was “to
understand the true nature of the uni-
verse.” In the image, Musk highlighted
the date and explained its significance.
“7 + 12 + 23 = 42,” the text read. “42 is
the answer to the Ultimate Question



of Life, the Universe, and Everything.”
It was a reference to “The Hitchhiker’s
Guide to the Galaxy.” In the series, an
immensely complex artificial intelli-
gence is asked to answer that question
and, after computing for millions of
years, answers with Adams’s most fa-
mous punch line: 42. “T think the prob-
lem, to be quite honest with you, is that
you've never actually known what the
question is,” the computer says. Earth
itself, and all the organisms on it, are
ultimately revealed to be a still larger
computer, built to clarify the question.
Adams does not portray this satirical
vision as positive. Musk’s announce-
ment suggested more optimism: “Once
you know the right question to ask, the
answer is often the easy part.”

Musk has been involved in artifi-
cial intelligence for years. In 2015, he
was one of a handful of tech leaders,
including Hoffman and Thiel, who
funded OpenAl, then a nonprofit ini-
tiative. (It now has a for-profit subsid-
iary.) OpenAl had a less grandiose and
more cautious mission statement than
xAT’s: to “advance digital intelligence
in the way that is most likely to bene-
fit humanity.” In the first few years of
OpenAl Musk grew unhappy with the
company. He said that his efforts at Tesla
to incorporate A.I. created a conflict of
interest, and several people involved told
me that this was true. However, they
also said that Musk was frustrated by
his lack of control and, as Semafor re-
ported earlier this year, that he had at-
tempted to take over OpenAl. Musk
still defends his centrality to the com-
pany’s origins, stressing his financial
contributions in its fledgling days. (The
exact figures are unclear: Musk has given
estimates that range from fifty million
to a hundred million dollars.) Through-
out his involvement, Musk seemed pre-
occupied with control, credit, and rival-
ries. He made incendiary remarks about
Demis Hassabis, the head of Google’s
DeepMind A.L initiative, and, later,
about Microsoft’s competing effort. He
thought that OpenAl wasn't sufficiently
competitive, at one point telling col-
leagues that it had a “0%” chance of
“being relevant.” Musk left the com-
pany in 2018, reneging on a commit-
ment to further fund OpenAl, one of
the individuals involved told me. “Ba-
sically, he goes, ‘You're all a bunch of

jackasses,’and he leaves,” Hoffman said.
The withdrawal was devastating. “It was
very tough,” Altman, the head of
OpenAl, said. “I had to reorient a lot
of my life and time to make sure we had
enough funding.” OpenAl went on to
become a leader in the field, introduc-
ing ChatGPT last year. Musk has made
a habit of trashing the company, won-
dering repeatedly, in public interviews,
why he hasn't received a return on his
investment, given the company’s for-
profit arm. “If this is legal, why doesn't
everyone do it?” he tweeted recently.
It is difficult to say whether Musk’s
interest in A.L is driven by scientific
wonder and altruism or by a desire to
dominate a new and potentially pow-
erful industry. Several entrepreneurs who
have co-founded businesses with Musk
suggested that the arrival of Google and
Microsoft in the field had made it a new
brass ring, as space and electric vehicles
had been earlier. Musk has maintained
that he is motivated by his fear of the
technology’s destructive potential. In a
podcast earlier this year, Ari Emanuel,
the head of the Hollywood agency
W.M.E,, recalled Musk joking about
an A.l.-dominated future. “Ari, do you
have dogs?” Musk asked him. “Well,
here’s what A.L is to you. Youre the
dog.”In March, Musk, along with doz-
ens of tech leaders, signed an open let-
ter calling for a six-month pause in the
development of advanced A.I. technol-
ogy. “Contemporary Al systems are now

~ 1

becoming human-competitive at gen-
eral tasks, and we must ask ourselves:
Should we let machines flood our in-
formation channels with propaganda
and untruth?” the letter said. “Should
we automate away all the jobs, includ-
ing the fulfilling ones? Should we de-
velop nonhuman minds that might even-
tually outnumber, outsmart, obsolete
and replace us?”

Yet in the period during which Musk
endorsed a pause, he was working to

build xAl, recruiting from major com-
petitors, including OpenAl, and even,
according to someone with knowledge
of the conversation, contacting leader-
ship at Nvidia, the dominant maker of
chips used in A.L. The month the let-
ter was distributed, Musk completed the
registrations for xAl. He has said little
about how the company will differ from
preéxisting A.L initiatives, but generally
has framed it in terms of competition.
“I will create a third option, although
starting very late in the game of course,”
he told the Washington Posz. “That third
option hopefully does more good than
harm.” Through A.I research and de-
velopment already under way at Tesla,
and the trove of data he now commands
through Twitter (which he recently
barred OpenAl from scraping in order
to train its chatbots), he may have some
advantage, as he applies his sensibilities
and his world view to that race. Hoff-
man told me, “His whole approach to
Al is: AL can only be saved if I de-
liver, if I build it.” As humanity creates
A L in its own image, Hoffman argued,
the principles and priorities of the lead-
ers in the field will matter: “We want
the construction of this to be not peo-
ple with Messiah complexes.”

At one point in “The Hitchhiker’s
Guide,” Adams introduces the archi-
tects of the Earth supercomputer. They're
powerful beings who have been living
among us, disguised as mice. At first,
they were motivated by simple curios-
ity. But seeking the question made them
famous, and they began considering
talk-show and lecture deals. In the end,
Earth is demolished in the name of
commerce, and their path to existential
clarity along with it. The mice greet this
with a shrug, mouth vague platitudes,
and go on the talk-show circuit anyway.
Musk isn't peddling pabulum. His ini-
tiatives have real substance. But he also
wants to be on the show—or, better yet,
to be the show himself.

In the open letter, alongside ques-
tions about the apocalyptic potential
of artificial intelligence was one that
reflects on the sectors of government
and industry that Musk has come to
shape. “Should we risk loss of control
of our civilization?” he and his fellow-
entrepreneurs wrote. “Such decisions
must not be delegated to unelected
tech leaders.” ¢
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LETTER FROM BROOKLYN

A NEIGHBORHOOD, AUTHORED

Revisiting “The Making of Boerum Hill.”

Yorker named Jervis Anderson jour-

neyed to Dean Street in Brooklyn,
to the neighborhood now known as
Boerum Hill, to interview the people
who lived there. His article in the No-
vember 14th issue, titled “The Making
of Boerum Hill,” portrayed the place as
a microcosm of “one of the remarkable
urban developments in recent times—
the brownstone-renovation movement.”
What drew Anderson to Boerum Hill
isn't certain. It’s possible hed lived there
when he first moved to the city from
Jamaica, in 1958, to study at N.Y.U. In
an autobiographical essay from 1966, he
wrote, “In those early days, New York
was to me Washington Square, the A
train, and Brooklyn.”

What seems to have fascinated An-
derson about Boerum Hill was the ten-
uousness of the neighborhood’s creation.
“The name had been coined so recently,
and by such a small number of the resi-
dents, that people who had been living
in the area all their lives had never heard
of Boerum Hill and hadn't the slightest
idea where it was,” Anderson writes. Ini-
tially, he explains, the campaign to estab-
lish the neighborhood, undertaken in
order to protect dilapidated row houses
from being condemned and demolished,
“faltered in the face of a firm conviction
that Boerum Hill existed only in the heads
of the people who had thought it up.”

Boerum Hill was thought up in my
lifetime, by people I knew. Anderson’s
account of them is prescient. It reveals a
white middle-class population not only
dislodging a poor and diverse one but
defining them out of the picture. Yet few
seemed aware that they were doing any-
thing wrong.

The blocks that became Boerum Hill
were ringed, mostly, by older and more
clearly defined precincts, like the tradition-
ally posh Brooklyn Heights, the Italian-
immigrant enclave Carroll Gardens, and
Park Slope and Fort Greene, shaped by

I n 1977, a staff writer for The New

46 THE NEW YORKER, AUGUST 28, 2023

BY JONATHAN LETHEM

long-standing Irish and Black homeown-
ership, respectively. None of these places
were simple. Their fortunes rose and fell
with changes typical of urban life in the
postwar twentieth century—white flight,
and redlining by banks that preferred
“urban renewal” projects and deals with
developers to the renovation of old build-
ings. But those had been recognized
neighborhoods to begin with.

The new Boerum Hill was something
less, or more. Scooped out of what was
loosely known as North Gowanus, it
was bounded on the north by downtown
Brooklyn, a district of commerce and civic
institutions, and on the south by two large
housing projects, built in 1949 and 1966,
and by the famously polluted industrial
Gowanus Canal. In the early nineteen-six-
ties, when the brownstoners Anderson
interviewed first moved there, the blocks
of Dean Street, Pacific Street, and Ber-
gen Street, now known for the beauty of
their restoration—or for their scandal-
ous multimillion-dollar listings—were at
risk of wholesale demolition. Some build-
ings were vacant and crumbling; others
were rooming houses filled with men,
many of them retired dockworkers, or
they were home to Black or Puerto Rican
or Dominican families. A community of
Native Americans from Canada and up-
state New York, Mohawks whod come
to build skyscrapers, had also lived in the
area, and their traces were still in evidence.

The zone was more a crossroads than
a neighborhood. In a process now fa-
miliar, it was transformed, not by real-
estate speculation—at the start, bank-
ers and developers wanted no part of
these buildings—but by the arrival of
white artists and idealistic leftists who
valorized integration.

grew up on Dean Street. Some of
Jervis Anderson’s subjects were par-
ents of the children I ran with on the
block; he might have passed us on his
way up the stoop of a brownstone. 7he

New Yorker was a common token among
the aspirant middle class in the neigh-
borhood. I learned to leaf through it
backward, for the cartoons and for
Pauline Kael. Yet I missed Anderson’s
piece—perhaps that issue wasn’t one
that was left out on the coffee table.
When I discovered it, four years ago, I
telt not only that I'd tunnelled through
time to 1977 but that it offered some-
thing I'd long been denied. I'd spent
years trying to conjugate the divisions
I detected, as a child, among the white
adults in my neighborhood. Theyd cho-
sen sides, at some point, over minute
differences in attitude concerning their
presence in Boerum Hill, and then cov-
ered the disagreement in silence. Here
they were, talking.

I'd stumbled across a companion I
hadn’t known to wish for—yet an elu-
sive one. Anderson’s presence is subli-
mated, as was typical of the style of
The New Yorker under William Shawn'’s
editorship, and typical, too, of Ander-
son’s own style: self-effacing, to an un-
usual degree.

here had been Black staffers at 7%e

New Yorker before Anderson. Char-
layne Hunter-Gault, who with her class-
mate Hamilton Holmes broke the color
line at the University of Georgia, did the
same for the magazine’s writing staff
when she was elevated from assistant to
staft writer, in 1964. Dorothy Dean, whose
tabulous, tragic life is portrayed in Hilton
Als’s book “The Women,”worked in the
fact-checking department in the same
period. Yet Anderson, from the time of
his hiring, in 1968, until the arrival of Ja-
maica Kincaid, in 1976, was the lone Black
staff writer at the magazine. He wrote
pieces on Alex Haley and Ralph Ellison,
and a four-part series about Harlem, later
collected as “This Was Harlem,” by Far-
rar, Straus & Giroux. Anderson also wrote
biographies of the civil-rights leader
A. Philip Randolph and of Randolph’s
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Jervis Anderson described the way brownstoners like Helen Buckler and L. J. Davis created Boerum Hill.

In 1977,
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extroverted lieutenant Bayard Rustin, an
early mentor of Anderson’s.

Unlike Rustin, and unlike his hero
James Baldwin, Anderson was soft-spo-
ken. Few stafters who recalled him to
me failed to mention his reserve. “He
was a solitary guy,” Ian Frazier said. Of
their conversations in the hall, Frazier
told me, “Mostly these were about Shawn
not running our pieces.” Jamaica Kin-
caid, who worked alongside Frazier—
known as Sandy—as a writer for the
Talk of the Town, shared a story about
how Anderson had once given her a kiss
as he passed her in the hallway. “I im-
mediately ran to Sandy’s office,” she said.
“I told him what had just happened and
we laughed ourselves silly because Jer-
vis was so mild-mannered, not seem-
ingly vulnerable to such passionate out-
bursts. The kiss was most welcomed by
me because he was attractive and bril-
liant.” Anderson was a democratic so-
cialist, according to the staft writer Hen-
drik Hertzberg. The two men bonded
in the magazine’s offices over politics,
and Hertzberg suggested to me that An-
derson’s deeper commitments may have
been outside 7he New Yorker: “The Ir-
ving Howe crowd, the whole Dissent
masthead, those were Jervis’s real friends.”

Nowadays, the term “gentrification”
has become as familiar, and as blandly
elastic, as “Kafkaesque” or “fascism.” The
word doesn't appear in Anderson’s arti-
cle. (It doesn't seem to have appeared
in The New Yorker until November, 1982,
in a piece about shopping uptown: those

who consider Columbus Avenue a “style
ghetto,” readers are told, will be pleased
to find that “gentrification has brought
a host of often admirable and attractive
new boutiques.”) The word already ex-
isted, though, coined in 1964 by the Ger-
man-born British sociologist Ruth Glass.
As it happens, the term “Boerum
Hill” was coined that same year. At the
time, it named an audacious promise,
or a bluff. The name was created by an
author of nonfiction named Helen Buck-
ler, who had moved to Dean Street in
1962. It was popularized by, among oth-
ers, another author, a novelist and jour-
nalist named L. J. Davis. Anderson in-
terviewed them both. In both cases, I
knew their houses from the inside.

L ike “Boerum Hill” and “gentrifica-
tion,” I was born in 1964. In that
year, my parents lived in an illegal loft
on West Broadway, where my father
had a painting studio. We came to Dean
Street in 1968.

My father was led there by a fellow-
painter, Patricia Stegman. She and her
husband, Robert Snyder, had purchased
a building on the same block as Helen
Buckler, and a second on Pacific Street,
to serve as her studio. Bob and Pat Sny-
der, as they were known locally, were, ac-
cording to Anderson, “the first mid-
dle-class home buyers to follow Miss
Buckler.” The Snyders showed my par-
ents a house, and, when my parents bor-
rowed a down payment of three thou-
sand dollars from my grandmother in

And then God said, and I hope I'm getting the accent right . ..”

Queens, Bob Snyder acted as the broker.

Snyder had taken up a real-estate li-
cense not out of any desire for a career
but in the cause of keeping crumbling
houses from being demolished; Real-
tors had turned their backs on these
buildings. Hundred-year-old marble
mantelpieces weren't then a consensus
taste. Among people who could afford
to choose, many preferred modern build-
ings, often in the suburbs. It was Buck-
ler who had suggested to the couple
that they begin showing the houses. As
the conjurer of the neighborhood’s ex-
istence, Buckler was the Wizard of Oz.
The Snyders were Dorothy and her
companions—the Wizard’s emissaries.

The house I grew up in was across
from the Snyders, and five doors down
from Helen Buckler. With the excep-
tion of a handful of children on the
block—my friends Karl Rusnak and
Lynn and Aaron Nottage, and the Sny-
ders’son, Adam—these adults were the
first people I knew outside my home.
One Saturday morning when I was ten,
old enough to walk alone as far as the
post office on Atlantic Avenue, I was
sent to Helen Buckler’s parlor to take
up my first employment, as her gofer.
In that capacity, I walked Miss Buck-
ler’s many handwritten letters to the
post office, emptied her garbage cans,
and changed her cat’s litter. She must
have been eighty by then.

Before Brooklyn, Buckler had lived
in Manhattan, and worked as a secre-
tary and editorial writer at 7he Nation,
and as an advertising copywriter at
J. Walter Thompson. In her parlor, I'd
sneak looks at the papers on her roll-
top writing desk, trying to understand
a world of Wasp provenance and taste
that was to me utterly mysterious. As
a child, I collected postcards. She gave
me a set of old deckle-edged black-
and-white postcards of a riverside ham-
let in Hampshire, England, called Buck-
ler’s Hard, to which, I understood, she
traced her family origins. She seemed
vaguely famous to me, as a revered el-
der of the Brooklyn Friends Meeting;
Quaker families from all over Brook-
lyn took turns, Sunday mornings, driv-
ing her to the Meeting House on Scher-
merhorn Street.

Buckler, known to her friends and
correspondents as Bobbie, was tiny,
opinionated, and odd. She was nearly



blind. In the sixties, she'd suffered both
a hip infection and a bad fall, which
was recounted to me by my mother:
slipping in her bathroom, Helen had
grabbed at a towel rack, which had
snapped in two and pierced her ribs as
she fell. The result, after a long recov-
ery, was a spinal deformation that re-
quired her to walk with a cane; I'm
ashamed of the horror this inspired in
me. I didn't want to keep visiting Miss
Buckler’s well-appointed parlor, let alone
the dank basement level, where the cat
box was kept. I wanted to be out on the
street, running amok.

“Miss Buckler’s friends were shocked
to hear that she had bought a house
in North Gowanus,” Jervis Anderson
wrote. “To them, living in such an area
was unthinkable. Nor was her confi-
dence strengthened when some of the
older residents told her that except for
the rooming-house speculators she was
the first ‘outside person’in years to buy
a house in the community. She herself
could not help noticing how shabby
the area was, that there were ‘gaps in
some of the blocks, like teeth missing
in a face, that ‘there were a lot of noisy
people’ on the streets, who ‘were always
fighting.’ But she reminded herself that
those conditions could be found in
many other sections of New York.” An-
derson focusses on Buckler’s zeal for
architectural detail—above all, for fire-
places. “I was lucky to find all the orig-
inal etched-glass doors intact,” she told
him. “I found the round over-mantle
mirror gathering dust in the cellar.” She
went on, “Since fireplaces are my pas-
sion, the chimney was the first thing I
did. And now I have four good work-
ing fireplaces.”

Buckler set about the formation of
a neighborhood association. “She called
a meeting in her parlor,” Anderson
wrote, “attended by seven or eight rep-
resentatives of the old home-owning
families.” In Buckler’s search, aided by
the Long Island Historical Society, for
an appropriate name, she almost set-
tled on Sycamore Hill, but was perhaps
unsatisfied by something so vague.
“Looking over the names of the old
farmers,” Anderson continued, “Miss
Buckler found herself drawn to the name
Boerum, which was already the name
of a street in the neighborhood. The
most famous member of that family

was Simon Boerum, who, historians say,
would have been one of the signers of
the Declaration of Independence if he
had not died in 1775.”

Anderson’s appetite for historical
research suffuses his article. This likely
helped him gain the trust of the brown-
stoners, whose eagerness for tracing
lineages, between their restoration of
the houses and the early
history of the area, bor-
dered on the fanatic. In ’
1964, it was unlikely that
Helen Buckler or her en-
ablers at the Historical So-
ciety would have troubled

to notice that Boerum was F
the name of a slaveholding
family. In 1977, Anderson E

quotes Franklin Burdge, —
Simon Boerum’s biogra-

pher: “Brooklyn at that time was a
pleasant agricultural town of about 700
white and 200 black inhabitants, the
latter almost all slaves.” Characteristi-
cally, Anderson leaves the implication

for his reader to unpack.

Anderson reports that an early re-
sponse to Buckler’s effort was a
story in the Brooklyn section of the
World-Telegram & Sun on March 26,
1964, titled “Rescue Operation on ‘Boe-
rum Hill.”” As the newspaper explains,
Buckler, “who likes old brownstones
with a fireplace in every room, is spear-
heading a campaign to win public ac-
ceptance of a new name, Boerum Hill’
for a run-down section of downtown
Brooklyn.”

The World-Telegram & Sun story in-
cludes a map. It represents the proposi-
tional neighborhood as a solid black
rectangle plopped into Brooklyn's estab-
lished terrain, with boundaries that would
startle anyone who knows the current
definition of Boerum Hill. Buckler, in
carving out an island of safety from the
objectionable terrain on either side, laid
claim to only six city blocks: the bound-
aries ran along Bergen and Pacific Streets,
and between Smith and Nevins. Atlan-
tic Avenue, with its mess of storefronts—
then mostly empty—was too enmeshed,
perhaps, in the difficulties of “downtown
Brooklyn.” These confines required the
sacrifice of State Street, north of Atlan-
tic, despite its several blocks of splen-
did, rescue-ready brownstones.

Even stranger, in avoidance of
Wyckoft Gardens, the housing projects
facing Wyckoft Street, not all of Ber-
gen Street had been included in Boe-
rum Hill’s first perimeter. Were this
map to have been taken literally, the
owners on Bergen’s south face, looking
across the street, would have been met
with a new neighborhood that had left

them behind. The same
weirdness would have per-

’ tained on Pacific Street.
Buckler’s earliest draft of
Boerum Hill was, essen-
tially, a box around three
blocks of Dean Street.

A “block association” de-
fines a material fact. If you
live on the block, you may
choose to ignore its activi-
ties, yet you still live there.
A “neighborhood association” describes
an assertion in free space—civic space,
historical space, racial space. The Boe-
rum Hill Association believed that the
houses on certain blocks held a mean-
ing and a value that had become en-
dangered by neglect—neglect by city
and bank officials, but also by many of
the people who occupied them.

Two years later, when the new name
found its way into the Times, an up-
dated map expanded the boundaries.
Now Boerum Hill touched Schermer-
horn Street to the north and Wyckoff
to the south. In the 1966 story—“Brook-
lyn Renewal Is an Uphill Fight”—the
bankers refusing to grant mortgages are
given a chance to defend themselves.
One, Frederick L. Kriete, an assistant
vice-president of the Williamsburgh
Savings Bank, called Boerum Hill an
“odd case.” He puzzled over the brown-
stoners. “Generally, they’re cultivated,
artistic people, with an appreciation for
antiques and art—they’re a class all to
themselves. I admire and appreciate
their taste, but you wonder if the bank
should get involved.”

Half a century later, the word “re-
newal” is widely understood as a eu-
phemism for an intrinsically racist pro-
gram of neighborhood demolition,
favorable only to the financiers of free-
ways, shopping malls, and stadiums.
The Times article quotes Bob Snyder,
who recounts his difficulties with the
banks. “They said we needed a sunken
bathtub to get aloan,” Snyder said, “but
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‘Newver trust anyone who trusts their backup camera implicitly.”

we have a really wild Victorian bathtub.”

He added, “These are pretexts—
they're shielding the real reason, which
is that the area is integrated.”

I n1967,a pamphlet appeared, limited
to two hundred and forty copies,
bearing the title “A History of Boerum
Hill.” In seven pages of deliberately
antique-looking Goudy Mediaeval font,
it retails a saga beginning with the clear-
ing of land north of Gowanus Cove by
the Marechkawieck people, and “a
minor land rush into the area”by Dutch
tradesmen and farmers, including “Jacob
Stoffelsen, the Dutch West India Com-
pany’s overseer of Negros.” Starting
with colonial lore, the pamphlet cen-
ters Boerum Hill in the settling and
development of Brooklyn, as if the name
had always existed. It makes hasty work
of the immediate past: “Although the
neighborhood became steadily poorer
in the years between the Second World
War and 1962, in a strange way it was
an architectural blessing.” It explains,
“Boerum Hill was spared because of
its poverty: simply, nobody could af-
ford to ruin the fronts of their build-
ings. Following years of careful preser-
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vation, economic deterioration had the
paradoxical effect of presenting to us,
in the purest possible form, a perfectly
preserved, mid-nineteenth-century
neighborhood—a bit nibbled on the
edges perhaps.”

L. J. Davis, the pamphlet’s author,
bought a brownstone on Dean Street
in 1965. A native of Idaho, Davis moved
his young family to Brooklyn after com-
pleting a Stegner Fellowship at Stan-
ford, in a cohort that included the
novelist Stephen Dixon and the poet
Robert Pinsky. Davis wrote four nov-
els—published between 1968 and 1974—
comedies portraying confused young
men drowning in the squalor and di-
versity of the city. He is as much a mas-
ter of what is now called “cringe” as
Larry David or Nathan Fielder. “Like
a comic actor with the crucial willing-
ness to make himself look ridiculous,
Davis sacrifices our good opinion for
the sake of the art,” Evan Hughes, the
author of “Literary Brooklyn,” writes.
“He makes you think hard about
whether this L. J. Davis guy is a bigot,
and that means thinking hard about
what bigotry is.”

Of these novels, “A Meaningful

Life”is the fiercest. (I wrote the intro-
duction for a 2009 reissue by New York
Review Books Classics.) Hughes de-
scribes it as “the most lacerating por-
trait of the folly and shame that gen-
trification brings with it everywhere
it goes.” Davis’s subject is the brown-
stoners: “They are the most house-
proud people you could ever hope to
meet. To start with, most of them were
doing their own renovation, so they
became obsessed.”

Davis wrote from within what he
ironized. A house-proud renovator him-
self, and a working journalist, Davis was
not only Boerum Hill's needling exis-
tentialist but its early popularizer, one
with a stake in the outcome, since he'd
sunk his family’s future—its financial
and emotional well-being—into the
precarious situation. When, in 1969,
New York magazine’s cover trumpeted
“Brooklyn: The Sane Alternative,” Pete
Hamill’s title essay made an overture
to the borough’s revival; in the same
issue, in a piece on brownstones, Davis
advertised Boerum Hill houses to
space-hungry Manhattanites—still
available but going fast.

Davis bragged to Anderson about
how hed researched the first occupant
of his house: “His name was Malachi
Murray, and he was a stonemason. Mur-
ray lost the house in the financial crash
o0f 1873.” Davis’s knack for history must
have gratified the other brownstoners,
whose zeal for marble mantelpieces and
gas-fitted street lamps needed justifi-
cation. The neighborhood’s entrancing
past cried out from under the layers of
lead paint; the effort of individuals to
beautify their homes gained an ethical
dimension when viewed as a collective
mission of curation. The word “Victo-
rian” was everywhere, knitting the ar-
ea’s white future to its white past. The
populations that had defined the post-
war decades could be seen as a kind of
placeholder, until the eleventh-hour res-
cue. Brownstoners even posed in their
houses dressed in Victorian costumes,
such as Park Slope’s Joy and Paul
Wilkes, on the cover of their 1973 book,
“You Don’t Have to Be Rich to Own
a Brownstone.” Davis’s limited-edition
1967 pamphlet was reprinted in 1973 by
Renaissance Properties—other brokers
had by then stepped in, relieving Bob

Snyder’s burden as a vigilante real-estate



agent. If Helen Buckler was the first
“author” of Boerum Hill, L. J. Davis was
the second.

he scene had other novelist wit-

nesses. Paula Fox moved to Dean
Street in the late sixties, and got to know
Davis. In an admiring 2009 review in
The New York Review of Books, she com-
pared him to Céline. Fox’s second novel,
“Desperate Characters,” depicts their
shared block in terms similar to Davis’s,
as crime-ridden and garbage-strewn.
When her book was filmed, partly in a
brownstone on Pacific Street, in 1970,
with Shirley MacLaine in the lead, Davis
played a policeman investigating a
break-in. The novel is celebrated, justly,
for allegorizing urban fear as an existen-
tial condition: the risk of a break-in stands
for an inchoate crisis in the life of a mar-
ried couple who coexist in parallel si-
lence. Yet readers on Dean Street at the
time would have understood the risk lit-
erally. It was a commonplace, then, that
every house would suffer regular break-
ins until the ironwork defending the par-
lor windows and the basement entrance
had been sufficiently strengthened, and
the inviting fire escapes had been stripped
away. And much early brownstoner en-
ergy was expended trying to rouse po-
licemen to the task of pushing open-air
prostitution and drug dealing beyond
Helen Buckler’s boundary.

Rosellen Brown wasn’t a renovator,
only a renter. She left Dean Street after
three years, for New Hampshire, but her
1974 story collection, “Street Games,”
depicts a cross-section of her block’s
white, Hispanic, and Black inhabitants
with precision and sympathy. In “Why
1 Quit the Gowanus Liberation Front,”
Brown anatomizes the improbable blend
of self-absolving idealisms that make
the brownstoners, from this distance, so
slippery to define. The scene is a neigh-
borhood meeting, held in what Brown
confirmed to me was a fictionalization
of L. J. Davis’s parlor. “So I went to this
meeting,” Brown writes. “It was in the
house of a writer,a cat who gets his kicks
out of having six working fireplaces.”
She continues, “We had decided to have
a multiethnic Street Fair complete with
police barricades at both ends of the
block to close it off even to the rest of
George Street, thus indicating true inner-
block solidarity (as opposed to intra-

block, which comes later). We would
find a cause to use the money for at our
second meeting, when we could fight
about how many people could relate to
flower boxes, how many to gas lamps.”

L.J. Davis’s elder son, Jeremy, was one
of my best friends during my high-school
years. I spent many days and nights in
their home. Their family included L.].’s
wife, a younger son, and two adopted
daughters, who were Black.

I was fascinated with L.J., for his
working writer’s office, for his collection
of books and LPs so different from that
of my parents, for his weird anecdotes
and clench-jawed speaking style, full of
invisible punctuation marks and eye-
brow-arched pauses to allow implica-
tions to sink in. L.J. would, if we pleaded,
cook us eggs Benedict, a dish I'd never
heard of before. He took me to a mat-
inée of “Sweeney Todd,” with Len Car-
iou—the first time I'd entered a Broad-
way auditorium. The only theatre I'd seen
at that point had been enacted by giant
puppets at antiwar protests.

By the time I was a visitor to L.J.’s
home, the brownstoners had split into
enemy camps. One was made up of the
hippies and commune dwellers (my par-
ents were both) who opposed what was
then called displacement and vilified spec-
ulators. Despite that special irony which
torments the community-minded who
move into poor neighborhoods—our
presence made the area whiter, and there-
fore, from the city’s point of view, more
worthy of investment and policing—my
parents’ camp regarded those, including
L.J., who acquired buildings in addition
to their own homes as culpable.

In the opposing camp were the
brownstoners who opened their parlors
to one another in yearly house tours.
Proud of what theyd accomplished, they
regarded the decrease in street crime
and the increase in trees and property
values as obvious goods, and the hip-
pies as political dreamers. I suspect that
my mother, an outspoken radical, came
into direct conflict with L.J. She died
before I befriended him.

It’s worth noting that local preserva-
tionists, in the sixties and early seven-
ties, fought and won underdog battles
against the forces of predatory urban
renewal. Their defense of the houses
equated, in the beginning, to protection

for anyone living in the area, white or
otherwise. “Boerum Hill Building Gets
Temporary Lease on Life,”reads a head-
line in the April 20, 1967, edition of the
Times: “A group of young property own-
ers pushing baby carriages and carrying
signs succeeded yesterday in temporar-
ily preventing the city from razing a town
house.” The story centers on the Sny-
ders: “ ‘He’s a veteran picket. He helped
save 434 State Street,’ said Mrs. Robert
T. Snyder, pointing to her 13-month-old
son Adam.” It goes on, “The structure,
between Hoyt and Smith Streets, in a
historic but deteriorated section of the
borough, was to be torn down by hel-
meted wreckers sent by the Department
of Real Estate. The building has been
empty for two years and the Department
of Buildings said it was a fire hazard and
a gathering place for undesirables.”

A year earlier, the Times had written,
“In a sense the battle of Boerum Hill
epitomizes in miniature the nationwide
tug-of-war between two principal schools
of urban-renewal thought. Ranged on
one side are those like the Brooklyn
bankers, who envision renewal in the
broad terms of clearance and complete
rebuilding, even if it means sacrificing
some sound old buildings. And on the
other side are those, like Jane Jacobs, the
author and caustic critic of many city
planners, who see vitality even in slums.”

Jacobs, the author of “The Death and
Life of Great American Cities,” is a
name usually linked with that of her
nemesis, New York City’s unelected,
power-mad city planner Robert Moses.
Though by this time hed been impugned
as a bully,and his power had waned, the
Moses-inspired Cross-Brooklyn Ex-
pressway attracted passionate opposi-
tion by Brooklyn civic groups as late as
1969. The David and Goliath struggle
felt immediate, not theoretical.

The moral calculus lent righteous-
ness to the brownstoners’ preservation-
ist stance. Yet a tone had crept in, that
of an élitist cult. The brownstoners
seemed oblivious to the intimations lurk-
ing in materials such as an announce-
ment in the “Community Forum” col-
umn of 7he Phoenix, Boerum Hill’'s new
local paper, advertising an insurance com-
pany’s offering. “The Brownstone Pack-
age Policy was not designed to ofter cov-
erage to everybody with a bit of cracked
brown sandstone on any old city house,”
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the policy’s originator explained. “We’re
not really insuring houses, we're insur-
ing homeowners of brownstones. ... We
will not consider slumlords or other
‘high-risk’ people.”

I’ve tried to picture Jervis Anderson
sitting patiently in the brownstoners’
parlors, recording their declarations.
“This thing about renovating an old
house sounds very esoteric,” Patricia
Snyder told him. “But it often goes to-
gether with a commitment
to living in an area that is
mixed in every way.” She
continued, “We have much
more diversity than Cobble
Hill or Brooklyn Heights.
Everybody shouldnt be the
same.” L. J. Davis struck a
similar note: “I myself don’t
need to live around people
who all look like me. If I
wanted to do that, I would
not have come to New York City. I would
have stayed in Boise, Idaho, where ev-
erybody looks just like me.”

It had seemed unlikely at first, in
the teeth of the banks’ opposition and
the indifference of the city officials: the
brownstoners’ triumph. Yet here it was.
In bringing the cultural gravitas of 7he
New Yorker into the scene, Anderson
had become a third “author” of Boerum
Hill—the one who could ratify both
Helen Buckler’s dream and L. J. Davis’s
historical sleuthing. His article ends with
the words “Boerum Hill is not a rumor
anymore. It exists.” Declaring the brown-
stoners’ victory, Anderson also high-
lighted the contradictions that gnawed
at the liberal renovators’good intentions.
His article predicts the heel turn the
renovators were at that moment taking,
from underdogs to overdogs, from “de-
fenders” to “displacers.”

T visited William Harris, the founder
of Renaissance Properties, who moved
to the neighborhood in 1970, and asked
him to describe the impact of Ander-
son’s reporting at the time. “The article
was supposed to be a two-part piece,
you know,” Harris told me. “And they
said he stretched it out so that he could
have all the free dinners that came along
with the reporting.”

I'was disconcerted by the tartness of
the gossip. A newcomer by the stan-
dards of Buckler or Davis, Harris made
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up for lost time by opening Renaissance
Properties in 1973 and, with a partner,
snapping up eleven buildings on Atlan-
tic Avenue in one swoop, for three thou-
sand dollars apiece. When I mentioned
the homes lived in by children I'd known
growing up, or the once vacant store-
front now housing Rucola, a fashion-
able restaurant, Harris routinely inter-
jected, “I brokered that house.”

Buckler died in 1988, Davis in 2011.
Harris remains a keeper of the flame. In

his eighties, he still displays

a fervor for the zone’s deep

provenances. Thrilled by the
—  recent rediscovery of a Rev-
olutionary-era stone-lined
well beneath the pavement
near his house—possibly a
remnant of the Continen-
tal Army’s Fort Box, cap-
tured by Redcoats during
the Battle of Brooklyn—
Harris helped contrive a
plaque commemorating the well on the
exterior wall of a dry cleaner.

As to Anderson’s article, Harris
shrugged. “I wasn't a subscriber,” he said.
“I didn’t draw a tremendous amount
from it.” He was struck, however, by
how little attention Anderson gave to
the Kahnawake and Akwesasne tribal
people still living in the neighborhood
then: “The Indians were here all over
the place, and they’re only mentioned
fleetingly, in about a line and a half.”
The union hall frequented by Mohawk
ironworkers was above the post office
where I took Helen Buckler’s letters. At
one point, their numbers were large
enough that a Presbyterian church on
Pacific Street gave services in their lan-
guage. Hank’s Saloon, a late, lamented
hipster bar, was during my childhood a
Mohawk dive called the Doray Tavern.

Yet the emphasis on the Native Amer-
icans seems a substitution. The neigh-
borhood’s Mohawk residents, made fa-
mous in 21949 New Yorker piece by Joseph
Mitchell, were scant by the late seven-
ties. I recall widows in basement apart-
ments. The local families whose children
filled the public schools I attended, and
the kids I played with on the street, weren't
Native American—they were Puerto
Rican, Dominican, and Black. The ur-
gency in the commemoration of various
histories—architectural Victorianism,
nineteenth-century middle-class urban-

ites, Washington's soldiers, Mohawk iron-
workers—corresponds precisely to the
need to leave others unmentioned.

ary Jane Melish, another Dean

Street neighbor, was once a fa-
mous Communist. She and her husband,
the Reverend William Howard Melish,
were prominent in the American Party’s
outreach to the Soviet Union. In the
nineteen-fifties, a McCarthyist purge
cost Melish his post at Brooklyn Heights’
Church of the Holy Trinity (now known
as St. Ann & the Holy Trinity). In 1963,
the Reverend Melish travelled to Ghana
to deliver the memorial address at W. E. B.
Du Bois’s funeral; several years earlier,
when the American Friends Service
Committee arranged for a teen-age An-
gela Davis to move from Birmingham,
Alabama, to New York City to attend
high school, she was placed in the Mel-
ishes’ home. “From the first moment I
had heard about them, and the sacrifices
they had made for the progressive move-
ment, I had a great respect for both of
them,” Davis writes in her autobiogra-
phy. “Their suffering had simply made
them stronger and more determined.”

Mary Jane Melish directed a youth
center on the corner of Atlantic and Bond,
part of the nineteenth-century settle-
ment-house system that still survives
across the five boroughs. Leonard Bern-
stein and Jerome Robbins stopped by,
while working on “West Side Story,” to
meet the street gangs that coexisted in-
side. I spent a lot of time at the center
myself, since my father taught a wood-
working class there. I barely recall How-
ard Melish, but the cherubic, bright-eyed
Mary Jane was a regular presence in my
mother’s circle, revered by our leftist
friends for reasons I couldn't have grasped
at the time.

Jervis Anderson would have known
of the Melishes’ radicalism, but he un-
derplays it in his piece, even as he lets
Mary Jane write his conclusion for him.
She told Anderson, “The attitude of
some of the renovators toward the poorer
people—those who live in the run-down
apartments or over storefronts—is very
negative. The renovators are resented
by these people, who feel that the com-
munity belongs to them as much as it
belongs to the newcomers. They don’t
like being looked down upon, they don't
like being excluded, and they don't like



being pushed out.” She goes on, “I be-
lieve that houses are things to be used.
They are not museums. And it seems
to me that to a lot of the renovators
houses come first and people come later.”

Mary Jane Melish is gone, as is Rob-
ert Snyder, but Patricia Stegman, the
painter who married and later divorced
Snyder,and who directed her son’s stroller
into the path of a wrecking crew, still lives
on Dean Street. Her brownstone, the one
with the “wild Victorian bathtub,” holds
aspecial aura. The house, which had been
in the possession of only one family, was
bequeathed to the Salvation Army, which
kept it sealed until the Snyders opted to
buy it, in 1963. This represented a kind of
immaculate conception. “Every doorknob
is original,” Stegman told me this year.
Not only had the property been conveyed
intact, with details like front and back
shutters, an ironwork patio, and a back-
yard cistern, but it had required no evic-
tion to take occupancy.

At ninety-three, Stegman no longer
paints. The last exhibition listed on her
Web site is the Gowanus Open Studios
in 2016; it must be strange, for the first-
generation brownstoners, to consider the
voguishness of the place-name Gowanus,
which the Boerum Hill Association was
once so eager to distance itself from. I
sat with Stegman and her son, Adam, in
the same time-stopped parlor where, in
1970, she consented to pose, in Victorian
dress, for a feature in the Times Maga-
zine. Like Anderson, I brought a tape
recorder, though interviewing her felt
odd. Once, while babysitting me, Steg-
man had had to rush me to the emer-
gency room with a spiking fever.

I'handed her a copy of the 1977 article.

“They described me as tall, attractive,
and mild-tempered. They dont know me.”

“Two out of three ain’t bad,” Adam
said.

Stegman remains angry at the bank-
ers who redlined the neighborhood: “We
went to millions of banks. They all said,
‘We've given a lot of mortgages in that
neighborhood and we’re not going to
give any more, because the neighbor-
hood is no good now.”” As she paged
through my tattered copy of the maga-
zine, Anderson’s words rekindled won-
der in Stegman, at the distance Dean
Street has travelled, from rooming houses,
demolition, and garbage-piled streets.
The Snyders were central to the story:

Bob’s real-estate license, the protests, the
coverage they drew from the 7imes and
elsewhere. “I feel I am responsible for
making Brooklyn, not just Boerum Hill,
a chic place to live,” she said. It seemed
only a slight exaggeration.

The ethical line that Pat Stegman
and Bob Snyder drew was firm: “Peo-
ple offered us many houses to buy. I
would be rich if I had bought them.
One man owned a whole flock of room-
ing houses. He offered them to me very
cheaply. I said, T dont want to be aland-
lord of rooming houses.”"We would have
had to evict or manage them.”

She added, “We had a chance to buy
ahouse in Carroll Gardens. But I found
the people there were bigoted. They
said, ‘Oh, we'd be so thrilled to show to
you and your husband, because we'd
never sell to a Black person.”Well, I had
friends who were Black, and so I said,
‘They wouldn't be comfortable coming
here to visit me, right?””

I n 1993, I was shelving books at Moe’s,
in Berkeley, where I worked as a
clerk—at the time, Dean Street was far
from my thoughts—when a blue-jack-
eted hardcover came into my hands:
“Daniel Hale Williams: Negro Surgeon.”
The author’s name was Helen Buckler.
It took me an instant to recognize her
in the photo on the back, above a cita-
tion from the National Council of Negro

Women. “The surprises in the story were
many,” Buckler wrote in the introduc-
tion. “It turned out to bear little resem-
blance to the usual Negro story. There
are no slave cabins, no cotton fields, no
city slums, no lynchings—only the slow
crucifixion of the spirit.”

In March, I explored Helen Buckler’s
papers, which are stored at the Wiscon-
sin Historical Society. Among get-well
cards and newspaper clippings on the
tounding of Boerum Hill are drafts of
articles on racial equality, with titles like
“Little Known Facts About Negroes”and
“The Race Question: A Woman’s Prob-
lem.”In the latter, in which Buckler tack-
les the spectre of miscegenation panic
head on, she writes, “Willingly or not,
woman was made the crux of the mat-
ter. Whatever the economic and political
forces surging and battling underneath
the surface, the banner unfurled to lead
the crusaders always carried the slogan:
Defend White Womanhood!” Beneath
dated language, her thinking is lucid.

The founders of Boerum Hill all
avowed a desire to live in an integrated
neighborhood. Many had participated
in the cause of civil rights—even Wil-
liam Harris, who bought and sold so
many houses. In his twenties, in Vir-
ginia,when Prince Edward County shut
down its public schools to avoid forced
integration, hed volunteered as a teacher
in a makeshift integrated school. How

‘How long before it kicks in?”



had these crusaders—against the “little
boxes” of suburbia, against eminent do-
main, against blandly uniform lives—
ended up on the wrong side of Mary
Jane Melish’s formula of “houses come
first and people come later”? Had some
intoxicant in the solvent they'd used to
strip paint from the old moldings led
them astray? Or was there an original
sin in Buckler’s drawing of a boundary
around Boerum Hill in the first place?

B y the time of Jervis Anderson’s piece,
L. J. Davis had stopped writing
boosterish articles. Brownstone advocacy
was redundant. The craze was official.
Davis’s fiction had never sold much—
the manuscript of a fifth novel went into
a drawer—and he refashioned himself
as an investigative reporter, specializing
in financial scandal. A 1979 Harper's cover
story, “The Money Vanishes,” dissected
the Carter Administration official Bert
Lance; Davis’s 1982 book, “Bad Money,”
exposed the credit crisis.

L.J. was by then also done opening
his parlor, either to the house tours or to
meetings of the Gowanus Liberation
Front. He'd become a curmudgeon, our
local Mencken or Vonnegut. In his col-
umns in The Phoenix, alongside sunny
coverage of the annual Atlantic Antic
street fair and the openings of new restau-
rants, L.J. fulminated about Erica Jong,
H. P. Lovecraft, and the degeneration of
written English. “Descartes was a lucky
dog,” one column begins, explaining that
“he did not live on a bus stop” and “was
therefore spared the small agonies of cit-
izenship at its rawest: drunken softball
teams celebrating on his stoop at two in
the morning, beer cans in his shrubbery.”
Another starts, “I sometimes wonder if
I'm a safe person for me to know.” Else-
where, he refers to himself as “the Darth
Vader of Dean Street.”

L.J’s neighbors would have detected,
in this arch tone, that he felt cornered
by leftist voices. A 1980 column, written
in tribute to Helen Buckler, resorts to
bitter sarcasm. “Itlooks so easy,”he writes.
“You take a declining neighborhood,
move into it, fix up the premises, and
encourage other, like-minded souls to
do the same. Hey presto, a rejuvenated
neighborhood or a gentrified one, take
your pick.” The piece spirals into a rant:
“Nor was it, as certain ageing hippies
would have us believe, an act of dark and
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sinister cunning.” He continues, “There
was still no neighborhood here, just a lot
of desperate poor people crammed into
structures built to contain a tenth of their
number—and at night, the sound of chil-
dren being beaten unmercifully. This was
the earthly paradise we are now called
upon to admire by people who, in those
days, wouldn't have lived here on a bet.”
Then it turns horrible: “It is hard to see
what could have been done, short of some
sort of concentration camp.” Elsewhere,
L.J. makes shrouded reference to “the
Indian reservation.” He means the Go-
wanus Houses projects, the setting, fif-
teen years later, of Spike Lee’s “Clockers.”

Had L.J.—to use the phrase he would
have chosen himself—“gone mad”? For
me, he is an emblem of the complex in-
tellect who, feeling a critique of his priv-
ilege, jumps calamitously the wrong way.

. J. Davis wrecked his journalistic

credibility with a single pratfall. In
1994, The New Republic sent him on as-
signment to Little Rock, Arkansas, to
sleuth around the financial paper trail
known as Whitewater. L..]. mistook an
alcoholic blackout episode in his hotel
room for a possible assault. The /il Street
Journal reported that pages had been torn
from his research notebook. L..]. later said
that they had only ripped—and the hotel
bartender observed that he'd had perhaps
six Martinis before ascending to his
room—but it was too late. The Republican
conspiracy machine relished the suggestion

r i

that a journalist researching the Clintons
had been attacked, and read the incident
into the Congressional Record; L.J. was
ahead of his time yet again. Still, he wrote
two books afterward: one on cable-tele-
vision moguls, and a passion project on
the history of electrification. In his final
years, he was a garrulous daytime drinker.
His neighbors would sometimes cross
the street to avoid being subject to his
monologues. I did this myself.

Jervis Anderson died in 1999 or 2000,

sometime between Christmas and New
Year’s Day. His body was found early in
January, when neighbors noticed mail
piling up. Hed retired from 7he New
Yorker the year before, after thirty years,
publishing little in the magazine toward
the end. Known once for his formality
and dignity, hed become a figure of iso-
lation, and there were rumors of solitary
drinking. Unlike Joseph Mitchell, he
didn’t gain a legend for his reluctance.
He showed up until he didn't, and then
he died at home.

I've spent the past four years wishing
I could speak with Anderson, wishing I
could cajole him into telling me what he
thought about the white people on Dean
Street. More recently, I've sought out those
who knew him, hoping they'd make him
more legible. Hendrik Hertzberg’s Talk
of the Town obituary describes Ander-
son as a “product of British colonialism
and West Indian anticolonialism, leavened
by Harlem and the Upper West Side.”1
spoke with Anne Nelson, who became
good friends with Anderson during her
time in The New Yorker’s typing pool, be-
fore a career as an author and playwright.
“Jervis didn’t express the anger of T'm liv-
ing with the descendants of my slaveown-
ers,”” she told me. “He didn't share that
attitude. He was analyzing, he was report-
ing. His writing was about advancing Af-
rican American civil rights, but doing so
systematically.” Discussing his first years
as a writer in New York, she said, “This
could have put him in conflict with peo-
ple who might assume he would be an
ally. Here is Jervis, the stately Jamaican
wearing a suit—out of step, and out of
time.”In his 1966 autobiographical essay,
which was published in the Zeachers Col-
lege Record, Anderson himself develops
this image: “We had been colonials for a
long time and had grown to be as chau-
vinistic about English taste and English
tradition as the English themselves. The
involuntary reverence that most West In-
dians feel for the English sensibility and
the English way of life must—even now
that the Empire has been liquidated—
stand as one of the sweeter and more
deadly triumphs of imperialism.” The
tone, both wistful and remorseless, is that
of a writer who allows the reader—and
history—to be the judge. Perhaps it also
accounts for Anderson’s capacity to oc-
cupy the role of The New Yorkers sole
Black staff writer for so long. His instan-



tiation of a psychic position somewhere
between the dominant culture and the
point of view of the oppressed was his
tool and his method, until—I'm specu-
lating—this method collapsed on him.

At some stage, it occurred to me that
I might be searching in the wrong place,
or asking of Anderson something he
shouldn’t have to deliver. If what I craved
was to hear from a Black person whod
spent time in L. J. Davis’s house, 1
needed only to search out one of L.J.’s
daughters.

hen I spoke with Tina, the younger

of the two, it was the first time in
forty-odd years. We compared notes on
the experience of growing up in a time
and place where a vision was being prop-
agated of integration as a mission accom-
plished. The lives of the children playing
on Dean Street were supposed to be a
victory lap. Tina called it “a bubble”™—a
thing destined to burst,a dream deferred.

“When I stepped out of that bubble,
I saw things,” she said, explaining what
happened when she started attending
school in Manhattan. “It was scary. Things
went haywire when I started meeting
people from other neighborhoods. Peo-
ple realized I wasn't a part of them, I
wasn't from their world. I'd get picked
on. ] started realizing I would have to act
more Black. Like, what does that mean?
Why can't I do this right?”

I was a little surprised that the reck-
oning had waited until Tina left the neigh-
borhood. I pointed out that the housing
projects were just two blocks away.

Tina said simply, “I wasn't allowed
to go over there.”

She continued, “I love my dad. He
was a strong man, who stood up for all
of us. And who laughed.” Then she clar-
ified his prohibition against her walk-
ing in the direction of the projects: “Dad
was classist. If you had a different eco-
nomic standard, he was, like, “You're a
Davis, and you don’t go over there.” With
me and my sister, it was: “You need to
find a different class of people.””

Tina didn't need to explain further.
There was a time when I'd had friends
in the Wyckoft Gardens towers—grade-
school kids, Black and Chinese and Puerto
Rican and Dominican—whose birthday
parties I attended, or whom I unself-con-
sciously followed home. Then, as if a
memo went out sometime in the mid-sev-
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“When you said giant ants were attacking the city, I wish
youd mentioned that it was by ant standards.”

enties, most of the children from Dean
Street stopped going to the projects to
play, if we ever had. We tried to stay in
the bubble, to make integration work on
our blocks alone. It couldn’t, of course.

The white people who arrived in that
part of Brooklyn in the sixties and sev-
enties saw divisions among themselves.
In one home lived speculators willing to
manage tenants—and to evict them. In
another, Maoists lived communally and
worked to overthrow the state. Elsewhere,
everything in between: artists, eccentrics,
families. The long lens of time blurs these
distinctions, making us see the brown-
stoners instead as collectively deluded
about their culpability. This remains the
case even as historians of civic life have
been slowly picking apart the notion that
what we call “gentrification” is simple or
predictable in its effects. (Some, like Bo
McMillan, a researcher for the Redress
Movement, suggest that the term has it-
self gradually become an obscuring fic-
tion.) Jervis Anderson’s gift was to por-
tray the brownstoners as I recall them:
people trying, and largely failing, to grasp
their place in history in real time. You
and I may be doing the same now.

Not everyone who moved onto those
blocks ran a youth center, like Mary Jane
Melish, or taught carpentry there, like
my father (who also gave art lessons at
the Brooklyn House of Detention). Some
merely wished to live in a place that was

diverse and yet neither crime-ridden nor
scheduled for demolition. They might
ask now: was that wish a crime? I've come
to see this quandary as historically spe-
cific. What if theirs was a generation who
believed that their desire for a just soci-
ety had been addressed by the civil-rights
movement—in which many had played
some part—more fully than was the case?
For those trying to inhabit Helen Buck-
ler’s dream, the two enormous housing
projects were a truth hidden in plain sight.
Boerum Hill, that invention, was a gated
community bounded only by a concept.
The concept didn't stop anyone walking
down the street, except when it did.
The projects sat a mere five hundred
feet from Tina’s childhood home, as from
mine. Yet the situation within them was,
at best, not our concern. At worst, it was
a daily emergency we were prohibited
from giving a name. What happened
there happened elsewhere. For, accord-
ing to Miss Buckler’s boundary, it was
elsewhere. The boundary was a recipe
for cognitive dissonance, for a preémp-
tive turning aside, in favor of more solv-
able matters, like how to restore a ceil-
ing’s crumbling plaster scrollwork. It
wasn't only Tina Davis, or L. J. Davis,
who couldn't square the circle, couldn’t
do the moral or emotional math. Helen
Buckler didn't intend to drive us all mad,
in drawing an invisible line down Ber-
gen Street, but she did so nonetheless. ¢
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ogan loved his atrocious work,
B especially those of his dead
who left at the proper time—
old, weary of life, bald, having lost lush
growth in armpits and crotches, their
well-worn feet knobbly and calloused,
their breasts and scrotums sagging.
Slowly pulling on his chain-mail
gloves, he looked over a petrified body,
an unread book, and formed a first su-
perficial impression, evaluating the
body according to a gauge known to
him alone—whether the dead man
had died at his allotted time or had
failed to live to the limit set him by
nature. Those who lived well beyond
that limit he called “the forgotten,”
and he was a little worried about him-
self joining their number. He did not
like to dissect children and young
women, preferring his reliable and
lawtul contingent.

hortly before their divorce, Kogan’s
first wife, a gynecologist, said to
him a phrase he never forgot: Only a
pathological type can choose the pro-
fession of pathoanatomist. ... Wom-
en’s foolishness. A pathoanatomist, in
Kogan’s mind, was a priest of pure cor-
poreality, the last caretaker of the tem-
ple abandoned by the soul. By contrast,
his second wife, Ninochka, was a librar-
ian and did not even know the word
“autopsy.” And that was wonderful.
A careful autopsy usually took two
hours. And during that time he was able
to read the history of a life, as doctors
read the history of an illness. Beyond
the body of a feeble or slightly obese
child splayed on a zinc table, his intel-
ligent eye saw all the measles and scar-
let fevers, the puberty crisis, the healed
broken bones, the small traumas. . ..
In most cases he confirmed the di-
agnosis of what led to death, but oc-
casionally the open book of the dead
body presented unexpected subjects:
here was a fifty-year-old man who
died of a heart attack but had an un-
diagnosed last-stage tumor of the di-
gestive tract. Or a famous actor killed
in a car accident with blood vessels
in such a state that the car accident
delivered him from an impending, in-
evitable stroke. Or a woman suicide
with undiagnosed leukemia . .. as if
several illnesses competed in a still
living body, and it was not always the

strongest one that came out victorious.

Kogan was one of the oldest path-
oanatomists and long retired, but from
time to time he was invited to deal
with particularly complicated autop-
sies and cases needing forensic exper-
tise. This time they called him on Fri-
day, but he had already gone to his
summer place and did not want to go
back. It was his former student, now
the chief physician of a big Moscow
hospital, a whole medical town, who
asked him to come in on Monday, be-
cause the case was especially disturb-
ing, and it would be good if it was
Kogan who examined it first, before
the investigators arrived.

On the table lay a young man, lean,
impeccably built, with yellowish mar-
ble skin, a knife wound in the chest,
multiple bruises on the facial part of
the head, abrasions on the forehead,
and broken feet. ...

The morgue attendant, the old nurse
Ivan Trofimovich, came up and lisped
something unintelligible. Kogan had
become hard of hearing lately and in-
distinct muttering to the side annoyed
him. He grunted, the attendant nod-
ded and turned the body so that part
of the dead man’s back could be seen:
on both sides of the spine, from the
third to fifth ribs, parallel to the dor-
sal part of the shoulder blades, yawned
two strange incisions, which seemed
to have been made after death. The at-
tendant again mumbled something in-
distinct, and Kogan, touching the
strange incision, barked:

“Speak louder, Ivan Trofimovich, I
don’t hear well. Has anyone touched
the body?”

“No, they brought him like this on
Friday. ... I'm surprised myself.”

“All right, we'll sort it out,” Kogan
grunted, looked into the medical
report, and shook his head. The pa-
tient had been brought to the hos-
pital by an ambulance on Friday at
10:45 P.M. and had died an hour later.
The cause of death was most likely
the knife wound. . ..

Kogan looked at the laid-out in-
struments. A complete set: a scalpel, a
saw, dissecting knives, a craniotome, a
raspator . .. He began, as usual, with
the skull.

Two hours later Kogan signed the
report on the autopsy. Death had oc-

curred as a result of the knife wound
and the subsequent bleeding. The beat-
ing and the slight traumas to the head,
as well as the crushed feet, could not
be the cause of death.

He came home depressed and com-
pletely exhausted, having firmly taken
a decision—this was the last autopsy
of his life. ... But the two symmetri-
cal cuts on the dead man’s back would
not leave his thoughts. His knowledge
of human anatomy was perfect, yet it
was the first time in sixty years of prac-
tice that he had met with anything like
those two pockets within these cuts,
those elastic bags of unknown purpose.

He was a medical professional with
a broad horizon and rational frame of
mind, without any metaphysical devi-
ations, but this dead man’s anatomy di-
rected his thoughts toward fantastic
novels fashionable in the last century
about extraterrestrials, alien visitors, or
else toward textbooks in mythology for
schoolchildren. . .. He was confused
and perplexed.

t was the second day that Marya

Akimovna had been sitting on a
bench in the garden by the hospital.
First she sat by the information win-
dow, and, when it closed, she went out-
side and sat down on the garden bench.

Her son, Vsevolod, Volechka, had
gone out on Friday evening for a con-
cert and had not come back. On Sat-
urday morning his friend Misha, a pi-
anist with whom Volya often performed,
called and asked whether Vsevolod
was home.

“I'm worried, Misha. He didn’t come
home, and he didn’t warn me.”

“I'll come right now,” Misha replied.

An hour after the phone conver-
sation, Misha, his nose disfigured and
with a bruise over half his face, ar-
rived at Marya Akimovna’s on Dele-
gatskaya Street.

“Yesterday, after the concert, we
walked out. Some guys, also musicians,
drove up on three motorcycles, very
tough guys. . .. They disliked us in-
tensely. From long ago. First they
grabbed Volya, tore the case out of his
hands. He reached for the guy, but an-
other one drove his motorcycle over
his feet, and he fell down. At that point
somebody hit me in the eye, and I fell
down, too. I didnt see what happened
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next. Passersby must have called an am-
bulance. Where Nadya and Dasha were
I don’t know.I called them in the morn-
ing—no one took the phone.... We
should call now ... now....”

And Misha began to call around,
trying to find out which hospital Volya
had been taken to yesterday. Then
Marya Akimovna called the church-
warden to tell her that she would not
be able to come to the evening prayers,
because her son was in the hospital,
and that it would be good to invite
Kirillovna or Zina to clean up in the
evening. The warden was a stern
woman, but she was nice, though con-
descending, to Marya Akimovna, and,
having known her from long ago,
called her Masha. Everybody except
her son and his musician friends was
condescending to Marya Akimovna,
but she did not even notice.

They arrived at the hospital on Le-
ninsky Prospekt between eleven and
twelve. At the reception they were told
that Volya had been transferred to the
surgery section and that they had to
go to the information window. At the
information window a young woman
with a bun and a bow looked into some
papers and said, “Deceased.” At first
Marya Akimovna did not understand
and asked how she could see her son. . ..

“You can’t. He’s in the morgue. You'll
be able to see him only after the au-
topsy,” the woman in the window said.
“You'll get his documents in the sur-
gery section.”

Misha, who understood what had
happened before Marya Akimovna
did, seated her on the bench and burst
into tears. Marya Akimovna sat next
to him, looked straight ahead, and
said nothing.

Her life collapsed, ended, and she
realized that she had always known,
anticipated, that this was how it would
be. The picture of her whole life un-
folded before her, from the very be-
ginning. How her mama had died,
how she had lived with her father, a
stern and silent priest in the village
of Novoselovo, how she had gone to
school and been the last in her class.
Then the village school was closed,
and the children were sent to Ples,
five miles away, and she could not go
so far, because she was very small,
weak, often sick, so she stayed home,
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WHAT'S POETRY LIKE?

Poets play the winter tarantella,

making love in the midnight hours

on a white iron bed like a dog skeleton
distinguishing the essential and unessential
moment, shared between ordinary lunatics
and screaming over a bird in an apple tree
until an elegy has to be written

to resuscitate the relation—those who look
toward the depleted wildlife of neighborhoods
with tragic relish, to see somehow ourselves
disappearing about ourselves.

Once, in New York City, years ago,

the Internet technician finally arrived.

His teen-age apprentice stood in my living room
over a Transtromer book. He said it looked
kind of cool, and he wanted to know

what it was. “Poetry,” I said.

“What's poetry like?” he asked. And

the treacherous inadequacy with which one
finds oneself explaining in a few loose
deficient words something with lungs

and no face, the immortal freak

of language you haunt and hunt

which is the original state of language
you're trying to get back to from within—
poetry, whose rare geniuses come

as bittersweet suicidal explosions

on the tongue, randomly felt during

and her father did not make her go.
She stayed home, stoked the stove,
cooked soup and kasha, and when she
grew up her father’s relative Uncle
Osip came from Moscow. The two
men talked for a long time—about
her, she thought. And in the morn-
ing her father said that now she would
live in the city, at Uncle Osip’s. Her
father left for the North, to Pskov,
and became a monk there. Masha
had seen him only once since, when
Volechka was born. At the time Uncle
Osip, whom she had married on paper,
because he was old and there was no
other way that she could inherit his
room, took her and Volechka to the
monastery to see her father. Her fa-
ther did not say a word to them, did
not ask anything, but he baptized her
little son under the name of Vsevolod,
according to the church calendar.
The family returned to Moscow,
to Delegatskaya Street, where they

lived in their own room in a big com-
munal flat. Masha and Volya were
now registered in it. Soon Uncle Osip
died. Masha took a job as a cleaning
woman at the nursery school. She and
Volechka stayed there for three years,
and then he was sent to kindergarten.
And again she was lucky: there was
a vacancy for a cleaning woman, she
was accepted, and so it went smoothly
later on. All her life she was together
with her son, at school and at the
Conservatory.

Volechka was an angel, not a child.
He did not keep company with hoo-
ligans but mostly with girls, both in
kindergarten and at school. At the age
of ten he made himself a reed pipe.
He kept blowing into it, and tender
sounds poured out. At school he was
a poor student. He never finished his
studies. Masha was not angry with
him; she herself had not been so good
at studies. She could read and write,



long, tedious meals; award-winning and
already forgotten. All the emoting of the
unanalyzable fragments. All the surrender

and detonations of precision

and reckless insight

and reference to hidden wisdom and Coke cans—
conversations across time, and slips

into truth, and obscurity of thought altogether
blisstul, the form itself at its best strings of dreams

in the waking life,

overlaid like unobserved clothing:

the words that sing
stillness, the silence craved

by perpetual auctioneers—that which is not
the tale of event but itself a7 event—

“You know what? Just take the book,” I said finally,

pushing it into his hands—

“THANKS!” he said, and took it away, grinning a little.

But later, with snow in my head and a thunder

in my right eyelid . . . I was worried, as I was

so dangerously then, about dark, yet-unspoken things
—it frightened me: that shiny black and white book
wafting around New York City in the back

of a Time Warner Cable van, waiting to be opened,
waiting to torment him, thinking of it changing his life.

but she had no use for the one or the
other. Whenever she had free time, she
knit scarves and jackets. Also sweat-
ers for Volya.

Everything went well: they had their
room,; her salary, though small, came
every month. Volya studied at the Con-
servatory; they accepted him although
he had not studied at a music school.
But the professors liked him; they said
he had musical talent. Masha was taken
as a cleaning woman there, too. She
did her work very well—quietly, in-
conspicuously, cleanliness surrounded
her somehow of itself. But Volya did
not finish the Conservatory. He could
not pass the social subjects—history
of the Party, scientific atheism, all sorts
of political economy—and he accu-
mulated so many “gaps” that they ex-
pelled him. He was immediately called
up for the Army, being of draft age.
But he did not pass the medical ex-
amination—the commission found

—Bianca Stone

that he had tuberculosis. Marya Aki-
movna began to worry. The boy had
always been in good health; what had
happened? But a priest she knew said,
Get him treated, pray, and trust in
God. Doctors prescribed pills, he took
them, got better. And he went to work
in a woodworking shop. He liked it
there. The workmen were all handi-
capped; they carved toys, spoons, bowls.
Vsevolod learned to carve well. And
he went on playing the flute. He played
from scores, and sometimes his own
music without a score. Masha loved it
when he would stand in his corner,
take the flute, and the flute would play
now Haydn, now Mozart, now some
very simple music Volya had composed
himself, only three or four notes, but
they were so modulated that it made
you now weep, now smile. . . .

It was then that Misha, his former
classmate at the Conservatory, who
by then had already finished the piano

class, came to Vsevolod, and they
began to play together; later other
musicians joined them, Nadya the
violinist and Dasha the cellist. They
organized a quartet, began to perform.
And Volechka became their head. He
composed his own music. His flute
kept weeping and smiling, and with-
out him it was not as good. Still, he
did not abandon his woodworking,
because music did not provide them
with any income. There were only un-
necessary expenses. They tried record-
ing their music in a studio, but the
recording did not sound very good.
You could not hear the flute; the other
instruments swamped its singing tone,
and all the magic disappeared. Yet
people came to their concerts. Not so
many of them, but those who came
kept coming. And brought others like
themselves, who found a particular
joy in the old-fashioned sounds of the
flute trills. This music was as if child-
like and transparent.

Masha was the same as ever, only
she had aged and become Marya Aki-
movna, and she now did cleaning not
at school, and not at the Conservatory,
but at the church on Tverskaya Street.
They offered her a job at the candle
stand, but she did not want to deal with
money, she was not so good at count-
ing, was afraid to make a mistake, or—
worse still—she could easily be cheated.
And she got along very well with a rag
and a bucket.

She knew, she had always known,
that her boy was extraordinary, there
was not a pennyworth of evil in him,
everybody loved him. It was as if he
did not see evil, and for a time evil
did not look at him. But the girls did
look at him, and many of them liked
him. They would circle around him
for a bit. There were not so many free
men in our city, always more women.
He never offended any of them, never
promised anything, nor did he offer
any male attention, and they with-
drew from him one after another. . . .
Obviously each of them would have
liked Vsevolod to marry her. But
Marya Akimovna never talked with
him about it. ... It was too bad, of
course. Dasha was a nice girl, and
Nadya, too. . ..

So Marya Akimovna sat on the
bench by the information window,
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without a single tear, and next to her
Misha sat and wept. She was going
over her past life and saw clearly that
Volya had gone just as he had come,
in a miraculous way. She did not know
who had made her pregnant, where
Volya came from, and did not know
where he had gone now. One thing
alone was horrible—why was he
killed> Who did it?» Who had a grudge
against him?

Obviously Misha was thinking about
the same thing, because he embraced
her—she was small, and Misha tall,
a head taller—and said, “It’s Volya’s
music, it’s all because of the music. They
couldn’t stand it, it simply burned them.
It’s fiery, his music. Heavenly. . .”

“Yes, yes,” Marya Akimovna nod-
ded. She agreed that the music was
heavenly. She tried to recall it, but
could not. The music had gone along
with him.

he pain was so enormous, as-
tounding—greater than one could
imagine. It was all located in the fore-
head, and he hung on it like a towel
on a nail. The pain came to a point.
It had a cone shape and was concen-
trated precisely in this point. There
was nothing left in the whole world
besides the pain. Then suddenly a tiny
shining dot appeared; it seemed to
move, spinning slightly and drawing
him to itself. The walls of the black
cone grew still more black, and it be-
came apparent that they were mov-
ing, as if this bright dot made them
turn, pulling them into itself. He
sensed the pull of this movement. The
dot expanded, a sharp ray of light
burst from it, and he headed toward
it. The pain was with him, but it was
also spinning and had ceased to be so
tormenting. In this expanding dot the
note “la” emerged, and he adjusted
himself to it and moved in the direc-
tion of the light. The corridor of the
darkness spun, pressing him, but also
expanded slightly, as if becoming
larger, and his movement toward the
bright dot was becoming ever more
perceptible. He was being pulled there
against his will, but his will was also
directed there.
“Like a toilsome return home”
flashed in his mind. The pressure of
the black walls was weakening. He
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was already almost out into the ever-
expanding light. But the pain returned,
no longer as a cone piercing his fore-
head but now in his back—sharp and
as if double. And then a powerful force
pushed him out of the black tube, the
pain in the back flared and went out.
With a last effort he spread the big
moist wings that had sprouted from
his back.

His legs performed light movements
as if he were swimming lazily, his arms
were spread freely, the lifting power of
the wings carried him upward, and he
felt that all the dimensions had changed,
the habitual grid system had collapsed,
and the sound “la” expanded unimag-
inably, as if absorbing all the nuances
of sound as well as all those that did
not belong to the auditory span of a
human ear. . . . He was higher than the
pain, it remained under his feet.

“They think they killed me. But
that’s impossible. It’s impossible to kill
anybody. Poor wicked children. ...”
And now he saw with his side vision
the tips of his new wings, semitrans-
parent and iridescent. They did not
have their own color; they reflected the
radiance that spread around him, shim-
mering with pink and green, and it was
as easy to work them as to drink or to
sing—just a little effort, like walking
or swimming. And he swam, enjoying
the movement, the gentle wind, and
the tingling light.

“But I didn’t fulfill my task. Could
I have fulfilled it? I'm not the first one
to fail. How many were they, the im-
maculately born ones? One spoke and
wasn't heard, another wrote and no one
understood what he wrote, there was
one who sang, and he, too, wasn't heard.
And I played the flute. . .. Where’s my
flute? That wretched fellow in the black
leather jacket, did he take it? What a
pity.” But the flute—he suddenly real-
ized—was there! Tucked into a wide
belt that tightly girded his body. He
pulled it out. A blockflute, wooden,
warm, with seven holes in the front
and a thumb hole in the back. He put
it to his lips, blew. And it sang in the
best of voices.

He was flying in an unfamiliar
world, which was becoming familiar
moment by moment, like a decal,
gleaming under the layer of swelling
cheap paper. No, this world is not un-

familiar. We've been here, been here. . ..
He gave himself entirely to the move-
ment, and to the melody, and to the
elusive thought. This unuttered thought
called him somewhere. And he floated
to where it was sending him. There
was no “in the beginning”and “then”™—
everything was happening simultane-
ously, and in all its fullness. Ah, time
is no more, he realized.

For many years now Kogan had not
slept in the bedroom with his wife
but had made his bed in the study on
a narrow couch. That evening he read
for a long time, then wrote a letter to
his son, who had lost his mind over
some Kabbalistic books. The son lived
in Bnei Brak, a little town near Tel
Aviv, and old Kogan kept trying to
have at least a semblance of contact
with him. Then he wrote a letter to
his daughter, a professor at an Amer-
ican university. She taught contem-
porary psychology. From time to time
she sent him references to her work,
and he read her articles with disgust
and with the same feeling of protest
his son’s reflections evoked in him. . ..
He recalled today’s autopsy. Those
mysterious cuts along the shoulder
blades were inexplicable; their inex-
plicability was irritating, it flew in the
face of his strict and exact knowledge.

He looked at his watch—it was al-
ready past two. He went to the bath-
room, took out his dentures, put them
in a glass of water, rinsed his mouth,
urinated with some difficulty. Lay down
and quickly fell asleep. But he soon
woke up. Before him stood a hazily
bright figure, unrecognizable yet famil-
iar. Kogan stirred toward it, rose a lit-
tle on his bed. Right, right, this was
today’s dead man. No words were pro-
nounced. Only the soft sound, as if
from behind the wall, of poor, bright
music. A flute. The visitor was invit-
ing Kogan to follow him. And Kogan
did. There was not the slightest trace
of mysticism in what was happening.
A convincing reality. . .

In the morning his wife twice called
him to come and have breakfast. He
did not come. She went into his study.
The dead Kogan lay under a plaid blan-
ket, smiling. ¢

(Translated, from the Russian, by
Richard Pevear and Larissa Volokhonsky.)



M usical summers in New York may
never have been as rich as they
were in the first two decades of the cur-
rent century, when the Mostly Mozart
Festival, under the leadership of Jane
Moss, and the Lincoln Center Festival,
under Nigel Redden, vied with each other
in the conjuring of lavishly varied sea-
sons. In and around the Lincoln Center

MUSICAL EVENTS

REQUIEM FOR A FESTIVAL

Does the end of Mostly Mozart signal a rising disdain for classical music at Lincoln Center?

BY ALEX ROSS

complex you encountered not only the
usual array of Mozart symphonies and
concertos, which had been attracting
steady crowds since 1966, but also Ba-
roque music-and-dance spectacles by
Mark Morris; orchestral cycles of Bruck-
ner and Varése; Wagner’s sixteen-hour
“Ring”; Chen Shi-Zheng’s nineteen-hour
“Peony Pavilion”; Bernd Alois Zimmer-

manns apocalyptic antiwar opera, “Die
Soldaten”; Davéne Tines and Michael
Schachter’s apocalyptic anti-racist revue,
“The Black Clown”; and avant-garde eve-
nings of Pauline Oliveros and Kaija Saa-
riaho, not to mention Persian ritual the-
atre, Georgian polyphony, Noh dramas,
and Thai rock.

Those days are gone. The Lincoln

Louis Langrée served as Mostly Mozarts impeccably stylish music director from 2002 onward.

ILLUSTRATION BY DIEGO MALLO
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Center Festival shut down in 2017;
Mostly Mozart finished expiring this
month. Lincoln Center’s programming
division, which is distinct from the Met-
ropolitan Opera, the New York Philhar-
monic, New York City Ballet, and other
resident organizations, is concentrating
its energies on a series called “Summer
for the City.” A press release describes
the range of offerings: a celebration of
the fiftieth anniversary of hip-hop; the
Criminal Queerness Festival; a series
called “Cultivating Access Ecologies”;
Korean Arts Week; “social sculpture in-
terventions”; “participatory movement
and mindfulness sessions”; Big Umbrella
Day, geared toward neurodiverse audi-
ences; standup comedy; games spaces;
silent discos, with revellers wearing head-
phones; and “the world’s first LGBTQIA+
mariachi group.” The farewell season of
the Mostly Mozart Festival Orchestra,
which once played for seven weeks or
more a year, consisted of thirteen con-
certs in the course of three weeks.

The thinking behind this change in
direction is clear enough. Lincoln Cen-
ter, with its aloof modernist fagades, pro-
jected a domineering cultural image from
the outset. The fact that its construction
required the razing of San Juan Hill—a
largely Puerto Rican, Afro-Caribbean,
and African American neighborhood—
gave an indication of the kind of audi-
ence that was preferred. The institution
had never reckoned with its history in
any significant way, and the team that
has assumed control in the past several
years—led by Henry Timms, Lincoln
Center’s president and chief executive,
and Shanta Thake, its chief artistic offi-
cer—has resolved to bring in new voices
and genres. Thake said to the Times,
“What have we left out? What stories
arent we telling that feel like they’re de-
manding to be told in this moment?”

Those are necessary questions, yet the
answers have so far been confusing. The
pop programming defies the natural ca-
pabilities of its primary buildings, which
include an opera house, an orchestra hall,
a chamber-music hall, and a ballet the-
atre. Unless all these buildings are torn
down and replaced by a stadium, Lin-
coln Center will always be best suited to
events of the sit-down-and-listen vari-
ety. Furthermore, with Carnegie Hall on
its annual pause after June, David Get-
fen Hall is the city’s only first-rate venue
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for orchestral music in the summer. It’s
especially bizarre that Lincoln Center
has put together so few classical events
this past year, following Geften’s reopen-
ing after an extensive renovation. The
audience is out there: the final two Mostly
Mozart concerts were packed.

Although the traditional performing
arts have abiding issues with élitism and
exclusivity, a swerve toward pop hardly
compensates for the profound societal
inequalities that are embedded in our
celebrity-driven culture. Symptomatic
attitudes can be found in a 2018 book
titled “New Power,”which Timms wrote
with Jeremy Heimans. The authors re-
ject top-down leadership and embrace
a model that they call “open, participa-
tory, and peer-driven.” Facebook and
Twitter are among the lead cases. Any-
one who has paid attention to the dec-
imation of the public sphere in recent
years will be aware that power tends to
stay in the hands of a few, no matter
what hazy rhetoric accompanies each
changing of the guard.

At Lincoln Center, New Power also
takes the form of sonic force: according
to an app on my phone, the sound level
at an outdoor dance contest approached
a hundred and ten decibels. I saw elderly
people wincing as they made their way,
sometimes with walkers or canes, into
Geften. Lincoln Center now radiates
disdain for those who wish simply to lis-
ten to music they love in a comfortable
hall. T can only hope that classical pro-
gramming doesn’t continue its down-
ward spiral next summer, when the
Mostly Mozart Festival Orchestra will
return under a new name. It’s worth not-
ing that the festival provides employ-
ment for dozens of musicians whose fi-
nancial situation is considerably more
precarious than that of Timms, who, ac-
cording to a tax filing, received a salary
of $1,469,816 in the fiscal year 2022.

nside the hall, huge ovations greeted

Louis Langrée, who served as Mostly
Mozart’s impeccably stylish music direc-
tor from 2002 onward. This perennially
underrated Alsatian-born conductor is
completing an extended period of Amer-
ican residency; his decade-long tenure
with the Cincinnati Symphony ends next
season. Those who attended Mostly Mo-
zart during its doldrum years, in the nine-
teen-nineties, can attest to the wonders

that Langrée worked with the ensemble:
the quality of playing surged, the sense
of engagement deepened. All those vir-
tues were evident in his farewell program,
which brought together Mozart’s final
three symphonies. The great G-Minor
Symphony had a fine-spun intensity, with
flickers of rage hidden in its accents. The
coda of the “Jupiter” built headlong mo-
mentum, even as each line remained thrill-
ingly clear.

In the other program of his final week,
Langrée hopped across five centuries of
musical history: Lully’s “Bourgeois Gen-
tilhomme,” the Overture from Mozart’s
“Abduction from the Seraglio,” Tchai-
kovsky’s Violin Concerto (with refined
solos by Randall Goosby), Kodily’s
“Dances of Galdnta,” and Valerie Cole-
man’s “Fanfare for Uncommon Times.”
References along the way to Duke Elling-
ton, Ottoman military bands, and Hun-
garian dance music reminded me of Lan-
grée’s range; back in 2004, he juxtaposed
Mozart’s Requiem with a performance
by the Indian-Iranian trio Ghazal, which
consisted of the sitarist Shujaat Husain
Khan, the kamancheh player Kayhan
Kalhor, and the tabla player Sandeep Das.
In fact, the former team of Langrée, Moss,
and Redden, far from remaining clois-
tered, embraced an exceptionally wide
spectrum of non-Western traditions.

Langrée addressed the crowd at both
concerts, with feisty enthusiasm. Accord-
ing to long-abiding codes of classical-
music decorum, performers who are ex-
iting an organization maintain a facade
of agreeability, whether or not their de-
parture was consensual. Langrée did not
exactly adhere to the practice.In the most
debonair way imaginable, he threw shade
at the powers that be. He explained that
he was discussing the pieces at length
because “Lincoln Center decided to stop
printing programs.” He alluded to the
fears of orchestra members who saw
““Mozart’ erased from their title.” And
he pointedly analyzed Mozart’s sympho-
nies in terms of “musical democracy”and
harmonious multiplicity. He singled out
a passage in the Andante of Symphony
No.39,in which a quintet of winds takes
turns playing a simple pattern of four
eighth-note pulses followed by a wind-
ing sixteenth-note pattern. The magic
of the passage depends on five musicians
listening to one another and establish-
ing a collective flow.



Before the “Jupiter,” Langrée got to
the point: “I know that now Lincoln
Center wants to present much less clas-
sical music, because it’s maybe ¢élitist, or
what. But—it’s good to present hip-hop,
it’s good to present R. & B., it’s good to
present any type of music, any type of
music, inc/uding classical music. Be-
cause—why did these pieces go through
the filter of time?” After praising the or-
chestra, the audience, and Reynold Levy,
a former president of Lincoln Center,
Langrée launched into the “Jupiter,”
which resoundingly answered the ques-
tion he had raised.

Lincoln Center’s new leadership has
implemented one excellent idea: a
pay-what-you-wish plan for select sum-
mertime events, including classical con-
certs. The suggested ticket price is thirty-
five dollars, but you can pay as little as
five—practically as low as the three-dollar
price that Mostly Mozart set for its first
season, fifty-seven years ago. There’s a
strong argument for getting back to the
casual spirit of the festival’s early years,
when one slogan was “Mostly Mozart,
barely Bach, never neckties.” Economic
conditions no longer permit the sort of
grandiose international programming
that prevailed in the two-thousands;
what’s needed is homegrown vitality. En-
couraging in this respect is the appoint-
ment of the gifted young conductor Jon-
athon Heyward as Langrée’s successor;
a South Carolina native, he is a serious
musician with a broad repertory.

For the most part, though, Timms
and Thake seem fundamentally out of
step with Lincoln Center and its public,
both extant and potential. When people
make the trip to Broadway and Sixty-
fifth, they surely aren’t looking for an
awkward transplantation of cultures that
exist in more authentic form elsewhere
in the city. They more likely want an en-
counter with something radically oth-
er—aworld distant in time or space. The
moniker Mostly Mozart worked for so
long because it symbolized a longing for
uncanny voyages. The festival’s time may
have passed, but the longing remains.
Langrée touched on that primary mis-
sion when he said, in his elegantly blunt
way, that artists have a responsibility to
“make our planet more beautiful.” His
voice trembling slightly, he added, “I
think Mozart did that for us.” ¢
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The Peacock and the Sparrow, &y I. §. Berry (Atria). This
crackling début thriller is narrated by a C.I.A. spy, a self-
described “aging threadbare bureaucrat”stationed in Bahrain
in the wake of the Arab Spring. The novel begins with a se-
ries of bombings targeting Westerners. These are blamed on
the Bahraini opposition, but the station chief suggests that
the spy’s informant, who has become a friend, was involved.
No one is beyond the spy’s cascading suspicions, not even a
Bahraini mosaicist with whom he is romantically entangled,
and whom he approaches with a caution usually reserved for
his work: navigating an affair is “not so different, after all,
from the delicate give-and-take dance with an informant, an
unending alternation between obeisance and control.”

Temple Folk, by Aaliyah Bilal (Simon & Schuster). These nine
short stories follow Black American Muslims who drift to-
ward and away from their faith, judge one another for im-
modesty, wrestle with upended family lore, and reflect with
ambivalence on the impact the Nation of Islam has had on
their lives. A woman visiting Egypt questions whether to con-
tinue wearing the hijab, another enters into a puzzling and
intense online romance with a devout Albanian, and another
is haunted by visions of her dead father as she prepares his
eulogy. Built largely around vignettes, Bilal’s stories depict
characters who serve as sensitive guides to matters of apos-
tasy, racial prejudice, and gender roles.

Schoenberg, 6y Harvey Sachs (Liveright). In this study of
Arnold Schoenberg, the Austrian-born composer who immi-
grated to the U.S. in 1933, Sachs blends fleet-footed biogra-
phy with an accessible analysis of Schoenberg’s works. Best
known for his development of twelve-tone serialism, Schoen-
berg believed that he would single-handedly restore Germa-
ny’s musical dominance over France, Italy, and Russia; the cold
reception that his compositions faced left him imagining him-
self as a “lonely, misunderstood prophet.” Sachs’s interpreta-
tions of these works can be emotionally convincing, and, ac-
cording to him, Schoenberg’s music is, as Mark Twain is
reputed to have said about Wagner’s, “better than it sounds,”
in part because appreciation often requires repeated listening.

Brave the Wild River, by Melissa L. Sevigny (Norton).In 1938,
two female botanists set out to document the plant life of the
Grand Canyon. Elzada Clover and Lois Jotter, undeterred by
warnings that the trip would be “a mighty poor place for
women,”joined with a river guide and a handful of other boat-
men to travel the treacherous Green and Colorado Rivers. Se-
vigny chronicles the team’s forty-three-day journey, interspers-
ing it with accounts of the adventurers who preceded them,
descriptions of plants and wildlife, and the history of West-
ern intervention in an ecosystem long stewarded by Native
nations, including the Navajo and the Hualapai. The book also
makes the case that Clover and Jotter’s study, conducted shortly
after the construction of the Hoover Dam, provides a crucial
benchmark in assessing human impact on the environment.
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THE BIGGEST LOSERS

How the Bible turned a history of defeat into triumph.

BY ADAM GOPNIK

he Moshiach came to Madison Av-

enue this summer. All over a not
particularly Jewish neighborhood, posters
of the bearded, Rembrandtesque Rebbe
Schneerson appeared, mucilaged to every
light post and bearing the caption “Long
Live the Lubavitcher Rebbe King Mes-
siah forever!” This was, or ought to have
been, trebly astonishing. First, the rebbe
being urged to a longer life died in 1994,
and the new insistence that he was none-
theless the Moshiach skirted, as his fol-
lowers tend to do, the question of whether
he might remain somehow alive. Sec-
ond, the very concept of a messiah re-
capitulates a specific national hope of a
small and oft-defeated nation several

thousand years ago, and spoke originally
to the local Judaean dream of a warrior
who would lead his people to victory
over the Persians, the Greeks, and, lat-
terly, the Roman colonizers. And, third,
the disputes surrounding the rebbe from
Crown Heights are strikingly similar to
those which surrounded the rebbe Ye-
shua, or Jesus, when Ais followers first
pressed Ais claim: was this messianic pre-
tension a horrific blasphemy or a final
fulfillment? Yet there it was, another
Jewish messiah, on a poster, in 2023.
The messianism on our street cor-
ners is a reminder of Judaism’s peculiarly
long-lived legacy. Who can now tell Ju-
piter Dolichenus from Jupiter Optimus

Rivalries between the kingdoms of Israel and Judah run through the Scriptures.
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Maximus, two cult divinities once ven-
erated at magnificent temples in Rome?
But we all know what a messiah is, and
some people wonder if the Brooklyn
rabbi might be he. The pagans who dom-
inated the world lost their gods when
they lost their empires and saw them
swept into myth by the monotheistic re-
ligions spawned from the Jewish one.
And the Hebrew Bible, or Old Testa-
ment, is, perhaps, unique on the planet
inasmuch as it is, as the scholar Jacob L.
Wiright suggests in his new book, “Why
the Bible Began” (Cambridge), so en-
tirely a losers’ tale. The Jews were the
great sufferers of the ancient world—
persecuted, exiled, catastrophically de-
feated—and yet the tale of their special
selection, and of the demiurge who, from
an unbeliever’s point of view, reneged
on every promise and failed them at
every turn, is the most admired, influ-
ential, and permanent of all written texts.
Wright’s purpose is to explain, in a new
way, how and why this happened.

The easiest explanation is that it hap-
pened this way because that’s the way
God wanted it to happen. But this does
not lessen the need to say sow it hap-
pened. Or, as Edward Gibbon wrote, in
one of the most perfect of sentences, ex-
plaining his ambition to provide a ra-
tional account for the rise of Christian-
ity, “As truth and reason seldom find so
favourable a reception in the world, and
as the wisdom of Providence frequently
condescends to use the passions of the
human heart, and the general circum-
stances of mankind, as instruments to
execute its purpose, we may still be per-
mitted, though with becoming submis-
sion, to ask, not indeed what were the
first, but what were the secondary causes?”

The “secondary cause” for the Bible’s
triumph, in Wright’s view, can be put
simply: losers rule. More people remem-
ber the record-losing 62 Mets than the
pennant-winning 62 Yankees. Division
and defeat, Wright explains, made the
Bible memorable. Successive expulsions
and exiles forced the Jewish poets and
prophets, like Red Sox fans of yore, to
imagine defeat as a virtue, dispossession
as a gift, failure today as a promise of
victory tomorrow. Defeat usually com-
pelled other ancient peoples, as it does
us, to invent rationalizations for what
happened. (Yes, we failed to pacify Af-
ghanistan, but nobody could have done
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s0.) In the face of regular defeat, how-
ever, the Jewish scribes had to ask whether
defeat wasn't God’s will in the first place,
and so opened mankind unto a new con-
templative possibility: that spiritual suc-
cess and failure were not to be judged
on worldly terms. Nice guys, or, anyway,
pious guys, finish last and should be proud
of their position.

The Hebrew Bible was mostly com-
posed—composed, recomposed, and
redacted, by many hands at many times
in many places—during the millennium
before the Common Era, and the de-
feats endured by the Jews, having set-
tled, probably peaceably, in the Egyptian-
dominated land they called Canaan, are
still astonishing to itemize. The most
significant of these took place in the
middle centuries of that millennium.
First, the Assyrians,around 720 B.C.E.,,
conquered the northern Kingdom of
Israel and deported and enslaved its
people. Then, around 600 B.C.E., the
Babylonians—led by the impressively
named Nebuchadnezzar—laid siege to
Jerusalem and ended the southern King-
dom of Judah and perhaps its temple
as well, resulting in another massive
forced migration. So began the “Baby-
lonian captivity,” which lasted, by leg-
end, until the Babylonians, in turn, were
conquered by the Persian King Cyrus,
who issued an edict, in 569 B.C.E., al-
lowing the Jews to go back to Jerusalem.
After that came the Seleucid Greeks,
who ran things briefly, only to be kicked
aside by the Romans, who were run-
ning everything in those days. It was in
putting down the First Jewish Revolt,
in 70 C.E., that the Romans laid waste
to Jerusalem, destroyed its temple, and
saw its people once again scattered, this
time for good.

All these historical details are con-
troversial: the mass expulsion of the Jews
to Babylon may have involved only a
select number of the élite; the edict of
Cyrus may have been, as Wright sus-
pects, a retrospective invention giving a
particular name to a more general Per-
sian practice of religious toleration. Even
the First Temple, the so-called Temple
of Solomon, may have been nothing
more than a tabernacle tent, turned by
retrospective memory into a marvel of
cedar and gold and twisted columns. Yet
a legacy of losses seems hard to deny.

The divisions that Wright speaks of

are less familiar, and—this is perhaps
the chief originality of his book—just
as decisive. The southern Kingdom of
Judah and the northern Kingdom of Is-
rael, which we might have imagined as
agreeable sister kingdoms, were, in the
centuries around 900-700 B.C.E., war-
ring adversaries, though a single deity,
one of many names, was shared between
them. The oldest deity, EI—"Israel” is
usually interpreted to mean “One who
struggles with God”™—got replaced over
time by the unnameable deity Yahweh,
who originally had a female compan-
ion, and then by a more metaphysical
maker, Elohim. Wright stresses the ex-
tent of the disruption that occurred when
Israel was subjugated by the Assyrians
while Judah maintained self-rule for
more than a century afterward. (A blink
in Biblical time, perhaps, but it’s an in-
terval like the one that separates us from
the Civil War.) It was during this pe-
riod, he argues persuasively, that a fun-
damental break happened, leaving a con-
trapuntal discord in the Bible between
the southern “Palace History” and the
“People’s History” of the dispossessed
northern scribes. The Palace History
conjured up Saul and David and Solo-
mon and the rest, still comfortably sit-
uated within a “statist,” dynastic Le-
vantine court; the People’s History, by
contrast, was aggressively indifferent to
monarchs, real or imagined, and con-
centrated instead on popular figures,
Moses and Miriam, the patriarchs and
the prophets. The Jewish tradition of
celebrating non-dynastic figures of moral
or charismatic force—a practice mostly
unknown, it would seem, in the rest of
the ancient world—begins in the inter-
section of dispossessed Israelites and
complacent Judaeans.

The northern and the southern nar-
ratives were, Wright says, constantly
being entangled and reéntangled by the
Biblical writers, as a kind of competi-
tion in interpolation. So, for instance,
Aaron the priest is interpolated latterly
as Moses’ brother in order to align the
priestly court-bound southern caste with
the charismatic northern one. Again and
again, what seems like uniform story-
telling is revealed to be an assemblage
of fragments, born from defeat and mid-
wifed by division.

This process is perhaps not as strange
as Wright seems to think, and not even

unknown within the nearer confines of
American history. The defeated South-
erners of our Civil War also made a
popular myth-history out of very dif-
ferent material from that of their North-
ern brethren. The Southern scribes, too,
favored non-dynastic folk heroes, such
as Davy Crockett, and fictional roman-
tic figures, such as Rhett Butler, over
the Presidential luminaries whose names
bedeck Northern cities. The compass
directions are reversed, north to south,
but one is very much a people’s narra-
tive, the other a palace narrative. In-
deed, the Western, that peculiarly Amer-
ican contribution to the world’s store
of epic and saga, often depends on the
tale of a defeated Confederate at large
to enforce virtue, someone whose he-
roic individualism is counterpoised with
the superficial discipline of the federal
troops. The beloved figure of the out-
law, still haloed by Bob Dylan and oth-
ers, with Jesse James (a onetime Con-
federate guerrilla) at its center, is that
of a Southern soldier who won't give
up after defeat, so that he crosses into
a subversive and (in Wright’s terms) an
anti-statist role. A people’s history is
not always an admirable one.

Wright is both an analyst of Bibli-
cal texts and an apologist for them.

His analysis is often brilliant and persua-
sive, leading us to see ideological frac-
tures in texts that we thought we knew.
And though much of the textual history
will be familiar to scholars who have gone
deep into the weeds, or the bulrushes,
Wright does a terrific job of bringing it
forward for his readers. He explains, for
instance, that the great opening pages of
Genesis are an interpolation of the Baby-
lonian period, and a conscious, studio-
notes-style rewrite of a violent Babylo-
nian creation myth in which a female
spirit is slain by a male one, and only then
the world begun. Against this, the Jew-
ish writers post the more placid, word-
centered creation tale of Elohim; in a cul-
ture where words are all that is left as
weapons, it's words that make the universe.

“North and South never managed to
overcome their rivalry,” Wright tells us,
identifying traces of it everywhere in the
text. Genesis, he stresses, exists on sev-
eral sedimentary levels. One level fo-
cusses on the doings of the Creator; an-
other gives us a more familial version of
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the creation story. This story, rooted not
in Elohim and his acts but in Abraham
and his progeny, emphasizes continuity,
and the idea that the Israelites had always
lived in the promised land. The Mosaic
account, in Exodus, is a sharply differ-
ent and imperial alternative. “Whereas
the patriarchs make peace with the in-
habitants of Canaan,” Wright observes,
“the Exodus-Conquest Account presents
the newly liberated nation taking the
country by force.” In his view, the ten-
sion between the “ecumenical and con-
ciliatory” political model and the “par-
ticularist and militarist” model defines
the character of the whole. At the other
end of the Bible, Wright, having so neatly
delineated the wars between the north,
which was centered on Samaria, and the
south, which was centered on Jerusalem,
makes our encounter with the southern
table of the Good Samaritan suddenly
hair-raising. Revisiting Jesus’ tale about
a traveller, beset by robbers, who was left
untouched by a Levite (i.e., his own
southern people) but rescued by a kind
Samaritan (i.e., a northerner), we realize
that the parable contains within it a thou-
sand years of contentious Jewish history.
One people, divided in two, should again
be one people.

As an apologist, Wright suggests, less
persuasively, that the Jewish stories have
a special virtue for having been forged
in the smithy of suffering. “One cannot
help but wonder: if neighboring peoples
had not only admitted defeat but also
made it central to a new collective iden-
tity, as the biblical scribes did, would
they too have produced corpora of lit-
erature that continued to be transmit-
ted for generations?” he asks. Yet the Ju-
daean cause isn't necessarily vindicated
by the scale of the suffering, or by the
lyricism of its lamentations, since the
essential lesson conveyed isn't the lesson
one would wish for—the thought that
nobody should conquer other people or
throw them into slavery and exile—so
much as the thought that it was bad luck
it happened to us. The Lamentations
can be universalized, but they are lim-
ited, in the first instance, to us and ours.

And is the poetic potency of defeat
so purely a Jewish discovery? Homer,
certainly, found greater pathos in the
Trojans’ downfall than glory in the
Greeks’ victory, and made the humane
family man Hector at least as attractive
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as the triumphant Achilles; and we our-
selves volubly commemorate losses, from
the Alamo to 9/11. “Here’s to the los-
ers, bless’'em all!” Sinatra sang, and, often
enough, we call down God’s blessing
on the losers, since they so clearly do
not have man’.

Yet Wright’s meditations on the in-
spirational power of Jewish loss lead
one, as does that Madison Avenue poster,
to a larger contemplation of the “suc-
cessor” faith. How much losing is there,
really, in Christianity? At first glance,
the Christian story appears to reverse
the polarities and make a tale of univer-
sal triumph out of the old Jewish sto-
ries of particular defeat. But is this re-
ally so? Debates still rage over whether
the Jewish figure of the “suffering ser-
vant” presaged the Christian example.
Whatever scholars conclude, though,
the force of the Christian example surely
lies in the extremity of the deity’s abase-
ment, tortured to death in the most hu-
miliatingly imaginable way and left to
be buried as a criminal. The Christian
fable potently compresses the Jewish
stories of suffering into a single story,
unfolding over a single year. Indeed,
doesn’t the emotional appeal of Chris-
tianity rest on its very Jewish ritualiza-
tion of extreme suffering and humiliat-
ing defeat as a prelude to divine favor?
Consider the number of images of Cru-
cifixion (Jesus dying) in Italian churches
as opposed to those of the ascension
(Christ rising). Christian art centers on
a moment of anguish and defeat, and
this is in essence a Jewish idea.

A more cheering moral can be found
in Wright’s meditations. Wright, like so
many scholars these days, cannot resist
projecting pluralist, post-Enlightenment
values onto societies that made no pre-
tense of possessing them. He cites en-
thusiastically, for instance, the scholar
Catherine Keller’s reading of Genesis,
which argues that in the priestly ver-
sion of Genesis the word “Tehom,” usu-
ally translated as the inanimate form
“the deep,” actually represents a female
deity who joins Elohim in creation,and
whose “enduring presence holds recre-
ative potential,”such that “Elohim draws
on this potential rather than mastering
and dominating it, as in traditional pa-
ternal theologies.”

As always, we should be skeptical

about claims that fit the taste and tem-
per of our time. We badly want benev-
olent female deities to tame obnoxious
male ones, but this doesn’t mean that
any earlier reader understood it, or any
earlier writer intended it, in quite this
way. Wright’s inclination to think that
even the patriarchs might not be truly
patriarchal can occasionally contort his
prose and his perspective. (In the book’s
introduction, he does admit, disarmingly,
that he doesn't entirely /ike the Bible,
mandating as it does the execution of
disobedient children.) Certainly, a cul-
ture that treats menstruating women as
unclean cannot easily be made into a
feminist one.

For all that, the interpolation of our
Progressive narrative within the exist-
ing Palace and People’s narratives seems,
after Wright’s arguments, newly graced
by tradition. Given the Bible’s pliability,
its kludgy fusing of one story into an-
other, surely our ways of telling it are as
legitimate as any other. The story may
seem frozen, as Rebbe Schneerson seems
frozen in his Polish eighteenth-century
garb, but, still, it moves. All religions are
a set of practices before they are a set of
articulated beliefs, and perhaps the key
ritual practice of the Jews was prose-
writing. Sacred books are far from com-
monplace in ancient religions. (The Ho-
meric epic, that Greek equivalent, is a
war-and-adventure story with the gods
attendant; and the rules of how to please
them, or the impossibility of ever doing
s, are inferred from the story, not an-
nounced within it. The Ten Command-
ments of paganism are winked by Zeus
to his favorites.)

A nation is its narration. By first ex-
ploding its internal differences and then
annealing them in imaginative fictions
at best loosely based in history—exactly
as was done in this country for so
long—a coherently incoherent tale gets
told. To say that the Judaeans and the
Israelites and their spiritual descendants
are the people of the book makes sense
only if we think of books as books truly
are: that is, badly reviewed, sporadically
revived, occasionally rediscovered, and,
if any good at all, perpetually misread.
The cracks and crevices, not to men-
tion the palimpsests and overlays, in the
Bible as it really is make for an ever
more modern text. We like broken books,
and this is one. ¢
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BLANR SPACE

The sly enchantments of Hilary Leichter’s novel “Ierrace Story.”

BY CLARE SESTANOVICH

as there ever been a better time to

write a novel that’s all about space?
Always a literal unit of power (see: pri-
vate property), it now seems to be our
preferred figurative metric, too: the most
annoying guest at your dinner party takes
up too much of it, the most diplomatic
participant at your staff meeting is care-
ful to make more of it, and everyone has
an opinion about whether it matters if
it’s safe. In this contested landscape, Hil-
ary Leichter’s second novel, “Terrace
Story” (Ecco), has a suitably small foot-
print—at under two hundred pages, it
won't strain a Marie Kondo-ed shelf—
but turns out to be a capacious container
for our space-related concerns.

There’s real estate, of course: you'll
meet Annie and Edward, cash-strapped
new parents, in a shoebox city apart-
ment. There’s the metaphoric geogra-
phy of intimacy, too: you'll meet George
and Lydia in a marriage full of “blind
alleys and impasses.” And then there’s
the Muskian frontier: you'll find Rosie
in outer space—a futuristic suburb or-
biting Earth—because the planet is
having some capacity issues.

As for how all these people and
places fit together, part of the pleasure
of reading “Terrace Story” is figuring
out how its peculiar architecture works.
The novel is divided into four sections:
characters in the first reappear in the

The story centers on a character with a superpower: she can expand the world.
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third; scenes are retold from a fresh
point of view; striking turns of phrase
pop up again and a