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COMMENT

Satanic Reverses



by Hendrik Hertzberg











After ten months of ruthless culling, has the Republican “base”—an excitable, overlapping assortment of Fox News friends, Limbaugh dittoheads, Tea Party animals, war whoopers, nativists, Christianist fundamentalists, à la carte Catholics (anti-abortion, yes; anti-torture, no), anti-Rooseveltians (Franklin and Theodore), global-warming denialists, post-Confederate white Southrons, creationists, birthers, market idolaters, Europe demonizers, and gun fetishists—finally found its John Connor, a lone hero equipped to terminate the Party establishment’s officially designated cyborg? So it seemed as of February 7th, the night Rick Santorum came out of nowhere to hit his trifecta, trouncing Mitt Romney in Missouri, Minnesota, and Colorado. 

 A year ago, Romney’s route to the nomination looked like the highway to Heaven. As the rich, successful, respected governor son of a rich, successful, respected governor father, Romney trod the well-worn path of dynastic inheritance, a tradition in American politics that stretches from the Adamses to the Bushes. In a party that respects order and hierarchy, or used to, Romney had another, analogous advantage: like Ronald Reagan, Bob Dole, Bush the elder, and John McCain before him, he had previously been the runner-up. He was next in line. It was his turn. His history as a Massachusetts moderate Mormon was a problem, of course, but not to worry: his fourth M would more than make up for it. Money talks, quite as loudly in politics as it does in conservative ideology. 

Money isn’t everything, though, even for Republicans. A bit of luck adds bang to the buck, and Romney has had remarkable good fortune in those he has shared the stage with. His rivals in reputed reasonableness obliged him by dropping out sooner (Mitch Daniels, Tim Pawlenty) or later (Jon Huntsman). What remained was a kick line of clowns, knaves, and zealots for the fabled base to examine, exalt, and, as soon as each surged past Romney to the top of the polls, expunge. The Donald flashed first, but Trump the Candidate smelled less sweet than Trump the Fragrance. Michele Bachmann, Sarah Palin’s understudy, muffed her lines. Herman Cain fell fast when the grievances of a disgruntled ex-mistress packed him off to political Uzbeki-beki-beki-beki-stan-stan. Rick Perry slunk out with an “oops,” but his most damaging lapse was to blurt that only people without “a heart” would treat as criminals the blameless children of immigrants without papers. To flick away these four, Romney barely had to raise a finger. 

Newt Gingrich proved a harder nut to crack. When Perry plummeted, Newt soared, largely on the strength of channelling the base’s basest biases: fierce hatred of the mainstream media, condescending disdain for the freeloading, work-averse poor, and racially tinged contempt for the allegedly secular-socialist, anti-religious (though Islam-friendly), Kenyan anti-colonialist, teleprompter-dependent “food-stamp President.” Gingrich went after Romney, too—but from the left, for job-killing “exploitative capitalism.” After Gingrich humbled him in South Carolina, Romney fully deployed the fourth M in Florida: he and his “unaffiliated” Super PAC spent fifteen million dollars on negative TV ads attacking Gingrich for erratic, corrupt leadership as Speaker of the House and subsequent heresies such as agreeing with Nancy Pelosi that something ought to be done about climate change. It worked. Like the Cheshire Cat’s cheerful smile, Gingrich is fading. 

Now it’s Rick Santorum who blinks in the spotlight’s glare. He is “the last consistent conservative standing,” in the estimation of one of the right’s more prominent bloggers. He is also the most “conservative” conservative standing—the most reactionary, really—and, it had been widely assumed, the least encumbered by baggage: no ex-wives, no ex-mistresses, no interplanetary fantasies, no lingering reputation for moderation, no record of vowing to “preserve and protect a woman’s right to choose” or coöperating with Democrats to make access to health insurance universal. (There’s no such thing as Santorumcare.) Because Romney, with his liberalish past, can’t afford to go after Santorum from the left, his attack machine hasn’t had much to work with. It has been reduced to scavenging the record for the burrs and crumbs that inevitably stick to the sleeves of anyone who (as Romney tried and failed to do) has served a term or two in Congress. Senator Santorum voted for “wasteful earmarks”! He voted to raise the debt limit five times! He’s a “Washington insider”! The banality is astonishing, and if Republican voters fall for it they deserve the contempt in which Romney manifestly holds them. 

Santorum’s trifecta earned him a fifth M: momentum. Abruptly leading Romney in national polls, he could have chosen to carry his blue-collar credentials (however dubious, however belied by the policies he advocates) into this week’s primary in Michigan, the state where Romney grew up and where his father was governor. Instead, Santorum waded into the fever swamp of culture-war claptrap that has long been his preferred habitat. Contraception, prenatal care, the “phony theology” of environmentalism, the “anachronism” of government (even state government) funding of “factories called public schools”—he couldn’t resist any of it, any more than he could resist comparing the stakes of this year’s election to those of resisting Nazism. (He denied intending to liken President Obama to Adolf Hitler, though he had earlier warned that Obama’s road leads to “the guillotine.”) 

Last week, the day before the twentieth and probably final televised debate of the Republican Presidential primary season, the banner headline on the Drudge Report, a heavily trafficked conservative (and currently pro-Romney) online news aggregator, was SANTORUM’S SATAN WARNING. The story was about an address, delivered in 2008, in which Santorum described Satan’s successes in “attacking the great institutions of America, using those great vices of pride, vanity, and sensuality.” In that speech, originally unearthed by the liberal Web site Right Wing Watch, Santorum declared that “the Father of Lies” had already conquered “academia,” the mainline Protestant churches (“gone from the world of Christianity as I see it”), and “the popular culture.” A fourth institution, government, “was the next to fall.” According to Santorum, “the body politic held up fairly well until the last couple of decades, but it is falling, too.” 

At last week’s debate, Satan got another shout-out from Santorum. To be fair, he was referring to the radical Islamist concept of the United States itself as “the great Satan,” not to the institutions of the United States that he thinks Satan already controls. Still, it was an odd verbal tic. Also, Santorum said that the Affordable Health Care Act will add trillions to the debt. Romney said so, too. And Gingrich said that President Obama favors legalizing infanticide. None of these things are true. Like victory, lies have many fathers. ♦ 









DEPT. OF GROWNUPS

A New Max



by Reeves Wiedeman











Tucker Max can go most places without being recognized. Exceptions: dive bars, college bars, bars in the meatpacking district, frat houses, and the bench press at the gym. Basically, wherever testosterone flows. The other day, Max walked into a Brazilian jujitsu training center—add that to the list—and asked for a bottled water. “It’s on the house,” said the desk attendant, who smiled and said he was a fan of “I Hope They Serve Beer in Hell,” Max’s 2006 story collection. Max has sold more than two million copies of that book and its follow-up, “Assholes Finish First,” which form the foundational canon of “fratire,” or, as Max prefers, “dick lit”—a genre of memoir about getting drunk, having sex with lots of women, and getting too drunk to have any sex at all. 

 “I seriously doubt I’m in the thousands, with an ‘s,’ ” Max said, when asked how many women he’d slept with. He lives in Austin, but was in town for two reasons: to promote his new book, “Hilarity Ensues,” and to announce that it would be his last in the genre. Max’s audience—in his words, “dudes who can’t spell ‘dude’ right”—expects a Tucker who no longer exists. His partying has dipped from five nights a week to once or twice a month. Sleeping around became boring. He doesn’t have any new stories. “I’m not even having a book party,” he said. “The worst-case scenario is if a bunch of my fans show up and expect, like, twenty-eight-year-old Tucker, and that’s not who I am anymore.” 

Max, who is thirty-six, describes his twenty-eight-year-old self as a “man-child,” while women’s groups, who often protest his appearances, have called him far worse things. Much of his life involved inflicting pain on himself and others. But he sees mixed martial arts as a move toward a more mature existence, and he had scheduled an open-mat session at the jujitsu center, just south of Times Square. “The mats are the ultimate equalizer,” he said, surveying possible opponents. “I’m hoping to pick dudes who aren’t that good, so I don’t get beat up. If he’s got cauliflower ears, he’s been training for a long time.” 

Max resembles a trimmer Will Ferrell, with a buzz cut. He can beat up beginners, but not guys like the black belt who approached and quickly smooshed Max’s face into the floor. “He rear-naked-choked me,” Max said, referring to a move in which one fighter attempts to strangle the other. His face was flushed and covered with sweat. “He could do whatever he wanted to me,” he said. “Look at his ears. They’re huge!” Max grappled with half a dozen fighters and lost each time. Many were fans, and they were sorry to learn that he was retiring. “Not everyone gets to go out in his prime,” Ryan Hall, a fighter who pinned Max three times, said. 

It was time to go, and Max walked to City Bakery, where he selected a lunch of pineapple, cantaloupe, and four shreds of lettuce. “I’m Paleo,” he said, referring to his new diet—no carbs or sugar; lots of lentils and organic whey—which is part of a broader retirement plan. He has been seeing a psychoanalyst four times a week, and has made a list of activities to try: Zen archery, improv, pottery, gardening, barista school, rock climbing, salsa dancing, advanced firearm training. “The thought of going to a strip club makes me want to vomit. Blergh. Ack,” he said. “I hate to be, like, ‘I’m single and ready!’ But if the right girl came along I would absolutely date her.” He looks forward to his new life, and regrets little of the old one. “I just started going to this Buddhist center,” he said, mentioning another activity on the list. “This woman there said, ‘When you reach the top of the mountain, don’t curse the path that brought you there.’ ” Asked to come up with a book title for this new phase, he said, “ ‘Still Awesome, Just Different.’ ” 

Max grabbed two fifty-ounce waters from a deli, passing the beer display without a pause, and went into a Bikram yoga studio across from the Flatiron Building. It was his first time, and the instructor yelled at Max to stretch deeper into his rabbit pose. “That shit was hot,” he said, ninety minutes later, walking into the February afternoon in just a T-shirt. He was skeptical of yoga, but felt that trying it was another step toward adulthood. “When I was twenty-four, the last real girlfriend I had before I became ‘Tucker Max,’ we were in bed and I farted and pulled the covers over her head,” he said. “She looked at me and just said, ‘You’re gonna be such a great boyfriend . . . when you’re thirty.’ ” 

Max was hungry again. He walked off to find a salad. ♦









LE ROY POSTCARD

Hysterical



by Emily Eakin











About the most cheerful person in Le Roy, New York, the other day was Lynne Belluscio, the curator of the local Jell-O museum, which commemorates the town’s history as the “birthplace of Jell-O.” “We’ve had visitors from Canada, from Sri Lanka,” she said, reciting highlights from a recent uptick in traffic. Belluscio, who has close-cropped gray hair and a thoughtful gaze, was wearing moss-green corduroys and an orange sweatshirt on which the word “Jell-O” was printed, each letter a color corresponding to one of Jell-O’s five traditional flavors. She stood at the entrance to the museum’s main gallery and cast a satisfied glance at the guestbook, open to a page filled with ink, which was displayed under a jaunty archway—a structure featuring the word “JELL-O” in red wood suspended between two enormous white spoons. (The archway is a souvenir from the 2002 Winter Olympics, in Salt Lake City; Jell-O is Utah’s official state snack.) 

The museum is an unintended beneficiary of a community crisis. Early last fall, a seventeen-year-old cheerleader at the local high school woke from a nap unable to speak without stuttering. Since then, residents of Le Roy, a hard-pressed farming town in the state’s western snowbelt, have experienced odd and debilitating symptoms: facial tics, body twitches, vocal outbursts, seizures. By last week, more than twenty people were affected—nearly all of them girls who attend the high school. Tests of the school’s air and water came back clean. Doctors ruled out infections, contamination by heavy metals, Gardasil side effects, Tourette’s. Eventually, they diagnosed an outbreak of conversion disorder (popular term: mass hysteria), a relatively rare phenomenon that, for reasons that are poorly understood, typically strikes groups of adolescent girls. The symptoms are real, but their cause isn’t genes or germs; it’s stress. 

As the cases have multiplied, so, too, have the number of reporters in Le Roy. “We had three separate Japanese television crews come over,” Dr. Laszlo Mechtler, the Buffalo neurologist who has treated fifteen of the girls for conversion disorder, said last week. Mechtler’s diagnosis has been endorsed by specialists from the National Institutes of Health, Harvard, and U.C.L.A., but not by everyone in Le Roy. “Obviously, all of us are not accepting that this is just a stress thing,” one father said on the “Today” show in January. Two teens appeared on the show, to politely demand, between bouts of arm flailing and verbal hiccups, what one called a “straight answer.” (Mechtler, whose therapy includes prohibitions on texting and friending, says that media exposure exacerbates symptoms, which would otherwise resolve on their own.) At the same time, rumors proliferated: hydrofracking brine had leaked from a gas well on the school’s property; “orange ooze”—later identified as a harmless “rust fungus”—had been seen on the playing fields. There was speculation about a 1970 incident in which a train derailed, spilling thirty thousand gallons of trichloroethylene, an industrial solvent. Someone’s sister-in-law got in touch with Erin Brockovich, who sent an investigator to Le Roy, trailed by television crews, to retrieve water and soil samples. 

At one point this month, so many camera trucks clogged Main Street that regulars at Java’s on Main, Le Roy’s only coffee shop, couldn’t find parking. A basketball team in Dansville, forty miles south, cancelled a game in Le Roy. “People drive by and hold their breath so they don’t catch anything,” a waitress at Scooter’s, a local restaurant, said. She added glumly, “I’ll never sell my house.” The headline in the regional Daily News that day: “MEDIA GLARE UNWELCOME, LE ROY BUSINESSES AGREE.” 

The Jell-O museum may be the exception. Technically speaking, instant gelatine wasn’t invented in Le Roy, but it was there, in 1897, that a carpenter, tinkering with the stuff in his kitchen, came up with a vendible commodity; his wife provided the name. By 1909, the Genesee Pure Food Company, Jell-O’s original manufacturer, was clearing more than a million dollars in sales, and Jell-O was being served on Ellis Island, to acclimate immigrants to American cuisine. The Jell-O museum, which occupies one floor of a former schoolhouse that also houses the Le Roy Historical Society—Belluscio runs that, too—lovingly preserves evidence of its product’s boom days: wooden Jell-O crates, aluminum molds, a factory worker’s beige-and-cherry uniform, and, on the walls, framed still-lifes depicting glistening gelatine desserts. 

When reporters began to call, Belluscio alerted marketers for Kraft, Jell-O’s current corporate parent. She wasn’t particularly concerned, though. “I’ve had media training,” she explained, recounting a session in Manhattan in which she’d learned to deflect such comments as “I heard Jell-O was Hitler’s favorite dessert.” (Correct response: “I haven’t heard that one.”) “People ask me, ‘How’s Le Roy going to recover?’ And I tell them, ‘We’ll open a center for conversion disorder.’ ” ♦ 









READING DEPT.

Word



by Ian Frazier











There is a word that can be talked about forever. The word was the center of a discussion in an elementary-school classroom on Staten Island on a recent Sunday afternoon, when a group of about sixty people, mostly from that borough, met for an event billed as “Race Issues in Mark Twain: A Community Dialogue on Language & Dialect in ‘Tom Sawyer’ and ‘Huckleberry Finn.’ ” The event was part of a two-month program called the Big Read, sponsored by the National Endowment for the Arts. The Big Read had chosen “Tom Sawyer” for Staten Island. Because the word occurs only eight times in that book, however, the discussion had been enlarged to include “Huckleberry Finn,” where it occurs more frequently. 

What do young people think of the word? They are known to use it a lot in their music and in their socializing. Fortunately, Marianne Kent-Stoll, a teacher at Staten Island Academy, had brought some of the students from her sophomore English class. Without saying the word, and by means of a common term that refers to the word by its first letter, a question was put to the students. They replied that the word could sometimes have an affectionate meaning, if used in a form ending in an “a” in the singular and “az” in the plural. The students said they did not like the word or use it, even affectionately. A woman who identified herself as a retired teacher said, “I hate the word, and to this day I can’t say it. I guess I want people to be able to say it, but I don’t want to hear it, and I hear it too much. Recently, at a diner here on Staten Island, three men came in and sat in the booth next to me, and they were using the word constantly, and I wanted to say something to them, but I was afraid to, because they were obviously mobsters.” 

Kent-Stoll said that she lets her students say the word or skip over it, as they prefer, when they read Twain out loud. “We’re never supposed to stop feeling uncomfortable about the word, and that’s O.K.,” she said. People then brought up words similar to the word—ones that in some cases, they said, had been applied to them. Such words could be reclaimed and used proudly against those who would use them pejoratively, a female participant suggested. It depended on who said the word, someone else added. Certain words could be said by some people but not by others. Various specific words referring to particular ethnicities, religious groups, sexual identities, or groups with disabilities were mentioned; some people in the room remarked that they had never heard one or two of those words before. During the entire two-hour conversation, almost nothing from either “Tom Sawyer” or “Huckleberry Finn” was discussed, except the word. 

The organization that the N.E.A. had chosen to host the Big Read on Staten Island is called Staten Island OutLOUD. According to its brochure, “Staten Island OutLOUD gathers neighbors for the fun of reading aloud and sharing ideas.” It is staffed entirely by volunteers. Beth Gorrie, the executive director, said that other events in the two-plus months devoted to “Tom Sawyer” included readings, films, a photography exhibit, a discussion of masculinity in “Tom Sawyer” as it related to westward expansion, a treasure hunt open to people of all ambulatory styles, and a display of kinetic sculpture in which the performance artist D. B. Lampman would represent the Mississippi River by wearing three hundred feet of sparkly garden hose. 

During much of the discussion of the word, the only black person in the room was Virginia Allen, the secretary of Staten Island OutLOUD. She wore a leopard-print turban and slacks and a chunky necklace. Allen is eighty years old. From the age of sixteen to twenty-six, she worked as a nurse at the Sea View Tuberculosis Hospital, on Staten Island. Because of the dangers of infection and the Sea View nurses’ devotion to their work, they were called the Black Angels. In 1995, Allen retired from her position as a surgical nurse at Staten Island University Hospital. After the meeting was over and people were putting on their coats, someone asked Allen what she had thought of the event. “I found it very interesting, and I was delighted we had such a good crowd,” she said. “Such a lively discussion! I just sat back and took it in.” ♦ 









THE FINANCIAL PAGE

Linjustice



by James Surowiecki











By now, everyone knows that Jeremy Lin’s sudden ascent to N.B.A. stardom came close to not happening. He was an excellent college player, but no N.B.A. team drafted him, and, though he eventually ended up signing a pro contract with Golden State, he barely played in his rookie season, and was then waived. When the Knicks picked him up, it was solely as a backup, and they were close to releasing him before the team’s injury problems got him an opportunity to start. N.B.A. general managers and coaches are paid a lot of money to evaluate talent, but none of them had any inkling of the kind of player Lin might be. That wasn’t because of the way Lin played: two statistically based evaluation models ranked him as one of the best players coming out of college his senior year. But, as a reedy Asian-American (from Harvard, no less), Lin simply didn’t fit anyone’s image of an N.B.A. point guard. 

 It’s easy to mock the N.B.A. for being narrow-minded. But American business has a habit of rewarding and punishing people because of the way they look. Since the mid-nineties, Daniel Hamermesh, an economist at U.T.-Austin, has done a series of studies on the role that appearance plays in the workplace, and his conclusion is captured by the title of his recent book, “Beauty Pays.” In the U.S., he finds, better-looking men earn four per cent more than average-looking men of similar education and experience, and uglier men earn thirteen per cent less. At today’s average wage rates, that means that a man with above-average looks can expect to earn $230,000 more over his career than his ill-favored peers. (The numbers are similar, if less dramatic, for women.) 

Hamermesh finds that pulchritude is valuable in nearly all professions, not just those where good looks may seem to be an obvious asset, and appearance discrimination has been documented all over the world. Height, too, affects how people do in the work force. Taller people get paid more, on average, and have a better chance of getting hired and of ending up in management positions. 

To be fair, there are non-superficial reasons that employers pay attention to appearance. Studies suggest that better-looking people are more confident, on average, which in some circumstances could translate into better performance. Likewise, one study shows that, when it comes to determining income, the important factor is really how tall people were at age sixteen, presumably because people who are more physically mature in high school find it easier to build social capital, make friends, and be leaders. Sometimes, too, businesses that pay handsome people more may be responding to market incentives: Hamermesh cites some evidence (though he says it is “sparse”) that better-looking people bring in more business because customers like dealing with them better. That may be obvious in the case of something like sales, but Dutch advertising firms with better-looking executives also had better revenue than their similarly placed competitors. 

Beyond these quasi-rational factors, though, there’s something else; namely, the fact that we tend to associate good looks with unassociated virtues. We assume that good-looking people are smarter and more effective than they really are, and that homely people are the reverse. Thanks to this halo effect, studies have shown, cute students are rated as smarter than uglier students, even when they have the same academic records, while attractive workers are far more likely than unattractive ones to be seen as good at their jobs. This effect persists even in situations where looks might seem irrelevant. The economists Mark Mobius and Tanya Rosenblat conducted a fascinating experiment in which some subjects paid others for navigating computer mazes. It’s hardly a task where beauty is much help, but that didn’t stop subjects from overpaying good-looking maze solvers, in part because they thought the good-looking players would be better at the task. 

Our perceptions are hopelessly swayed by the stereotypes in our heads: good-looking people are smart and productive; C.E.O.s are tall and rugged-looking; point guards are not Asian-American. And what about Presidents? In politics, the beauty-contest dynamic is even more marked. The last President who was shorter than the average American man at the time he was elected was William McKinley, and the taller man has won the popular vote in four-fifths of Presidential elections in the last century. A number of recent studies have shown that better-looking candidates do better at the ballot box, with the beauty premium measured at as much as one-half per cent of the vote. This isn’t just because voters like their elected representatives easy on the eye; they actually read attractiveness as effectiveness. In a 2005 study, researchers asked people to glance quickly at black-and-white head shots of candidates in Senate and House races from 2000 to 2004. In seventy-two per cent of the Senate races and sixty-seven per cent of the House races, the candidate who was judged to look more “competent” won. In 2006, the researchers ran a similar study before elections were held, and the competent-looking candidates went on to win in seventy-two per cent of Senate races and sixty-nine per cent of gubernatorial ones. Election results, it seems, can be predicted with reasonable accuracy just by looking at a photograph. No wonder political parties tend to consider candidates’ looks. Mitt Romney’s appearance is one reason that he is still likely to be the Republican Presidential candidate this fall. It’s hard to shake the gut feeling that people’s looks tell us something important. It’s as if, to paraphrase Orwell, we thought that everyone gets the face he deserves, and should be rewarded or punished accordingly. ♦ 









LETTER FROM WISCONSIN

The Storm




Did a governor’s anti-union crusade backfire?






by William Finnegan











When Scott Walker was the governor-elect of Wisconsin, he had a vision. In 1981, his childhood hero, Ronald Reagan, fired more than eleven thousand striking air-traffic controllers and banned them from being rehired for life. Their union was destroyed. As Walker put it later, “That was the first crack in the Berlin Wall and the fall of Communism, because from that point forward the Soviets and the Communists knew that Ronald Reagan wasn’t a pushover.” The Republican electoral sweep of November, 2010, had carried Walker into office with majorities in both houses of the legislature. A few weeks after his inauguration, he gathered his cabinet at a dinner in the governor’s mansion. It was February, 2011. Walker, who is forty-four, dark-haired, and boyish-looking, pulled out a photograph of Reagan. He talked about the victory over the air-traffic controllers. He told his cabinet, “This is our moment. This is our time to change the course of history.” That meeting, he later said, “was kind of the last hurrah before we dropped the bomb.” 

The bomb was a “budget-repair bill” that foretold deep cuts in funding for education and health care, and effectively reduced the salaries of teachers and other government employees by an average of nine per cent. Most explosively, Walker proposed to strip public-sector unions of virtually all collective-bargaining rights. Public-safety unions—police, firefighters—were exempted from the new restrictions. (These unions, as many Democrats pointed out, tended to support Republicans.) Walker had campaigned on a platform of tax cuts and budget cuts, but he had never mentioned collective bargaining. Wisconsin, historically, is a strong union state. 

Walker wanted his bill passed quickly. “He introduced it on a Friday afternoon and he wanted it done by the following Thursday,” Jon Erpenbach, a Democratic state senator, said. The bill was a dense, hundred-and-forty-four-page document, but Republican legislators were prepared to oblige the Governor. Erpenbach and thirteen Democratic colleagues fled to Illinois to deny the senate the quorum it needed to vote. 

Vast crowds of demonstrators descended on the Capitol Building, in Madison: teachers, students, white- and blue- and pink-collar workers—even, to the surprise of some, cops and firefighters. Paul Ryan, a Republican congressman from Wisconsin, compared the protests, disapprovingly, to those occurring simultaneously in Cairo. When word went out, through Facebook and Twitter, that a nearby pizzeria was feeding demonstrators, supporters from around the world, including Egypt, began calling in donations. The pizzeria tripled its staff and stopped taking cash, ultimately fielding orders from sixty-six countries and all fifty states. By the second week, hundreds of protesters were physically occupying the Capitol, sleeping on the marble floors. One day, farmers drove their tractors into the center of Madison—the Tractorcade—and police estimated the crowd at a hundred thousand. 

Scott Walker did not meet with opponents. He entered and exited the Capitol through an underground tunnel. When he ordered the building locked down, the sheriff declined to help, explaining that his deputies were not “palace guards.” Walker, a born-again Christian and the son of a Baptist minister, has been known to say that God called him to run for office. In what he later admitted was a mistake, he did not use his new bully pulpit to make his case. He believed that he had already made it—in his campaign and in Milwaukee, where he had served for eight years as the county executive and had cut staff and services to the bone. Walker had fought the public-sector unions in Milwaukee, which were plagued by corruption scandals. He had reduced the county’s debt without raising property taxes, and the voters, in a city that is a Democratic stronghold, had reëlected him twice. “My entire career has been about reining in spending,” he told National Review. “I’ve always thought that government was too big.” 

Walker was hailed by Rush Limbaugh. In Human Events, Newt Gingrich wrote, “Going in, Scott knew this would become a life and death struggle with the forces of the old order.” Walker became a regular guest on Fox News. He is not a flashy presence on TV; he has an adenoidal voice and comes across as something of a dogged plodder. But his stories from the Midwestern trenches had the grit and flavor of real political battle. Other hard-right governors were also making news, in Ohio and Michigan and Florida, but none aroused an opposition as deep, raucous, and determined as Wisconsin’s. Demonstrations flared up in small towns across the state. Even Aaron Rodgers and Charles Woodson, the Green Bay Packers stars, came out in support of the protests. 

Walker was undeterred. “We are broke,” he said, and he had been elected to balance the state’s books. While tens of thousands marched and chanted in snow and sleet, he and his allies quietly restructured the upper reaches of state government, turning dozens of civil-service positions into patronage jobs. 

Party discipline held. A workaround was found for the quorum problem. Walker never negotiated, and his budget-repair bill was passed with all its essentials intact. 


Wisconsinites aren’t used to such hard-nosed politics. Bipartisan consensus is a cherished local value; laws mandating official transparency are proudly upheld. The good-government tradition is strong, and many Wisconsinites like to suggest, politely, that the state has been indispensable to social progress in America. It was here that the first progressive state income-tax and workers’-compensation laws were passed, in 1911; the first unemployment insurance established, in 1932; the first collective bargaining agreement for public employees signed, in 1959. The country’s first kindergarten was opened in Wisconsin. The historic bastion of Wisconsin progressivism was the Republican Party. As William Cronon, a University of Wisconsin historian, writes, “The Democratic Party was so ineffective that Wisconsin politics were largely conducted as debates between the progressive and conservative wings of the Republican Party.” At times, the Socialists (Milwaukee had three Socialist mayors, the most recent serving until 1960) and Robert M. La Follette’s Progressives also played vital roles. 

Civility was not always the norm. Wisconsin saw its share of bloody labor struggles. And civility was hardly the hallmark of Senator Joseph R. McCarthy, who was the subject of a Wisconsin recall drive in 1954. That drive fell just short of obtaining the needed signatures. (Rumors persist that some circulators, terrified of McCarthy, ditched their petitions in barns in Sauk County, where they molder yet.) McCarthy’s behavior provoked such disgust among moderate local Republicans that many left the Party, strengthening the Democrats and helping make Wisconsin a blue state for much of the past fifty years. Still, there have been several recent Republican governors—most notably, Tommy Thompson, who was quite conservative, and highly popular. And Wisconsin’s statehouse politics, pre-Walker, were by all accounts relatively decorous, constructive, and law-abiding, certainly when compared with those of its neighbors Illinois (Rod Blagojevich, George Ryan) and Minnesota (Jesse Ventura). 

I asked Fred Kessler, an affable Democrat from Milwaukee who has been a state legislator, on and off, for more than half a century, if the advent of Scott Walker has brought about, as many people claim, some dramatic loss of comity in Wisconsin. “The only thing close was Joe McCarthy,” he said. “But even McCarthy had some support for what he did. Walker never even told people what he was going to do.” 


Walker now believes that a more prudent approach might have won more people over. “I didn’t talk about collective bargaining driving up health-care costs,” he told me recently. “I didn’t talk about people calling in sick and then coming in on the next shift and getting paid overtime.” 

I asked about the furious opposition he has aroused. “I think there’s no doubt that it’s big-money, national big-government unions,” he replied. “You have the A.F.L.-C.I.O. president, you’ve got the N.E.A., the A.F.S.C.M.E. nationally.” The National Education Association is the country’s largest union; the American Federation of State, County, and Municipal Employees is the third-largest. “There’s a reason why they’ve bused people in, and brought people in, and flown people in. That’s not to say that there aren’t people on the ground in Wisconsin. But the numbers swelled when people started being brought in from other states.” 

Many Americans are receptive to an anti-union narrative, even in Wisconsin. Mandatory union membership and mandatory dues are not broadly popular concepts. The new rules in Wisconsin, which make membership dues elective for public employees and require that a union be recertified annually by a majority of workers, will likely mean the end for some of the already emasculated public-sector unions. Where merit pay is introduced, automatic job security for teachers will vanish. 

Walker’s determination to shrink government sits squarely in the most powerful current in modern American politics. Taxpayer revolts that have left all levels of government underfunded have been going strong since at least 1978, when California amended its constitution with Proposition 13, a ballot initiative that has slowly starved that state’s once great public schools and other services. The American Legislative Exchange Council, or ALEC, is a pro-corporate pressure group co-founded in 1973 by the late right-wing visionary Paul Weyrich. (Weyrich, a Wisconsin native, who went to college in Madison, also co-founded the Heritage Foundation, the Moral Majority, and the Free Congress Foundation.) ALEC is funded by some of the world’s largest corporations. Representatives from Exxon Mobil, Pfizer, and Coca-Cola sit on its private-enterprise board. ALEC churns out “model legislation” to reduce regulation, lower taxes, limit union power, and privatize everything from prisons to schools. Republican state lawmakers take these model bills home from ALEC conferences and work to pass them. (In November, a forgetful Florida lawmaker neglected to remove a part of ALEC’s mission statement from a bill she introduced calling on the federal government to reduce corporate taxes.) For the ALEC faithful, it is a long march—patient, effective, nuts-and-bolts, pro-business anti-statism carried out at the state level. 

Even though Barack Obama carried Wisconsin easily in 2008, national conservatives spotted the state’s potential for a sharp rightward shift early. Gingrich campaigned for Walker. One of Walker’s largest contributors was Koch Industries, the Kansas-based multinational conglomerate and an ALEC mainstay. David H. Koch, the billionaire co-owner, with his brother Charles G. Koch, is also the chairman of a Virginia-based group called the Americans for Prosperity Foundation. Tim Phillips, the president of Americans for Prosperity, which has chapters in thirty-two states and lobbies against labor unions and environmental regulation, told the Times that his group had been working to create a showdown with the unions in Wisconsin since before Walker’s inauguration. The Club for Growth, the national anti-tax lobby, began running a commercial praising the budget-repair bill on the day the bill was introduced. 

The cuts to education in the two-year budget ultimately signed by Walker in June came to nearly two billion dollars, with perhaps ten per cent of that offset by savings to local school districts that are now able to impose reductions in benefits on staffs that have lost their power to bargain collectively. In a year when many states cut aid to education, Wisconsin’s cuts per pupil were the second-highest in the nation, after New Mexico’s. 

Under Walker, the conservative legislation seemed to come in waves—weakening environmental protections, providing tax breaks to corporations, and shifting education funds toward private schools. A “voter I.D.” bill, clearly placing Democratic-leaning groups at a disadvantage, and a “concealed-carry” bill, making concealed firearms legal, were passed and signed. ALEC models sometimes seemed to be the sole legislative medium of exchange in Wisconsin in 2011. 

The Walker administration’s motto is “Wisconsin is open for business,” and the Governor points proudly to signs that the state’s business climate is improving. He directed me to a poll of C.E.O.s around Wisconsin. In 2010, he said, only ten per cent of the executives thought that the state was moving in the right direction. In December, 2011, that number was ninety-four per cent. Wisconsin’s place in the magazine Chief Executive’s state-by-state business-climate rankings has risen from forty-one to twenty-four. More substantively, Walker’s two-year budget virtually eliminated Wisconsin’s structural deficit—the customary projected imbalance between spending and tax revenue. “We thought more about the next generation than we did about the next election,” Walker told me. This fiscal soundness would encourage companies to invest in the state. 


Business-first politics are actually not new to Wisconsin. Since 1980, the share of state revenue provided by corporate taxes has fallen by thirty per cent, and two-thirds of corporations pay no state taxes. But the trend accelerated dramatically in 2011. Meanwhile, many aspects of social spending were slashed, and, with a rollback of the Earned Income Tax Credit, taxes on the working poor rose. In addition to fixing a budget shortfall, Walker and his allies are trying to destroy their opponents’ base in the unions and drive a stake through the heart of social-democratic Wisconsin. 

Walker’s opponents poured their frustration into six summer recall campaigns against Republican state senators. The Democrats needed three victories to regain the senate majority. They got only two. But their real goal was to recall Walker himself. There have been only two gubernatorial recalls in the history of the United States: North Dakota’s Lynn Frazier, in 1921, and California’s Gray Davis, in 2003. By law, Walker had to serve at least a year. To trigger a recall election, his opponents needed to collect the signatures of more than half a million eligible voters—a quarter of all votes cast in the last gubernatorial election. Starting on November 15, 2011, they would have sixty days to circulate petitions. A political-action committee dedicated to the Walker recall and calling itself United Wisconsin was launched, attracting thousands of volunteers, and endorsements from organizations large (the Democratic Party, major labor unions) and small (Sun Prairie Action Resource Coalition). On the eve of the petition drive, during a Packers game against the Minnesota Vikings, the Walker camp started running anti-recall TV ads. The recall movement did not have the funds to compete on TV, but it did have a volunteer army of petition circulators. 


“Signature gathering is a lot like deer hunting,” Joanne Staudacher said. “You have to look for public land. You have to figure out where the deer are going to cross. Here it’s where the people are going to cross. Also, it’s cold.” 

Staudacher had planted herself off a windy stretch of U.S. Highway 41 in Oshkosh, an old industrial city in east-central Wisconsin. It was a sunny December afternoon. Bitter gusts shook her “Recall Walker” sign. Lashed to a broomstick jammed into a jacket pocket inside a puffy red vest, the sign twisted and wobbled above her head, catching the eyes, she hoped, of passing motorists. Behind her, beyond an immense parking lot, was a Mills Fleet Farm store. 

“Fleet Farm is a great spot,” she said. “I got a hundred here in six hours one day. People come in from rural areas for farm and fishing and horse equipment. There are no petitions where they live.” 

Staudacher, who is thirty-five and grew up in rural northwest Wisconsin, was not politically active before 2011. “I used to say I hated politics,” she said. “I was an independent voter, which is kind of a way to say, ‘It’s none of your damn business.’ ” But the Walker administration’s first few weeks so incensed her that she travelled to Madison for the Tractorcade—the huge demonstration that featured the farmers. She took along a shovel on which she’d written, “Annie, Get Your Shovel, There’s Still Work to Be Done.” Back in Oshkosh, where she was between jobs—she teaches college English but has worked in a bank, a thrift shop, a warehouse—she threw herself into a local recall campaign against a state legislator named Randy Hopper, rollerblading door to door for a young Democratic challenger, who won. 

An older man in a plaid coat struggled out of a shiny Nissan king cab. “I’ve been waiting for you guys,” he said. He was a retired farmer from Waushara County, west of Oshkosh. Staudacher showed him where to write what. “And don’t forget the bonus round,” she said, handing him a second petition, for the recall of the lieutenant governor, Rebecca Kleefisch, who is a Tea Party favorite. Kleefisch had to go, too, lest she land in Walker’s job. 

“Thank you for doing this,” the farmer said.

From the Fleet Farm lot, a worried-looking man with a Middle Eastern accent hurried over, rubbing his hands together against the cold. As he signed, he said, “I really hope this will work. He’s against the working people, and I don’t like that.” 

A number of cars honked. “About half are supportive, I think,” Staudacher said. “And half are so you’ll notice the freebird. One kid in Eau Claire yelled, ‘Fuck you! Walker’s the shit, bitch!’ ” 

Staudacher wore earmuffs, mittens, many layers of clothing, and tree-bark-camouflage deer-hunting boots. “I’ve had them since high school,” she said, of the boots. “They’re not too girlie, and really warm.” She also carried a camera, but no cell phone. She had had, so far, no serious trouble. “I’ve had a few people get up in my face and be really persistent about it. One guy said, ‘You state workers need to stop crying.’ I said, ‘Sir, do I look like I’m crying? And I’m not a state worker.’ ” 

Staudacher had set herself a thousand-signature challenge, and had lured several other circulators into a friendly competition. That hundred-signature day at Fleet Farm had been a fluke. Most days yielded closer to ten. Her favorite spot was outside the Oshkosh library, where you could park in the parking lot and go inside to warm up or use the bathroom. Fleet Farm had sent out a manager to warn her about setting foot on the property. 

My pen froze.

“Gel pens,” Staudacher said, brandishing hers. “They don’t freeze.”


Staudacher said that her hero was another Oshkosh circulator, known as Fighting Bob. I asked to meet him. Staudacher contacted him, and Bob—Bob Bergman—and I rendezvoused in downtown Oshkosh. Indoors. 

Bergman was a machine operator in his fifties. He collected old bottles, and he resembled, I thought, the sturdy, worn, industrial-age bottles that he’s known for digging up. He had collected, he told me, eight hundred and thirteen signatures to recall Walker, eight hundred and twelve for Kleefisch. He had taken the thousand-signature challenge and was already far in the lead. His secret? “Putting in the hours. Not reacting to the harassment. Finding places where the people can sign, in this weather, without having to get out of their car.” He had lived in Oshkosh since 1968 and voted for Democrats and Republicans. He, too, had never been politically active, but he was roused by Walker’s “absolute refusal to listen to the people, to bargain across the aisle.” He had also been offended by budget cuts to assistance for sexual-assault victims. “That affects us directly. I have a family member who’s a sexual-assault victim.” 

Bergman took his nickname from Robert M. La Follette, a towering figure in early-twentieth-century Wisconsin. Bergman hunted signatures in hard-core conservative areas. The cops had been called on him. “They sent two squad cars because I was a dangerous signature gatherer,” he told me. “Lots of things that people shout at me are not repeatable. They seem very angry. I call it voter remorse.” Bergman had begun carrying a video camera. “That scares them away, and if it gets really ugly I’ll be able to tape at least some of what’s transpiring.” He later taped a local bar owner threatening, at very close range, to kill him. 


State Representative Robin Vos, a genial Republican legislative leader, is ALEC’s co-chairman for Wisconsin. In his office in the Capitol, he told me that he had no regrets about the firestorm he had helped create. “I knew it would be controversial. I just didn’t know the lengths that the unions would go to to retain their power. Their hyperbole about Republicans wanting to hurt children has hurt them, and made it hard to have a rational discussion. Nobody wanted to cut funding for schools. I felt really bad about it. But, when the only other option is raising taxes, it has to happen.” 

Vos went on, “The unions are primarily driving this recall. And they’re ripping the scab off an almost healed wound. Having elections every six months means everything we do is hyper-politicized. Everybody’s in campaign mode all the time.” There was also, he said, an economic cost. “We’ve got a national reputation now for taking on hard problems, but companies are waiting to see if Wisconsin is going to be able to make this stick.” 

The hard problems that Wisconsin’s Republicans took on were not so much economic as political. The state was never “broke.” Its debt had a high credit rating. It faced a less daunting budget deficit than many other states faced. Indeed, the previous administration, led by a Democratic governor, Jim Doyle, had wrestled with a deficit almost two billion dollars larger. Unemployment was lower than the national rate. And yet some recent economic news has been ominous. Wisconsin lost private-sector jobs in each of the last six months of 2011. In November, according to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, it lost more jobs than any other state. Scott Walker vowed, in his campaign for governor, to create two hundred and fifty thousand jobs in the private sector by 2015. But the power of state government to “create” private-sector jobs is limited at best, and current trends are making Walker’s vow seem ever more quixotic. 

Still, Vos was confident that Walker would win a recall election. “I can’t believe he will lose, because that would send a message that reforms will be punished by special interests.” 

Down the hallway, State Senator Glenn Grothman, a Republican whose district is between Oshkosh and Milwaukee, saw the moment in even more expansive terms. “Are we going to go the way of Greece?” he asked. “Everybody should be happy that we have a governor who can say no. The whole country is going to go under if we don’t get a President who can say no.” Grothman said of the cuts to education, “The pay was way, way too high for people teaching, say, how to pass the G.E.D. We were just throwing away money.” As a rule, Wisconsinites take pride in their state’s education system, which leads the nation in high-school graduation rates. But Grothman would like the cuts to go deeper. He opposes a grant program for low-income college students that has so far survived. He opposes letting four-year-olds into kindergarten. 

A November poll had found that fifty-eight per cent of Wisconsinites supported Walker’s recall, with only thirty-eight per cent opposed. “Our polls should be better,” Grothman said. His theory: “Public employees are so mad, people are scared to say what they really think. They don’t know who’s on the other end of the line. So our real numbers are probably better.” 

Some percentage of the recall signatures will inevitably be disqualified by the Government Accountability Board, the state agency that reviews them, so the goal was to overshoot comfortably. Walker’s campaign, citing news stories about disarray and dirty tricks—notably a man who claimed to have signed eighty petitions—filed a lawsuit against the Accountability Board, seeking, and winning, a more extensive review of recall petitions for fraud than had been established practice. Each side in the recall fight constantly lamented the other’s incivility, and both claimed that it was not the Wisconsin way. 


There are still protesters in the Capitol, which is an enormous, ornate, century-old building. One of the banners hanging from a balcony in the central rotunda declares, “It Isn’t Nice”—a pure Wisconsin rebuke. At noon each weekday, a group called the Solidarity Sing-Along fills the rotunda with tuneful politics. The group formed during the protests last March and hasn’t missed a weekday since—two hundred and fifty-some and counting. When I visited, there were about eighty singers. Most were middle-aged and older. Some were on lunch breaks from nearby jobs. To the tune of “Angels We Have Heard on High,” they sang: 



Come, Wisconsin, one and all, 
Now the time is drawing near, 
Sign your name, vote to recall, 
Send Scott Walker outta here! 


Wisconsin’s activists are aware of being in the vanguard of something larger. Some of the main themes of the Occupy movement were sounded early in Wisconsin. A placard in the February protests urged, “Blame the Banksters, Not the Workers.” Arthur Kohl-Riggs, a rangy, articulate twenty-three-year-old who maintains a popular Facebook page called “Shit Scott Walker Is Doing to My State,” has been arrested for videotaping in the assembly gallery. “We’re not fighting for radical change,” he told me. “We’re opposing radical change.” In September and October, Kohl-Riggs and several friends camped in Zuccotti Park, in Manhattan. “Some people there told me, ‘This is just a continuation of what started in Wisconsin,’ ” Kohl-Riggs said. “But it’s really different. We have a villain. Beat this bill. Recall this guy.” 

Chris Reeder, who leads the Solidarity Sing-Along, told me, “We’re a few months ahead of the Occupy movement nationally. We occupied the Capitol last February. Now, with the recall, we’ve moved on to electoral activism. This recall drive is building a powerful organization. United Wisconsin is leading it, not the unions or the Democratic Party. We don’t want to be co-opted the way the Tea Party was by the Republicans.” Reeder said that he, too, had not been politically active before 2011. He was an actor, “almost exclusively Shakespeare,” before he fell into conducting the Sing-Along, where his theatre training gave him the necessary vocal stamina. Reeder was looking forward to Day 300. “We are the calm, steady undercurrent,” he said. As for the Governor, “Walker created a generation of activists, and we will be his undoing.” 


Scott Walker is not an easy man to find. His daily schedule is not published. He favors events where access is controlled—private fund-raisers on private property—and he is often out of state. Bloggers and far-flung Web sites report sightings in California, Arizona, Texas, Florida, New York, Illinois, Tennessee, Kentucky, Iowa. A tweet from a political reporter at Slate placed him at the anti-tax activist Grover Norquist’s Christmas party, in Washington, D.C. 

Walker’s reluctance to make himself available to the Wisconsin public is understandable. Protesters dog him mercilessly, and excessively. When Walker’s wife, Tonette, threw a summer garden party for a thousand friends at the Governor’s lakeside mansion, a flotilla of protesters appeared in kayaks and canoes, yelling, “Recall!” Demonstrators have even massed outside the Walkers’ house in suburban Milwaukee. They chant, “Walker is a weasel, not a badger!” (The Wisconsin Badgers went to the Rose Bowl this year. Everybody wears Badger red.) 

The worst prank was a phone call Walker got last February from a blogger in Buffalo pretending to be David H. Koch. The conversation was recorded and the tape quickly released. Relatively few people knew about the activism of the Koch brothers in Wisconsin before the call, and the recording actually belies the now common charge that Walker is merely a “Koch puppet.” The Governor thanks the impersonator for his support, but it’s clear that they’ve never spoken before. 

Still, during the phone call Walker seems to relish the idea of issuing five or six thousand layoff notices to state workers. He volunteers the grandiose comparison of his union-busting to Ronald Reagan’s triumph over Soviet Communism. More important, he fails to reject a suggestion from the impersonator that “troublemakers” be planted in the crowds that were peacefully protesting around the Capitol. Walker says, “We thought about that.” It was not done, he says, for political reasons: the protests were unpopular with the broader public, and were thus politically useful. A “ruckus” might cause Wisconsinites to demand that “the Governor has gotta settle to avoid all these problems.” He didn’t mention that instigating violence would be wrong, not to mention illegal. 

Some people trace the dramatic show of support for the protests by police officers and firefighters to Walker’s failure to reject categorically the suggestion that he break the law and endanger the public. Members of a group known as Cops for Labor were policing the confrontation in double shifts and then, during their scarce free time, marching with the protesters. Brian Austin, a Madison detective, SWAT-team member, and spokesman for Cops for Labor, told me that Walker’s reasons for exempting public-safety unions from the gutting of collective bargaining were “fear of civil unrest, hoping to peel us off, and wanting to have a security force while he rammed this through.” 


Walker described to me his approach to the state’s budget deficit. “I looked at it more like a small-business owner,” he said. “Here’s the problem. Here’s the solution. Let’s just fix it.” He rued his failure to talk about “bus drivers in Madison making a hundred and fifty thousand in overtime.” But Walker had pilloried a Madison bus driver who, in 2009, made $159,258. He had done so in a press release, issued four days before the Tractorcade, that highlighted abuses he attributed to collective bargaining. Ann Coulter had even included the bus-driver story in a column and repeated it indignantly on “Hannity.” 

Walker insisted that, before the budget fight began, “I didn’t view this as a battle with public employees.” It became one, he said, only after the national unions entered the picture. “I should have anticipated that there would be money and resources brought in from other places.” In truth, he had long inveighed against public employees. In a speech well before the budget fight, he said, “We can no longer live in a society where the public employees are the haves and taxpayers who foot the bills are the have-nots.” 

Walker backed away, slightly, from an earlier contention that the people collecting signatures were being paid. What he had meant, he said, was that paid circulators had been used in Ohio during a recent drive to repeal, by referendum, a new law much like his (a law that took collective-bargaining rights away from public-sector workers). And so he had naturally assumed that Wisconsin’s recall organizers would also use them. In November, the Ohio anti-labor law was rejected, sixty-two per cent to thirty-eight—a resounding defeat for the new Ohio governor, John Kasich. 

Walker blamed outsiders for the recent incivility in his state. “We’ve always had a kind of Spirit of Wisconsin,” he told me. “And I think a lot of that kind of changed when the money and the bodies came in from outside of Wisconsin. Which is unfortunate.” 

He complained about a commercial that a Democratic Party front group had started running, which contained claims of classroom overcrowding—unsubstantiated—after his cuts to education. 

Walker sells himself short with his small-business line. Except for a part-time sales job with I.B.M. while he was in college, and a marketing stint at the American Red Cross after he dropped out, he has been a politician since adolescence. His vision of himself as Ronald Reagan is closer to the mark, for he really is working furiously to make history pivot his way. His “outside agitators” refrain is also ill-judged. Most Wisconsinites can easily see that the recall movement consists of their neighbors, and that Walker is cashing six-figure checks from friends in Texas and Illinois and Wyoming to help him fight the recall. 


In mid-January, United Wisconsin submitted more than a million signatures to recall Walker. Joanne Staudacher had not reached her thousand-signature goal, but Bob Bergman had collected more than fifteen hundred. On the snowy Tuesday when the petitions, weighing three thousand pounds, were filed with the Accountability Board, in Madison, Scott Walker was on Park Avenue, in New York, attending a five-thousand-dollar-a-couple fund-raiser for the anti-recall effort. The event was hosted by Maurice Greenberg, the billionaire former chairman of American International Group, the insurance company that was rescued from bankruptcy in 2008 by the largest federal bailout for a single institution in United States history—$182 billion. 

The level of big-money interest in the Wisconsin gubernatorial recall seems extraordinary. In February, David Koch told the Palm Beach Post, “We’ve spent a lot of money in Wisconsin. We’re going to spend more.” His group, the Americans for Prosperity Foundation, has already spent seven hundred thousand dollars on anti-recall TV ads. In the most recent reporting period, Walker’s fund-raising outstripped that of his opponents nine to one. The entire recall campaign could end up costing, by some estimates, a hundred million dollars, making it second in profligacy only to the Presidential race. According to David Koch, “If the unions win the recall, there will be no stopping union power.” He and his brother Charles have reportedly pledged to spend sixty million dollars in the effort to defeat President Obama. They evidently see the Wisconsin recall as a first round in that fight. The idea that their opponent is “union power” is misleading, however. Even among Democrats in Wisconsin, business interests contribute six times as much to candidates as labor does. 

The Accountability Board estimates that it will take until March 19th to certify the number of signatures, which even Walker concedes will be sufficient to trigger a recall election. Then the board will have six weeks, barring legal challenges, in which to organize the vote. For now, the heavily funded Walker campaign remains unfocussed. There is nobody to attack, since the Democrats have not yet put up a candidate. ♦ 
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A fight about the genetics of altruism.
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The vampire bat emerges from its cave at the darkest hour of night, after the moon has set. It flies low across the landscape, hunting by smell and sonar. Once the bat finds a victim—it can feed on most warm-blooded animals, from songbirds to cattle—it starts stalking its prey. The bat lands silently a few feet away, then runs on its wings toward the sound of a pulsing vein. A pair of teeth sharper than a scalpel cut into the flesh. Blood leaks from the wound; the bat laps it up. Sometimes the bat consumes its weight in blood during the night. 

Although the vampire bat has traditionally been seen as a ghoulish predator, it interests biologists for another reason: it is deeply altruistic. The bats live in expansive colonies, with hundreds or thousands sharing the same dark cave. Bats must feed constantly—they starve to death within sixty hours—and this has led to the evolution of an unusual way of sharing food. If a vampire bat fails to find a victim during the night, it will begin licking under the wings and on the lips of a chosen colony member. The animals then lock mouths, and the successful hunter starts vomiting warm blood. If such sharing did not take place, scientists estimate that more than eighty per cent of adult vampire bats would die of starvation every year. 

Charles Darwin regarded the problem of altruism—the act of helping someone else, even if it comes at a steep personal cost—as a potentially fatal challenge to his theory of natural selection. After all, if life were such a cruel “struggle for existence,” then how could a selfless individual ever live long enough to reproduce? Why would natural selection favor a behavior that made us less likely to survive? In “The Descent of Man,” Darwin wrote, “He who was ready to sacrifice his life, as many a savage has been, rather than betray his comrades, would often leave no offspring to inherit his noble nature.” And yet, as Darwin knew, altruism is everywhere, a stubborn anomaly of nature. Bats feed hungry brethren; honeybees commit suicide with a sting to defend the hive; birds raise offspring that aren’t their own; humans leap onto subway tracks to save strangers. The ubiquity of such behavior suggests that kindness is not a losing life strategy. 


For a century after Darwin, altruism remained a paradox. The first glimmers of a solution arrived in a Bloomsbury pub in the nineteen-fifties. According to legend, the biologist J. B. S. Haldane was several pints into the evening when he was asked how far he would go to save the life of another person. Haldane thought for a moment, and then started scribbling numbers on the back of a napkin. “I would jump into a river to save two brothers, but not one,” Haldane said. “Or to save eight cousins but not seven.” His drunken answer summarized a powerful scientific idea. Because individuals share much of their genome with close relatives, a trait will also persist if it leads to the survival of their kin. According to Haldane’s moral arithmetic, making a sacrifice for a family member is just another way of promoting our own DNA. 

Haldane never expanded his napkin calculations into a formal mathematical theory. That task fell to William Hamilton, a young graduate student at University College London. He struggled for years on the project, often working late at night on a bench in Waterloo Station, where the commuting crowds eased his loneliness. In 1964, he submitted a pair of papers to the Journal of Theoretical Biology. The papers hinged on one simple equation: rB > C. Genes for altruism could evolve if the benefit ( B) of an action exceeded the cost ( C) to the individual once relatedness ( r) was taken into account. The equation confirmed the truth of Haldane’s joke: once kinship was part of the calculation, altruism could be easily explained in genetic terms. Hamilton referred to his model as “inclusive fitness theory,” since it expanded the Darwinian definition of “fitness”—how many offspring an individual manages to have—to include the offspring of surviving relatives. The math seemed to solve the biological problem, but in doing so it opened up a moral problem: altruism, it suggested, isn’t really altruistic at all; rather, it is just another means of spreading our genes. Instead of having sex, we’ve saving kin. 

At first, Hamilton’s concept of inclusive fitness was entirely ignored. Many biologists were turned off by the math, and few mathematicians were interested in the problems of biology. The following year, however, an ambitious entomologist named E. O. Wilson read the paper while taking an eighteen-hour train ride from Boston to Miami. “I had nothing else to do, so I caught up on all my back journals,” Wilson told me recently, when I visited him at his office, at Harvard. “When I began reading Hamilton’s paper, my first response was that the equation was way too short. I thought, There’s no way it can be this easy. But then I reread the paper. And then I read it again. And that’s when I got jealous.” Wilson wanted to understand the altruism at work in ant colonies, and he became convinced that Hamilton had solved the problem. To further the cause of inclusive fitness, Wilson included the idea in a series of influential articles and books, introducing the startling logic of Hamilton’s equation to biologists. “I really became an evangelist for the idea,” Wilson says. “And this was not an easy idea to sell. Nobody wanted to believe that one equation could explain altruism. Eventually, though, people saw that we were right. I won that argument decisively.” 

By the late nineteen-seventies, Hamilton’s work was featured prominently in textbooks; his original papers have become some of the most cited in evolutionary biology. As Wilson realized, the equation allowed naturalists to make sense of animal behavior using genetic models, giving the field a new sense of rigor. “Before Hamilton, there were different explanations for every species,” Wilson says. “There was no overarching theory, nor was there any way to connect what we saw in the field to what we were learning about genes and coöperation in the lab. Hamilton helped solve both those problems.” In fact, inclusive fitness theory solved those problems so well that it was soon applied to biological traits completely unrelated to altruism, such as homosexuality, tribal violence, and alarm calls. In an obituary published after Hamilton’s death, in 2000, the Oxford biologist Richard Dawkins referred to Hamilton as “the most distinguished Darwinian since Darwin.” 

But now, in an abrupt intellectual shift, Wilson says that his embrace of Hamilton’s equation was a serious scientific mistake. “I’m going to be blunt: the equation doesn’t work,” he says. “It’s a phantom measure. It can’t explain nearly as much as people think it can. Back when I first read Hamilton, inclusive fitness seemed to make sense of so many different mysteries. But now we know more. And I’m not afraid to admit I was wrong.” Wilson’s apostasy, which he lays out in a forthcoming book, “The Social Conquest of the Earth,” has set off a scientific furor. The vast majority of his academic colleagues are convinced that he was right the first time, and that his recantation has damaged the field. There have been denunciations in the press and signed group letters in prestigious journals; some have hinted that Wilson, who is eighty-two, should retire. The controversy is fuelled by a larger debate about the evolution of altruism. Can true altruism even exist? Is generosity a sustainable trait? Or are living things inherently selfish, our kindness nothing but a mask? This is science with existential stakes. 


The leaf-cutter ant is the best mushroom farmer in the world. Thriving in the tropical forests of the New World, the dark-red ants live in vast, subterranean nests. The workers organize themselves into seven functions, as in an assembly line. Some ants do nothing but cut leaves, harvesting up to seventeen per cent of the total leaf production in a rain forest every year. Others haul the plant shards back to the nest, while others tear the leaves into even smaller pieces. But the ants cannot eat these leaves directly, since they are laced with toxic chemicals. Instead, they must turn the mulching leaves into a fungus, which grows only within their colonies. One group of ants tends these underground mushroom gardens, weeding out competing fungi and keeping the chambers at an ideal temperature and humidity. The leaf-cutter ants have managed their monoculture farms for tens of millions of years. 

E. O. Wilson has devoted his career to ants. As he notes, they are perhaps the most successful form of multicellular life in history, with some fourteen thousand known species. They account for roughly the same amount of biomass as human beings. This biological success is especially remarkable because it depends entirely on the ability of ants to coöperate, to form intricate societies structured around hard work and shared sacrifice. As King Solomon declared, in Proverbs, “Go to the ant, thou sluggard; consider her ways and be wise.” 

For the past sixty years, Wilson has been studying insects at Harvard University. His office, in the Museum of Comparative Zoology, is down a dark hallway cluttered with metal filing cabinets. The room shares a wall with the museum, which means that the shouts of young schoolkids echo through the air. “I don’t mind the noise,” Wilson says. “It’s like the twittering of birds.” His hair is gray and cropped close; like the haircut of a little boy, it is mostly defined by those strands which refuse to stay down. He was born in Birmingham, Alabama, and his Southern drawl has been softened by decades in New England, so that his speech is now most notable for a slight lisp and the long pauses of a man who is used to being listened to. The shelves in his office are mostly taken up by his own books—he’s published twenty-four, two of which received the Pulitzer Prize—and thick reference works on insects. 

The discovery that made Wilson’s reputation occurred in 1959, when he was a young professor at Harvard. Wilson was trying to understand how a fire-ant colony coördinated its behavior. He noticed that whenever the ants encountered a piece of food too large to carry they would drag the tip of their abdomen on the ground on their way back to the nest. Wilson assumed that the insects were laying a scent trail. Before long, he was dissecting dozens of ant bellies, searching for the source of the chemical. The work was maddening: because ant organs are microscopic, Wilson was forced to use sewing needles and watchmaker’s forceps, carefully plucking out each gland from the creatures. “I wanted to steal the ants’ signal and speak with it myself,” Wilson says. But nothing worked—the fire ants were uninterested. 

Wilson was running out of organs. On one of his last attempts, he removed the Dufour’s gland, a tiny structure near the ant’s stinger about which little was known. He then used this gland to paint a trail. “The response was explosive,” Wilson says, his voice still quickening with excitement. “I got the entire colony chasing me!” 

Wilson, along with other researchers, began to identify the specific compounds secreted by the gland. Because each ant contains less than a millionth of a gram of the pheromones, he had to collect tens of thousands of fire ants, dumping entire colonies into a creek and then scooping up the insects once they floated to the surface. The field work wasn’t fun—Wilson was stung scores of times—but it allowed him to identify the language of fire ants, a vocabulary of volatile liquids consisting of up to twenty communication signals. 

For Wilson, the exquisite logic of this system convinced him that biological behavior could be understood, that even something as complicated as an insect colony could be explained in terms of simple laws and chemistry. “I was convinced by ants that biology needed to develop a theory of social behavior,” he says. “Such a theory was inevitable. It had to exist. And this is why I was so excited by Hamilton’s papers.” 

Hamilton showed that the coöperative nature of many insect societies could be explained by a genetic quirk known as haplodiploidy. In some insect species, females emerge from a fertilized egg, while males develop from unfertilized eggs. (One consequence of this bizarre setup is that males have half the chromosomes of females. They also have a grandfather but no father.) Once haplodiploidy was taken into account, the extreme solidarity among sisters in, say, colonies of leaf-cutter ants ceased to be a mystery. Normally, siblings share fifty per cent of their genes, but female worker ants share three-quarters of theirs—all of their father’s genes and half of their mother’s. Crucially, sister ants are more closely related to one another than to their own offspring. For Hamilton, female workers were willing to look after the queen because she was essentially a sister-producing machine. Their seemingly selfless service was pure genetic greed. 

Ants aren’t the only insects to rely on haplodiploidy. As Hamilton noted, the same logic could explain the evolution of sawflies, wasps, and bees. These insects all exhibit an extreme form of altruism known as eusociality, in which individuals live together in vast, coöperative societies. Although eusociality is a relatively rare adaptation, it’s incredibly successful: only two per cent of insect species are eusocial, but they account for approximately eighty per cent of all insect biomass. The ability of Hamilton’s equation to cut across life forms suggested that it was a general principle of social behavior, and that many of the most important examples of biological coöperation were mere by-products of genetic relatedness. 

Wilson was entranced by the haplodiploidy hypothesis and made inclusive fitness an important part of his book “Sociobiology: The New Synthesis” (1975), which explored the role of evolution in shaping social behavior. In the final chapter, Wilson set out to apply biological principles to human beings, attempting to “consider man in the free spirit of natural history, as though we were zoologists from another planet.” After all, why should Homo sapiens be exempt from the selfish logic of genes and kin? The equation was a universal truth. 

“Sociobiology” sparked a bitter controversy. Wilson was attacked by eminent scientists, many of whom were in his department at Harvard. There was a group letter in The New York Review of Books which insisted that the concept of sociobiology provided “a genetic justification of the status quo and of existing privileges for certain groups according to class, race, or sex.” Wilson retained his equanimity—“I knew I was right on the science,” he says—and now the application of evolutionary theory to humans is no longer controversial. Wilson’s idea has produced a colossal scientific-research program, inspiring decades of inquiry in behavioral genetics, neuroscience, and evolutionary psychology. Wilson can barely resist gloating: “That was another argument that I won,” he says. “It took a few years, but, boy, did I win.” 

Still, even as Wilson campaigned for sociobiology, he began to grow dismayed with the scientific framework that made it possible. “I noticed that the foundations of inclusive fitness were crumbling,” Wilson says. “The reasoning that had convinced me it was correct no longer held.” For instance, after pursuing Hamilton’s haplodiploidy hypothesis, scientists discovered that many of the most coöperative insect species, such as termites and ambrosia beetles, weren’t actually haplodiploid. Furthermore, tens of thousands of species that did manifest haplodiploidy never evolved eusociality—although these insects were closely related, they didn’t share food or serve the queen. By the late nineteen-nineties, the relationship between haplodiploidy and eusociality was no longer statistically significant. 

“What happened is that, very quietly, the inclusive fitness theorists stopped talking about haplodiploidy, even though it was their best piece of evidence,” Wilson says. At first, Wilson kept his skepticism to himself. He had little interest in dismantling a theory that he’d persuaded so many others to accept. But, after investigating the literature in detail while working on a textbook about ants, he concluded that inclusive fitness was no longer a tenable concept. “The flaws swept in on my consciousness,” he says. “I was, quite frankly, surprised by how little progress had been made. I could no longer deny the possibility that the field had made a wrong turn.” It was at this point that Wilson heard from someone outside his field, a mathematician named Martin Nowak, who had reached a similar conclusion. 


The young males of the Australian gray-crowned babbler, a small woodland bird with a curved black beak, have long perplexed biologists. Instead of acting like randy juveniles, seeking out mates and getting into territorial fights, they are content to remain at home, in the nest of their parents. Stranger still, they spend much of their time helping to raise their younger siblings, incubating the eggs and gathering food for the extended family. This behavior, known as coöperative breeding, makes little Darwinian sense. Why are the males squandering their most fertile years at home rather than competing to reproduce? It wasn’t until the rise of inclusive fitness theory that biologists could explain this altruistic behavior. In 1976, in one of the first experimental tests of Hamilton’s hypothesis, the researchers Jerry and Esther Brown began manipulating the number of helper birds in the babbler nests. When they removed the male helpers, the survival rate of their young siblings plummeted. In fact, the Browns found that each helper generated 1.6 additional offspring, a fitness benefit that helped compensate for its own reproductive loss. 

It was stories like this—vivid anecdotes of animal behavior, encapsulated by simple equations—that first got Martin Nowak interested in biology as an undergraduate at the University of Vienna, in the nineteen-eighties. But he didn’t want to be a naturalist; observation struck him as too inefficient. Instead, Nowak wanted to understand the details of life through its underlying mathematics. Nowak is now forty-six years old, with a shiny bald head and thick black eyebrows. He speaks with an Austrian accent so perfect it feels like a put-on, his dense sentences lightened by the lilt of his voice. Nowak is widely regarded as one of the most important mathematical biologists in the world, with more than forty publications in Nature and fifteen in Science. In 2003, he became the director of the Program for Evolutionary Dynamics, at Harvard, a think tank of theoreticians working on biological problems. 

Nowak’s interest in inclusive fitness theory began in the early nineteen-nineties, when, as a graduate student at Oxford, he caught an offhand remark by his mentor, the theoretical biologist Robert May. “He referred to inclusive fitness as a cult, not a science,” Nowak remembers. “I thought that was interesting, but I didn’t really know what he meant.” It wasn’t until 2006, more than a decade later, that Nowak started looking closely at Hamilton’s equation. He soon grew frustrated with its fuzziness. “Everyone talked about this rule, but in very imprecise ways,” he said. “It seemed like a kind of pretend math.” At the time, he was too immersed in other projects to pursue his skepticism. But then, in October of 2007, he received an e-mail from a young Harvard mathematician named Corina Tarnita, asking for a meeting. 

Tarnita, who had grown up on a farm in rural Romania, was a math prodigy—she’d won nearly every major award from the Harvard math department as an undergraduate. But she’d become disenchanted with her graduate research, in an esoteric branch of algebraic geometry. “There were maybe five other people in the world who cared about my work,” she says. And so she told her adviser she needed a break and began browsing the shelves of the math library, looking for another subject. That’s when she discovered a textbook that Nowak had written on the mathematics of evolution. “I opened the book up and I realized that this math wasn’t so abstract,” she told me. “This was math about life.” At the time she e-mailed Nowak, Tarnita had a dilemma. She’d recently received a job offer from a large hedge fund, for a lucrative position as a quantitative analyst. She was tempted by the money. “I like fancy clothes and fast cars,” she says. “I told myself that if Martin didn’t e-mail me back then maybe I would leave Harvard.” 

Fortunately, Nowak responded and soon invited Tarnita to join his working group. One of her early assignments was to learn about inclusive fitness. She spent a year reading papers and poring over hundreds of studies on the application of Hamilton’s equation. “I wanted to figure out how it was actually used by biologists,” Tarnita says. “What I discovered is that no one actually uses the equation to make calculations, because then it isn’t very helpful.” 

As Tarnita describes it, the problem with Hamilton’s equation—and with the concept of inclusive fitness more generally—is that it attempts to analyze each action in isolation, as a discrete deed with benefits and costs. “Now, that’s a very admirable goal,” Tarnita says. “But how do you actually calculate those benefits and costs?” To illustrate the challenge, Tarnita imagines a scenario straight out of a soap opera. “Let’s say your cousin is drowning, and so you risk your life to save him. That’s good, right? You’ve improved your inclusive fitness. But what you don’t realize is that your cousin is actually competing with your brother for a wife. They both love the same woman, but she chooses your cousin. So now your brother doesn’t get married, and he doesn’t have three kids. Was it still a good idea to save your cousin from drowning?” 

Tarnita’s point is that the elegance of Hamilton’s equation is a façade. When applied to the real world, the math quickly becomes exceedingly convoluted, as it attempts to encompass the extended consequences of every decision. This is why, according to her mathematical tests, inclusive fitness can be applied only under very specific biological circumstances, which almost never exist. 

While Tarnita was grinding out the mathematical models, Nowak was searching for allies within biology. The search soon led him to Wilson, who had started publicly criticizing Hamilton and inclusive fitness, pointing out the limitations of the insect data and suggesting alternative hypotheses. “During our first conversation, Wilson told me that he always assumed the math of inclusive fitness must be very strong, because the biology was quite weak,” Nowak remembers. “And I told him the opposite. I said I always assumed the biology was solid, because the math was very obscure.” 


The three scientists began meeting every week, exchanging stories about insects and game theory. They quickly zeroed in on the paradox they wanted to explain: if coöperation is such a successful strategy—eusocial species dominate their selfish cousins—then why is it so rare? Why haven’t more creatures imitated the altruistic life styles of honeybees and ants? 

Wilson convinced the mathematicians that they needed to delve into the details of living things. “What I’d learned from the failure of inclusive fitness is that you can’t build a theory out of thin air,” Wilson says. “Our theories need to begin with boots on the ground, with a really close look at the species in question.” 

This emphasis on the empirical marked a shift for Wilson. “I’ve always been an ambitious synthesizer,” he told me. “But I’m now wise enough to know the limitations of that approach.” These days, he regards the books that made him famous—“Sociobiology” and “On Human Nature” (1979)—as flawed accounts of evolution, marred by their uncritical embrace of inclusive fitness. He’s prouder of an eight-hundred-page textbook that he wrote on Pheidole, the most abundant genus of ants. At one point during my conversation with him, he walked over to his bookshelf, gingerly heaved down the enormous volume, and began flipping through the pages and admiring the art work. “There are six hundred and twenty-four species in this book, and I drew every one by hand,” he said. “It took me twenty years. I know that sounds obsessive, but that’s what it takes. If you want to explain ants, then you have to know ants.” 

Wilson’s deep knowledge of insects led him to propose a new model for the evolution of altruism, which he decided was rooted in the contingencies of natural history. The reason eusociality is so rare, he believes, is simply that it requires a long list of preadaptations—traits that must be in place before a further trait can evolve. The most important of these is the formation of a cohesive group, which most often comes about because the daughters don’t leave the nest. If the group persists for an extended period, the female insects might then construct a defensible nest. It’s only at this point that the species can begin developing the genetic adaptations that enable eusociality, such as the feeding of larvae and the division of labor. Once that happens, the logic of natural selection takes over, as the intensely altruistic life style of the insects allows them to reproduce at an accelerated pace. The key point is that the relatedness of the ant colony—all those kin working together—is a consequence of eusociality, not the cause. The sisters don’t get along because they’re sisters. Rather, clumps of females just happen to be the most likely to evolve the necessary preadaptations. They work together because they can’t leave; they have become slaves to the queen. 

This idea was attractive, but it lacked evidence. To test Wilson’s theory, Nowak and Tarnita developed a mathematical model for the effect of a eusocial mutation—one that would prevent some daughters of a queen from leaving the nest. They ran computer simulations in which eusocial queens competed against solitary ones, and found that eusociality increases a queen’s birth rate eightfold and reduces the probability of her death tenfold. A competitive advantage of this magnitude would explain why, once eusociality emerges, it leads to such striking success. And yet the model also documents the barriers to the evolution of eusociality, since it typically requires a set of unusual mutations and very particular ecological conditions. 

In 2010, Tarnita, Nowak, and Wilson published these ideas in Nature, in a seven-page paper titled “The Evolution of Eusociality.” (The math was contained in a thirty-nine-page online supplement, full of abstruse equations.) The scientists knew that their paper might be controversial, but assumed that the debate would center on the technical details of their model. Instead, the article unleashed a tempest of criticism, much of it aired in public. (Such arguments are a regular occurrence in evolutionary biology, a field that seems to lapse into discord every decade or so.) Andy Gardner, an evolutionary biologist at Oxford University, told the New York Times that it was “a really terrible article.” Jerry Coyne, a biologist at the University of Chicago, wrote on his blog that “the only reason this paper was published was because it has two big-name authors, Nowak and Wilson, hailing from Mother Harvard. . . . The lesson: if you’re a famous biologist you can get away with publishing dreck.” 

The critiques were even harsher in private. Robert Trivers, an eminent biologist at Rutgers and a former collaborator with Wilson, wrote a strongly worded personal e-mail to Nowak. Here’s how the letter ends: 



Martin, do you really think a quick and cheap paper like this is going to displace W. D. Hamilton and kinship theory? Do you think anybody actually expert in these matters is going to swallow this tripe? Do you think this is a worthy use of your time? I hope you do not. 


Before long, a group of biologists began drafting a response to send to Nature. The letter was signed by a hundred and thirty-seven scientists, and insisted that Wilson and the mathematicians misunderstood evolutionary theory and misrepresented the scientific literature. In particular, they were upset by the claim that inclusive fitness theory has produced “meagre” results. The scientists cite a long list of insights that stem directly from Hamilton’s equation, such as why animals act spitefully and why some species have such uneven sex ratios. “The case for inclusive fitness is overwhelming,” Dawkins says. “To insist otherwise is simply wrong.” 

Tarnita and Nowak replied in Nature, and then again on their Web site, making it clear that they were not trying to discredit Hamilton or disregard the importance of relatedness. Nowak, in a forthcoming edition of his book “Supercooperators,” expresses an eagerness to learn from his detractors, but maintains that inclusive fitness is a useless “gyration,” characterized by a tendency to “theorize without precision.” 

Still, the debate has not reached a satisfying conclusion. The mathematicians insist that their critics don’t understand the math, and the biologists insist that the mathematicians don’t understand the biology. Wilson, meanwhile, admits that he can’t follow much of his colleagues’ math, but says that he knows insects. One of the few scientists able to speak the language of both sides is the man who helped to coördinate the letter to Nature, David Queller, of Washington University in St. Louis. He argues that, while the pages of equations employed by Nowak and Tarnita might be technically correct, they don’t support their grand conclusions. “Martin is always going on about how inclusive fitness doesn’t work in the real world,” Queller told me. “But his model is certainly no better. The fact is, inclusive fitness has been tested in a number of ways. It’s made predictions, and those predictions are correct.” 

For their part, the mathematicians seem to regret some of the language used in the Nature paper. “If I could write it again, I would make it more clear that Hamilton’s equation inspired lots of good research,” Tarnita says. “He got people thinking about relatedness, and that was very important.” Nevertheless, Tarnita and Nowak continue to insist that Hamilton’s equation is not a precise expression of a biological phenomenon. Rather, it’s little more than a rule of thumb, a truism masquerading as a truth. 

The scientific disagreement is particularly hard to resolve because it’s rooted in the distinct perspectives of mathematicians and biologists. Tarnita and Nowak want the equations of altruism to be literal; when they talk about inclusive fitness, they are talking about the mathematical details of rB > C. Such computations, of course, are extremely difficult—how does one measure the fitness of an action?—which is why they find Hamilton’s work so unsatisfying. “I get that his equation is simple, and that’s nice,” Tarnita says. “Everyone likes simple equations. But it’s too simple. Our model is messier than Hamilton’s, but you get a lot more out of it.” Nowak is even blunter. “If the theory works, then it has to work at a mathematical level,” he says. 

The biologists, on the other hand, don’t mind that inclusive fitness often can’t be calculated. Instead, they see it as a framework for making sense of the world, an important principle that helps us understand the varied behavior of bats, ants, and other species. The equation, in other words, isn’t really an equation. It’s just a short summary of a big idea, much like Darwin’s description of natural selection. 

Wilson is the only one who seems to be enjoying the controversy. His appetite for scientific brawls seems, if anything, to be increasing with age. Wilson likes to quote Schopenhauer on how all new ideas go through three phases. “First, the truth is ridiculed,” he says. “Then it meets outrage. Then it is said to have been obvious all along. We’re currently in the outrage stage, but we’ll be obvious before long.” 

He seems similarly unconcerned by the reaction of his colleagues. “After Einstein published his theory of relativity, a hundred physicists wrote a paper condemning it,” Wilson says. “Einstein’s response was marvellous. He said, ‘If the theory is wrong, why wouldn’t one author suffice?’ I feel the same way. When you read their responses, they never say what we’ve got wrong. And that’s because we didn’t get anything wrong. I don’t want to sound too boastful, but I think this is a big paper. It’s a game changer.” 

And so the argument continues, with both sides promising new papers that will prove the other side wrong. The problem is, of course, that it’s hard to imagine what such proof might look like. Despite the impressive tool kit of modern biology, this is still a debate about distant history, shot through with ambiguous facts and contested first principles. Meanwhile, nobody seems to have noticed the irony of the situation: they are fighting over the origins of kindness. 


A few years ago, Wilson became obsessed with the red-cockaded woodpecker, an endangered species that inhabits the pine forests of the southeastern United States. Like the Australian gray-crowned babbler, these birds engage in coöperative breeding, as most young males spend several years raising their relatives. But Wilson wasn’t just entranced by their altruism. He also marvelled at another peculiar habit of the red-cockaded: it drills into living trees. While most woodpeckers construct nests in dead and dying tree trunks—the rotting wood makes it easier to excavate—the red-cockaded woodpecker spends up to three years hacking away at the healthy wood of a pine tree. This labor is not as thankless as it appears, though. It turns out that drilling into a live pine has ancillary benefits. When the woodpecker bores its holes, resin seeps out, coating the tree trunk in a sticky glue, which prevents the woodpecker’s chief predators, such as rat snakes, from gaining access to its nest. The bird has built a trap. 

Although it’s not uncommon for Wilson to delve into the natural history of a particular species, his interest in this bird has been unusually intense. “I thought it was incredible that these little guys drill into living trees,” he says. “And I began wondering if that might play a role in why the young males stick around.” 

Before long, Wilson was travelling down to the Gulf Coast and looking at the nest sites for himself. He consulted woodpecker experts and spent time wandering around the vanishing pine forests of Florida, searching for small boreholes and slicks of resin and trying to understand what led to coöperative breeding. “And that’s when I realized one could come up with a much better explanation than inclusive fitness,” he says. According to Wilson, the driving force is the scarcity of suitable nesting sites. Species that engage in coöperative breeding, he notes, “all have very limited territories and are very picky about where they live.” This suggests that the young males hang around because they can’t find a suitable tree for themselves, and are hoping to inherit the nest of their parents. Babysitting the siblings, then, is just a way of paying rent, a chore performed in exchange for shelter. “My point is that I can explain these helpers without talking about relatedness or inclusive fitness,” Wilson says. “These birds are just dealing with the challenges of real estate.” 

In his more expansive moods, Wilson goes beyond the habits of woodpeckers to speculate on the larger forces at work in the evolution of altruism. He isn’t content to tear inclusive fitness down—he wants to replace it with something better. As usual, Wilson’s latest proposal is driven by his faith in the power of close observation, as well as by a kind of intuitive empathy with fauna, which seems to be the product of a life spent observing the natural world. While he clearly enjoys having the math back him up, one gets the sense that he wouldn’t change his mind if it didn’t. At this late stage of his career, Wilson is less interested in equations than in narratives. Indeed, a few years ago he published a novel, albeit one about ants. 

Wilson’s current explanation for altruism has returned to a hypothesis first proposed by Darwin in “The Descent of Man”—that human generosity might have evolved as an emergent property not of the individual but of the group. “There can be no doubt that a tribe including many members who . . . were always ready to give aid to each other and to sacrifice themselves for the common good, would be victorious over most other tribes,” Darwin wrote. While acts of altruism can be costly for the individual, Darwin argued that they helped sustain the colony, which made individuals within the colony more likely to survive. 

This idea is known as group selection, and it’s an explanation that most evolutionary biologists now dismiss, because the advantages of generosity are much less tangible than the benefits of selfishness. (A tribe full of nice guys would be easy prey for a cheater, who would quickly spread his genes through the population.) But Wilson believes that it may hold the key to understanding altruism. To make his case, he cites recent studies of “coöperating” microbes, plants, and even female lions. In all these studies, many of which have been conducted in the controlled conditions of the lab, clumps of coöperators thrive and replicate, while selfish groups wither and die. In a 2007 paper that he co-authored, he summarizes his new view in three terse sentences: “Selfishness beats altruism within groups. Altruistic groups beat selfish groups. Everything else is commentary.” 

Wilson’s larger point is that, to the extent that altruism exists, it isn’t an illusion. Instead, goodness might actually be an adaptive trait, allowing more coöperative groups to outcompete their conniving cousins. In a field defined by the cruel logic of natural selection, group selection appears to be the rare hint of virtue, the one biological force pushing back against the obvious advantages of greed and deceit. “I see human nature as hung in the balance between these two extremes,” Wilson says. “If our behavior was driven entirely by group selection, then we’d be robotic coöperators, like ants. But, if individual-level selection was the only thing that mattered, then we’d be entirely selfish. What makes us human is that our history has been shaped by both forces. We’re stuck in between.” ♦ 
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The annual meeting of the World Economic Forum, in Davos, Switzerland, was well under way when it officially commenced, early on a Wednesday evening in January, with an address, in the Congress Hall of the Congress Center, by Angela Merkel, the Chancellor of Germany. She had a lot to say about Europe. Some of it—“Do we dare more Europe? Yes, we do dare”—made the news. But outside the hall many Davos participants paid her no mind. They loitered in various lounges carrying on conversations with each other. They talked and talked—as though they hadn’t been talking all day. They had talked while sitting on panels or while skipping panels that others were sitting on. “Historic Complexity: How Did We Get Here?,” “The Compensation Question,” “Global Risks 2012: The Seeds of Dystopia”: over the course of five days, a man could skip more than two hundred and fifty such sessions. 

Many Davos participants rarely, if ever, attend even one. Instead, they float around in the slack spaces, sitting down to one arranged meeting after another, or else making themselves available for chance encounters, either with friends or with strangers whom they will ever after be able to refer to as friends. The Congress Center, the daytime hub, is a warren of interconnected lounges, cafés, lobbies, and lecture halls, with espresso bars, juice stations, and stacks of apples scattered about. The participants have their preferred hovering areas. Wandering the center in search of people to talk to was like fishing a stretch of river; one could observe, over time, which pools held which fish, and what times of day they liked to feed. Jamie Dimon, running shoes in hand, near the espresso stand by the Global Leadership Fellows Program, in the late afternoon. Fareed Zakaria, happily besieged, in the Industry Partners Lounge, just before lunch. The lunkers would very occasionally emerge from their deep holes (there were rumors of secret passageways) and glide through the crowd, with aides alongside, like pilot fish. (The W.E.F. says that Davos is an entourage-free zone, but this doesn’t seem to apply to the biggest of the big wheels, like heads of state.) It is said that the faster you walk the more important you are. 

I walked very slowly. I was new here, a first-timer. That Wednesday, I was eager to hear Merkel, but on my way I got sidetracked in the lounge by conversations that seemed interesting, especially the ones I wasn’t part of. It was a name-dropper’s paradise. Central bankers, industrial chiefs, hedge-fund titans, gloomy forecasters, astrophysicists, monks, rabbis, tech wizards, museum curators, university presidents, financial bloggers, virtuous heirs. I found myself in conversation with a newspaper columnist and an executive from McKinsey & Company, the management-consulting firm. This was serendipitous, as so many conversations in Davos turn out to be, because, at the urging of many, I was supposed to be angling for an invitation to the McKinsey party, at the Belvedere Hotel. A must, people said, with a glint. I was suspicious, owing to an incongruity between the words “party” and “management consulting.” But this was Davos. The executive cheerfully added me to the list. A McKinsey for a Merkel: a fair trade. 

The newcomer hears repeated bits of Davos advice. Ride the shuttle: you might meet someone. Go to a session that deals with a subject you know nothing about: you might learn something. Come next year, and the one after, if they invite you back: you might begin to understand. Everyone says that you can’t get the hang of Davos until you’ve been three or four times. So many things are going on at once that it is impossible to do even a tenth of them. You could spend the week in your hotel room, puzzling over a plan, wrestling with your doubts and regrets, but a person who would do this is not the kind who would be invited to Davos. 

Another admonition: no matter how much you do, you will always have the sense that something else, something better, is going on elsewhere. On the outskirts of town, three men are hunched in the candlelit corner of a pine-panelled Gaststube, discussing matters of grave importance. You may think you don’t care about such things, but the inkling burrows like a tapeworm. The appetite for admittance can become insatiable. Whenever I passed through town, I noticed men in good suits and sturdy boots, walking with intent in the opposite direction. Where were they going? They ducked into tea shops or into Mercedes sedans with darkened passenger windows. “Wheels within wheels,” one woman whispered to me. “What happens in Davos stays in Davos,” many people said, but even when you’re there it’s hard to know what is happening in Davos. 

One of the things that people talk about at Davos is Davos. They murmur analogies. Davos is like Congress, the Factory, the Mormon Tabernacle, the Bohemian Grove, the “best dinner party in the world,” the financial system, Facebook, Burning Man, boot camp, high school, Los Angeles, Quogue. Davos is an onion, a layer cake, a Russian doll. “Never feel that you’re out of the loop, because the loop is you,” Platon, the photographer, assured me, by which he meant that Davos is whatever experience you are having there. But could he be trusted? It was only his second Davos. Yossi Vardi, an Israeli tech investor and an eighteen-year Davos veteran, said, “What you see here, in the Congress Center, is just twenty per cent of the action.” 


Whether you think the World Economic Forum is a worthy enterprise or a bunch of baloney, its annual meeting is an extraordinary creation—a miniature society, at once fluid and defined. Forty-two years ago, a German academic named Klaus Schwab willed it into being, and now, at seventy-four, he continues to nurture it, with a kind of dogged sincerity that contradicts some of the Forum’s more cynical functions and outlandish mutations. He may well be the most connected man on the planet. Around the Congress Hall, no one walks faster than Klaus. 

During the opening ceremony, Schwab, who, besides being the Forum’s chairman, is also a professor at the University of Geneva, descends the Congress Center’s grand stairway like a tax-haven monarch, pausing to take in the applause of the nobles. In the Congress Center, there is a giant video screen that spools conference quotes and international cityscapes interspersed with photos of Schwab and his wife, Hilde, and the mountains of Graubünden. A remark of unknown provenance made the rounds: “The question is, When God and Klaus Schwab are face to face, who blinks first?” This year, over the course of five days, Schwab made it to a hundred and fifty-six commitments. God blinks, and then nods off. 

Schwab was born in Germany in 1938, in a town near the Swiss border. A serious boy with an organizational bent, he was a regional leader in a French-German youth movement that arose out of the early idea, propagated by the likes of Winston Churchill and Jean Monnet, of a more integrated Europe—a “European Family,” as Churchill put it in 1946. In some respects, he is, intellectually, a product of the movement to unify Europe, but in others he is a graduate-school conception, a kind of Frankenstein’s monster of technocratic academe. He earned doctorates in mechanical engineering and economics, and then spent a year pursuing a master’s degree in public administration at the Kennedy School at Harvard, where he courted, as mentors, Henry Kissinger and John Kenneth Galbraith. His 1971 book, “Moderne Unternehmensführung im Maschinenbau,” set forth a new notion of the corporation—of one beholden not only to shareholders but to “stakeholders,” meaning a wider array of constituents, including the government, the community, the workers, and the customers. He had in mind a broader definition of the partnership between private and public, likely derived from Switzerland’s cantonal form of government. He was also interested in the academic study of business as it had blossomed in the United States. 

In 1971, Schwab organized a European Management Forum. He chose Davos as a locale, after glimpsing the construction of a new Congress Center from a nearby swimming pool. He was attracted to the relative isolation of Davos—“People are moved out of ze daily patterns,” he told me—and its blend of rusticity and comfort, and to the crisp mountain air, or the idea of it, anyway. (Men who debate management theory tend to do so indoors.) He was also attracted by its history. Davos, in the late nineteenth century, was one of the leading sanatorium towns of Europe, the site of Hans Castorp’s edification in “The Magic Mountain.” Between the world wars, Davos became a kind of intellectuals’ retreat. Einstein delivered a lecture on relativity at an inaugural Hochschule there, in 1928; Heidegger and Cassirer had a famous debate the next year. After the Second World War, Davos reinvented itself as a medical-conference town. For all the beauty of the surrounding peaks and the talk of chalets and fondue, the town is cheerless and unlovely. Also, it is not on top of a mountain, as people seem to portray it. It is in a valley. 

Schwab’s first symposium drew four hundred and fifty people from thirty-one countries. It would grow over the years, steadily becoming more international (it became the World Economic Forum in 1987), more eclectic in its interests and participants, and ever more prolific in its expressions of self-regard—within years, Schwab had spoken of a Davos Manifesto, the Davos Club, the Davos Spirit. From the start, there was a patina of altruism. Jacques Cousteau came in 1974 to talk about the ocean, and Dom Hélder Câmara, the renegade Catholic archbishop from Brazil, scolded the world’s élite for their “false values” and their hoarding of the world’s resources. An overhead photograph from that year of a cocktail reception shows a room full of debonair Roger Moore types, with only a half-dozen women sprinkled in. The world was in turmoil, in one way or another, pretty much every year, but in 1977 the kidnapping and murder by German terrorists of the German industrialist Hanns-Martin Schleyer, who was to have been the chairman of the symposium a few months later, led to an extreme degree of security that has become a Davos hallmark. So have the perennial appearances of world leaders, many of them at odds and encouraged by Schwab to reconcile on his turf. NAFTA is said to have been conceived here. 

Today, the W.E.F., with lavish headquarters overlooking Lake Geneva, has more than four hundred employees, who churn out reports and convene conferences around the world. You get the sense that they sometimes regret the attention paid to Davos, and even to Schwab. “Davos is less and less important to the organization,” Adrian Monck, the W.E.F.’s media director, told me. “It’s no longer the best example of what we can do.” Monck, a former television-news executive and journalism-school dean, joined the Forum in 2009. He isn’t really a P.R. guy, but during the annual meeting he does send out a fusillade of releases that approach self-parody (“To Survive, Companies Must Constantly Reinvent Themselves, Become Socially Responsible”). He spends a great deal of his time combatting what he and his colleagues deem to be misconceptions about what the W.E.F. actually does. 

People like to project onto Davos their fears and fantasies about the way the world works. Right-wingers see insidious, delusional liberalism, in its stakeholder ethos and its pretense of world improvement. They picture a bunch of Keynesians, Continentals, and self-dealing do-gooders participating in some kind of off-the-books top-down command-control charade. Left-wingers conjure a plutocratic cabal, a Star Chamber of master puppeteers, the one per cent—or .01 per cent, really—deciding the world’s fate behind a curtain of heavy security and utopian doublespeak. The uninvited, the refuseniks, and even many of the participants see a colossal discharge of hot air, a peacock strut. They all deploy, with a sneer, the term Davos Man, coined by the late political scientist Samuel Huntington, who decried a post-national wealthy globe-trotting élite. Davos Man can be either a capitalist oppressor or a Commie conspirator. Either way, he is a windbag, a pedant, and a hypocrite. Businesspeople who have never been to Davos find many ways to be dismissive of it: “I can’t do business there.” “It’s too political.” “It’s not what it used to be.” The translation may be that that person has not been invited. Non-businesspeople assume the same. “Solipsistic wankers,” one person wrote me. “Kill the bastards,” wrote another. 

Davos is, fundamentally, an exercise in corporate speed-dating. “Everyone comes because everyone else comes,” Larry Summers told me. A hedge-fund manager or a C.E.O. can pack into a few days the dozens of meetings—with other executives, with heads of state or their deputies, with non-governmental organizations whose phone calls might otherwise have been ignored—that it would normally take months to arrange and tens of thousands of Gulfstream miles to attend. They conduct these compressed and occasionally fruitful couplings, the so-called bilateral meetings, either in private rooms that the W.E.F. has set aside for this purpose or in hotel rooms, restaurants, and hallways. All that’s missing is the hourly rate. 

“What this is is Brownian motion, with human beings,” Niall Ferguson, the financial historian, said one morning, outside the Congress Hall, as his eyes darted about. Vikram Pandit (Citigroup) marched by, and then Brian Moynihan (Bank of America). “Last year, I bumped into Tim Geithner, and he said, ‘We’re going to prove you wrong with our fiscal policy.’ ” At that moment, Ferguson was jostled by a woman who was pushing swiftly through the center, with an entourage of journalists and aides. “Hello, Christine!” he said. It was the I.M.F. chief, Christine Lagarde. She touched his shoulder in greeting. Ferguson turned back to me. “See there? Right on cue.” 

The W.E.F., as the entity staging the conference, is set up as a nonprofit foundation. Last year, it took in a hundred and fifty-seven million dollars. (The W.E.F. doesn’t disclose Schwab’s salary, only that he is “paid less than the highest-paid Swiss public official.” The President of the Swiss Confederation makes about half a million dollars a year.) The money comes from its members, who are required to be among the world’s top thousand companies, in revenue terms. A basic W.E.F. membership is fifty-five thousand dollars, and for a member to come to Davos costs an extra twenty-seven thousand. The Forum has a hundred so-called Strategic Partners—corporate members who pay dues of more than half a million dollars a year—and two hundred and fifty Industry Partners, who pay more than a quarter of a million. Many of these big spenders happen to turn up on many of the panels in the sessions at the Congress Center. They also subsidize the scores of academics, scientists, artists, journalists, and N.G.O. chiefs who attend for free. Everyone, whether he pays or not, has to be invited. “You cannot buy your way in,” Schwab said. “It’s a large club meeting, let’s say.” 

There are as many Davoses as there are perceptions of Davos. Schwab might use the term “stakeholders,” and the stakeholders may be partial to the word “silos,” but another term that springs to mind when you are there is “cliques.” There is a tech crowd, a finance crowd, a media crowd, the spouses. (The annual meeting this year was merely eighty-three per cent male, in part because the W.E.F. imposed a quota.) A certain ferment occurs where the cliques overlap, but as often as not they pass in the night. “Davos is the Land of a Thousand Agendas,” an ex-U.S. senator, who would know from such lands, told me. As Monck put it, “You don’t understand your own interests until you encounter others with other interests. This is the foundation of enlightened self-interest.” 

“It’s Heaven for curious guys,” a longtimer told me. “All these people who are not easily approachable in their natural habitat—whose lives, as a result, are quite secluded—here they can all talk to each other.” 

“I look at it as a programmer would,” Eric Schmidt, the executive chairman of Google and a longtime Davos participant, told me. “What did Klaus put in place to make it successful over the long term, that allowed it to grow and change? I try to isolate the variables. Does it have to be in Switzerland? Does it have to be in a ski town? Does it have to happen in winter? And so on.” 


The most essential variable may be one that Schwab introduced unwittingly. In Davos, he established a setting for a perpetually subdividing game of status, a minuet of subtle distinctions. There is something almost Warholian in his apparent guilelessness. (Just substitute Tom Friedman, Shimon Peres, and Larry Summers for Edie Sedgwick, Nico, and Rotten Rita.) The anxiety of exclusion pervades. It is the natural complement to the euphoria of inclusion. The tension between self-celebration and self-doubt engenders a kind of social electricity. It is one of those places, like New Orleans, where you may find that you hardly need sleep. After twenty-four frantic hours, I felt as though I had unwittingly walked into an Ecstasy party—why did all these people keep touching each other? (Not literally: collegial as everyone may be, I saw one hug all week, and it was an ironic one.) It’s not the whisper of conspiracy as much as it is the thrum of mutual regard—of proximity to power, money, and expertise. But insecurity sets it all alight. 

The stratification begins with the badges. Every participant wears a badge on a lanyard. Every encounter begins with an unabashed glance or two down at the other’s badge. It is Davos Man’s defining gesture. So frequently did gazes slip to reëxamine my badge that I came to know what it must be like to have cleavage. The color of the badge denotes a role, and a degree of access. W.E.F. staff wear blue badges—dark blue for full time and light for temps. “Reporting Press” wear orange and can’t get in a lot of places. Entourages get mint green. The coveted pass is the white one, granting delegates free rein. There are variations: A Strategic Partner gets a blue dot and access to an exclusive lounge. A special hologram used to signal membership in an élite faction called the Informal Gathering of World Economic Leaders, or IGWEL, but now “serves boring logistical purposes,” according to Monck. I was given a white badge, which meant I’d been knighted a Media Leader. Media Leaders may trump Reporting Press (ha!), but they bow before the Media Governors (curses!), who get invited to the off-the-record sit-downs with Geithner and Merkel. 

In general, the W.E.F. greets the media with a warm, if wary, embrace. This has apparently been the strategy since the 1999 anti-globalization riots in Seattle and elsewhere turned Davos into a target of popular, and then journalistic, bile. The place is lousy with reporters. The catch is that most of what goes on is off the record. Most of the sessions and private events are governed by the so-called Chatham House rule. The bargain is generally acceptable to the insidious extent that the thrill of access outweighs the urge to reveal. Anyway, as the journalists all say, nothing newsworthy ever happens at Davos, even if the journalists must occasionally pretend that it does, in order to justify their presence there. For most of them, it’s an occasion for cultivating sources, ideas, and the short-lived delusion that they belong among the white badges of the world. 


Now and then, Davos has a celebrity guest or two, an elusive figure more exotic or enticing than the usual array of Prime Ministers, Nobelists, and billionaires. One year it was Angelina Jolie and Brad Pitt, another it was Bono. This year’s white rabbit was the London School of Economics dropout Mick Jagger. Reports had initially had him leaving Davos, as a result of his misgivings that his presence might be seen as an endorsement of the policies of the British Prime Minister, David Cameron. It turned out, though, that Jagger, who was not an official participant, had merely skipped a tea party hosted by Cameron and had stuck around town, popping up at private events here and there, but not, evidently, at the Congress Center. Jagger sightings were conversational currency. 

On Thursday evening, I blew off Korea Night at the Schweizerhof and the F.T.I. Consulting nightcap at the Caprizzi Bar, and, following a private Interactive Dinner Session at the Hotel National (a discussion of the “State of the World” with eight Nobel laureates), I made my way to the Belvedere Hotel. The Belvedere, perched above the Congress Hall, like an iced-in cruise ship, is the annual meeting’s hub after dark. Often, there are a half-dozen parties going on at once. To get into it, as into pretty much any building in town during the meeting, you must pass through airport-like security (Davos is a frequent flier’s fever dream). The line, on this night, was long enough that a Nobel laureate in economics, who, moments earlier at the Hotel National, had been holding forth on unfairness, deemed it worth cutting. Beyond the metal detector, there was a coat-check queue; the Nobelist, rather than cut this one, decided to keep his coat: “We save time twice, on the way in and on the way out—although it’s not a perfect predictor.” A sign directed people to this or that party. McKinsey’s was to the left, down a long corridor, past a display of slogans: “You’re Looking for Talent. But Is It Looking for You?” “Confidence Is Contagious. Pass It On.” “Worldly Wise, Locally Savvy.” 

Chelsea Clinton was by the entrance to the McKinsey party. She began to talk about Leymah Gbowee, last year’s Nobel Peace Prize winner, who had been at the Nobel dinner, but Matt McKenna, her spokesman, shooed me away because I had a notebook in hand. “Really?” he said with disdain. “It’s eleven o’clock at night. Really?” A moment later, I found myself shoulder to shoulder at the bar with the Cassandra economist Nouriel Roubini, but the music was too loud to talk. There was a band onstage, GDO Soul, playing classic R. & B. (apparently, they were flown in every year from New York), and, at their feet, a vigorous dance circle, into which one, then another, man in a suit jumped to pull a few moves. There weren’t many women around. A throng of grinning silverbacks watched from a comfortable distance. I thought of Angela Merkel. Yes, more Europe, please. 

At the coat check, I ran into a Media Governor who was showing his boss around. They were going to a Mick Jagger party and invited me along. Fair enough: a Mick for a McKinsey. We bundled up and walked the length of town, through a swirl of light snow and some sideways talk about an off-the-record meeting they’d been in. Our destination, it emerged, was the Schatzalp, the old hotel almost a thousand feet above town that was featured in “The Magic Mountain.” We boarded a funicular, which climbed steeply along a course of multicolored fluorescent lights. Davos dropped away. We disembarked at the Schatzalp’s deserted front patio and rode an old elevator with carpeted walls to an upper floor, where we went out a back door, over a footbridge, and down a path that tunnelled through towering drifts to a snowbound chalet. The place had been rented by Matthew Freud (Sigmund’s great-grandson, Rupert Murdoch’s son-in-law). Inside, a couple of dozen people stood around drinking and talking. 

Jagger was there. He had on a pink button-down, black jeans, and snazzy Nike running shoes. There was a Ping-Pong table folded up against the wall; apparently Jagger had been playing when the first guests arrived. Now he was dancing, with one woman, then another, to classic reggae playing at mid-volume. No one else was dancing, but Jagger, tiny and lithe, mugging and grinning, stalked the floor. Perhaps he danced to absolve himself of having to talk to people—a motive so foreign to Davos that no one suspected him of it. I met the editor of a Turkish newspaper, the editor of a German newspaper, an Israeli hedge-fund manager, the founder of Wikipedia, and then a tall and elegant woman in a black dress named Claudia Gonzalez, who was the former P.R. boss for the W.E.F. She wanted to introduce me to Jagger, but first she needed to tell me something about my attempts to understand and convey the Davos scene. She fixed me with a fierce look and said, “Be humble. Do you understand? Be humble. Because this is your first Davos.” 


Professor Schwab says that he doesn’t go to any of the private parties. “We do not welcome them,” he told me. “They detract from what we are doing. Many people come to Davos to exploit the presence of so many top-level people. They organize shadow programs.” But he acknowledges that there isn’t much he and his staff can do about them. “People know that I am very much against caviar and champagne and expensive wines, which are out of character with the atmosphere of a mountain village.” 

One night at the Belvedere, I met Richard Stromback, a technology entrepreneur who was introduced to me as Ultimate Davos. For several years, he attended the annual meeting as a Technology Pioneer, then as a Young Global Leader, but this year he didn’t actually have a W.E.F. badge; rather, he had a Belvedere badge, thanks to a connection with a C.E.O. who was hosting meetings at the hotel. Sturdy, wild-eyed, and gregarious, Stromback told me that his first paid job, twenty years ago, was as an enforcer in the Ontario Hockey League. (YouTube confirms this. And one would be remiss, in this context, not to drop the name of a famous guy he fought, the longtime N.H.L. pugilist Tie Domi.) Stromback lives in Detroit, but in a way he considers Davos—not so much the five-day event as the community that assembles there and then stays in touch throughout the year—to be his home. His shadow program involves trying to create, as he put it, a “Burning Man for billionaires,” mostly by throwing parties at the Piano Bar in the Europa Hotel, the meeting’s longtime late-night hangout. “This is the real Davos,” he told me, when I found him there the next night. It was, technically, Stromback’s forty-third-birthday party. The scene was a kind of louche facsimile of the Congress Hall lounge, with an array of unlikely bar fellows joining the standard contingent of finance magnates and Silicon Valley turks: some Mongolian oligarchs, the executive chairman of Google, and the crown prince of the Dish Network empire, who was dressed in Cathay Pacific pajamas. 

The real Davos, in Stromback’s estimation, revolved around the keyboardist and piano-bar m.c. Barry Colson, who for seventeen years has come to Davos from his home in Halifax, Nova Scotia, to play during the month of the annual meeting. Colson encourages people to take the mike and the rest of the house to sing along. One night, I saw the Cantor Fitzgerald C.E.O. Howard Lutnick, hair slicked back, sing a rousing rendition of Robbie Williams’s “Feel.” Stromback, at his birthday party, was serenaded by Randi Zuckerberg (Mark’s sister), and then got Eric Schmidt to goad Drew Houston, the founder of Dropbox, into singing “Rocket Man.” (YouTube, to Houston’s dismay, confirms this.) In the Europa lobby, on my way out, the benches were occupied by women changing from their snow boots to their high heels. 


The mood at Davos: every year, people try to put their finger on it, as though a single state of mind can be attributed to so many stakeholders dwelling in so many silos. The economic and geopolitical context of the meeting this year was the potential collapse of the European monetary and political union, a teetering global financial system, the threat of chronic unemployment, widening wealth disparity, increasingly restive populations, and the shift in resources and capital, and therefore in power, from West to East and from North to South, to say nothing of ongoing environmental degradation, global poverty, and widespread armed conflict and mistreatment of women. So it is safe to say that, in terms of the W.E.F.’s stated commitment of “improving the state of the world,” the mood was a little blue. 

The theme of the meeting was “The Great Transformation.” Schwab, early in the week, struck a note of self-flagellation. “Capitalism, in its current form, no longer fits the world around us,” he said. “We have sinned.” He also spoke of the danger of “intergenerational conflict.” In the next few days, the phrase “the end of capitalism” got tossed around, yet for all but a few of the stakeholders present such a prospect was as inconceivable as it would be unwelcome. David Roth, a protester with the Occupy movement, dismissed such talk as “staged self-criticism.” Certainly, all the commotion about the world’s problems didn’t yield many concrete solutions. As a foreign economic minister said dryly during one of the sessions, while discussing some common-sense alterations to the global financial system, “Implementation is problematic.” 

“It’s as if we woke up and discovered we were now in a different world,” the economist W. Brian Arthur told me. “It’s like that bit in ‘Lord of the Rings,’ where they are underground, and they hear the distant rumblings of the Balrog. Here there are rumblings of dissatisfaction. But only rumblings.” 

The rumblings were faint indeed. I walked into a panel one morning in time to hear Kumi Naidoo, the South African human-rights activist who now serves as the executive director of Greenpeace, intone, melodiously, “Those in power ignore the growing frustration and desperation at their own peril.” 

Naidoo had been to Davos eleven times, the first eight as the secretary-general of the Global Call to Action Against Poverty. “When I came in that capacity, I never could get a C.E.O. to talk to me,” he told me later. “I used to follow them into the toilet. I met Bill Clinton in 2003, when we were standing next to each other at the urinals. When I came as Greenpeace, two years ago, I was amazed how keen they were to meet me. A C.E.O. told me, ‘Some of my peers are eager to have you at their table so they won’t be on your menu.’ ” 

He went on, “The problem here is the preference for incremental thinking—baby steps. They talk more about system recovery than about system design.” 

On the Promenade through town, I came upon a couple of protesters, who had set up a foosball table, marked “ reich/rich” on one end and “ arm/poor” on the other, and tilted in favor of the reich. One of the protesters had on flowing robes, garlands of fake hundred-dollar bills, fake chains, and a monster mask. He growled my name through the mask several times, as though he knew me. (The mask had disguised his use of the Davos glance to read my badge.) Then he quoted T. S. Eliot: “Do not let me hear / Of the wisdom of old men, but rather of their folly.” After a moment, he lifted his mask and introduced himself. He was a sixty-six-year-old architect named Gunnar Jauch, who had lost eighty per cent of his savings in the financial crisis and had since become a vocal presence in the Occupy Zurich movement. He knew Davos. He’d taught skiing here in the early seventies. He showed me a cartoon that encapsulated his feeling about the W.E.F. annual meeting. It depicts a woman in a fur coat walking into the Congress Center and saying to her companion, “There are so many sessions, I can’t decide between ‘hunger’ or ‘poverty.’ ” 

One afternoon, I walked outside with a couple of other Media Leaders. The Occupiers had set up in a spillover parking lot, which the mayor of Davos had lent them. They’d built several igloos and put up two yurts, which were festooned with handmade signs, the best of which read “The Great Transformation?? Bullshit. Nobody with 4 Aces Wants a New Deal!” Edward Sutton, a Minnesotan currently living in Zurich, came over to talk to us. His beef was “the fundamental illegitimacy of the W.E.F.” He said, “It has no democratic basis whatsoever. Those people can’t claim to represent the seven billion.” He also objected to the fact that the W.E.F. isn’t transparent. “They don’t open up their books to the public.” As he spoke, the other two dozen or so members of the encampment were standing in a circle, holding a meeting. The W.E.F. had invited them to attend a session, and they were trying to decide how to respond. Sutton asked that I not listen in, and also that I not mention what he did for a living. The Chatham Yurt rule. 

That day, a group of them showed up at an Open Forum session (the Open Forum is an annex of the W.E.F., open to the public) on the subject of “remodelling capitalism.” One of the panelists, Stephen Roach, the chairman of Morgan Stanley’s Asian operations, found himself in the role of Wall Street apologist, which, as a mere economist and a longtime critic of some of Wall Street’s excesses, he took on with some delicacy. Nonetheless, he felt, as he wrote in a column in the Financial Times, that he was at physical risk. At the end, after an Occupier’s closing remark, one of the Occupiers declared, “We don’t focus on solutions. We want to change the process of finding solutions.” Roach wrote, “The crowd roared its approval and surged towards the stage. I made a hasty exit through a secret door in the kitchen and out into the night. But Davos will never again be the same for me. There can be no retreat in the battle for big ideas.” Two weeks later, Roach announced his retirement. 


One morning at the Congress Hall, I wandered over to the espresso counter at the Industry Partners Lounge, where one could find stimulating conversation as well as individually wrapped miniature sandwiches and slices of cake. 

Seated alone at a table was a man named Daniel Arbess. I’d first encountered him there my first day, when I’d overheard a muscular voice making Davosian remarks (“When Gorbachev came to power . . .”). He had glasses midway down his nose, stubble, and thinning brown hair: the assertive dishevelment of improbably well-compensated bookishness. Over the course of the next couple of days, I kept seeing him around. At a dinner one night, I introduced myself, and, in the exhilaration of the moment—that fleeting feeling of actually wanting to meet new people—we agreed to talk. Now here he was. The affiliation on his badge was Perella Weinberg, the boutique investment firm. He said he ran a hedge fund. 

What kind of a hedge fund? I asked. 

“My approach is shaped by a single generational theme, an idea I came upon thirty years ago,” he said. A fuller explanation required some life history. Arbess, who is fifty-one, grew up in Montreal and got a law degree at Harvard. In the early eighties, he developed an interest and expertise in nuclear policy. He was among the motley array of intellectuals, celebrities, and arms-control experts who flew to Moscow by Aeroflot jetliner, in 1987, to hear Mikhail Gorbachev unveil some of his intentions with regard to perestroika and glasnost. “Listening to him, I developed this conviction: If he is going to start democratizing the country, the regime will not be able to maintain control. It will collapse, and this will mean the end of the Communist system.” He signed on as a first-year associate at the law firm White & Case, and volunteered to work in the Stockholm office, for its proximity to Russia. Back in New York, in 1989, a partner introduced him to the manager of the U.N. Plaza Hotel, a Czech expat whose sister, an actress in Prague, had a friend who needed legal advice. That friend was Vaclav Havel. In the coming years, Arbess became the main legal adviser to Havel’s government in its efforts to privatize the Czech economy. He later expanded the firm’s practice into Russia, Poland, and Kazakhstan and developed the belief that, as he put it, “the devolution of Communism would be the single biggest driver of opportunity in our time.” He spent the ensuing decades investing in some of the repercussions: privatized companies, the transformation of China, the acceleration of leveraged consumption in the United States, mining interests, currencies, consumer goods. He sold his latest fund, Xerion, to Perella Weinberg in 2007, but still managed it. “The money follows the ideas,” he said. 

He cited, as his reason for coming to Davos, “three concentric circles of inquiry that are worth pursuing.” The first was to deepen his understanding of the European debt crisis. “For an investor to be sitting with central bankers and to have the chance to motivate outcomes and contribute to their understanding of the marketplace is a great opportunity.” The second circle was to “cross and mix disciplines to get a deeper understanding of what’s driving the world”—that is, to meet non-money people. For example, he had attended a presentation by Saul Perlmutter, the Nobel Prize-winning astrophysicist, on the accelerating expansion of the universe. He’d found it enlightening, if not investable. “Explain to me why this is relevant,” he asked Perlmutter, who responded, “Thinking about basic science leads to basic applications.” 

The third circle had to do with his recent interest in the potential for intergenerational discord. “Kids who are twenty or thirty years younger than we are have a totally different experience in and manner of absorbing and processing information,” he said. “How will this generation make decisions? How will they understand the big, looming debate about the legacy of entitlements and debt left by their elders? How do they understand the economy?” It was his suspicion, from his conversations here and elsewhere, that they may not understand it very well, or at least that polarizing rhetoric—fostered by social media, amplified by a cynical political class—may be corrupting their ability to discuss it in terms their elders can understand or abide. 

“There’s a lot of intellectual confusion about the causes and culprits institutionally of the mess that we are in,” he said. “The language and the thinking that have evolved after the financial crisis have had an impact on the way young people think. All this talk that companies need to change, and so on—it’s a misconception of the role that companies play. Shareholders risk capital. Banks intermediate capital. This is what keeps an economy going.” He went on, “The root cause of everything we’re experiencing is a failure of holistic thinking in a world of increasingly complex, fragmented, and ubiquitous information.” 


Big data, the proliferation of information and the problem of processing it, was a big subject at Davos. I befriended a Brown University biology professor named Casey Dunn, whose specialty is data. He had a bushy brown beard and wore a brown suit, which made him stand out among the hundreds of men in dark Italian-cut suits. He thought, at first, that this was like any other conference he’d been to, albeit a little fancier, and with more celebrity sightings. Michael Dell wandered by. David Rubenstein, of the Carlyle Group, was talking to Jamie Dimon. “For instance, is that the Dalai Lama?” He pointed to a small throng, in the middle of which stood a bald man in saffron and burgundy Tibetan robes. 

It turned out to be a French monk named Matthieu Ricard. He was another habitué of the Industry Partners Lounge. We connected there one morning. After getting a Ph.D. in molecular genetics in 1972, Ricard went to the Himalayas to study Tibetan Buddhism and reëmerged, two decades later, as a celebrity magus, thanks to his best-selling book “The Monk and the Philosopher,” a dialogue between him and his father, the philosopher Jean-François Revel. He now lives in Nepal, where he spends three months a year in silent isolation and, in his uptime, writes and translates books, oversees a hundred and ten humanitarian projects, and in general advances the cause of compassion. His participation in various brain studies has earned him the sobriquet “the happiest person in the world.” 

“The sensory input here is too much,” Ricard told me. This was his fourth Davos. “I’ve heard some talk about rebuilding capitalism from scratch. It tells you something that they are even talking about this. But I’m not betting on it!” He went on, “There is a dilemma, to reconcile three time scales: in the short term, the economy; in the middle range, global well-being generally; and, in the long range, the environment.” He recalled some criticism of Davos of a kind voiced two years ago by Jody Williams, the 1997 Nobel Peace Prize winner. (“These guys just want to convince people that they care about others, which they don’t, and then get back to making money as fast as they can,” she said at a dinner.) “There are all kinds of people here,” Ricard said. “It’s not just economic and financial people. Maybe it’s for show, but I think it’s not.” He went on, “Look, we’re not speaking to the deaf. They can hear us.” 

The question underneath it all, at least as it pertained to “improving the state of the world,” was: Can you change people, or must you change the people—that is, get new ones? “People very rarely change,” Platon told me. “What does change is the cycle of power. Power’s not yours to keep. You borrow it.” 

“I’ve changed my mind,” Dunn, the bearded Brown data man, said when I ran into him later in the week. “It’s not like any other conference. Usually, you have to find the guy who can get you to the guy who can get you to the guy who can make a decision. Here we are several levels closer to the decider.” Earlier, a man had walked away from him mid-sentence, and he’d turned to see the man shaking hands with Ehud Barak. (I, too, encountered Barak, along with Shimon Peres, at a private Shabbat dinner—the “Davos within Davos,” as the host, a W.E.F. official, called it—at which Barak gave a rambling and pugnacious speech. “We must hold out our hand in peace,” he said, at one point. “But it should be the left hand.”) 

On the last day, when I saw Dunn, he was wearing a dark suit, as though he’d finally succumbed to the place. “It’s like the emergence of Darth Vader,” he said. “I finally had someone explain it to me. Davos is actually tons of different meetings.” We reckoned that they overlapped, in a series of Venn diagrams that brought to mind the symbols for Audi (a Strategic Partner) or the Olympics (a distant cousin). He found it noteworthy that while the scientists were expected to present their ideas in terms that laymen could understand—“We’re expected to do science lite”—the economists and the financiers hadn’t indulged their scientific counterparts with any primer for the financial crisis or what was happening in Europe. This was, to his eyes, a sign that the scientists and philosophers were window dressing. “I never felt excluded,” he said. “But it suggests that ultimately this isn’t for us.” 


Each year, Viktor Pinchuk, the Ukrainian oligarch and friend of Bill Clinton, hosts a panel discussion at Davos, under the aegis of his charitable foundation. Last year, he invited the artists Olafur Eliasson and Jeff Koons to discuss philanthropy with a moderator, the novelist and Davos regular Paulo Coelho. (A writer griped to me, as if addressing Schwab, “You know, Klaus, there are other novelists.”) This year, the subject was “e-philanthropy”—that is, using the Internet to raise money. Davosians streamed into the Schweizerhof Hotel. Reedy waitresses gave out glasses of juice and champagne. A couple of hundred guests filed into a ballroom, and Pinchuk stood. “This is Internet. We really believe to the power of Internet, when increasing the efficiency of philanthropy,” he said. “We have here the best possible panel, the best people, the best specialists who can speak about it.” These were the Internet entrepreneur Sean Parker, Google’s Eric Schmidt, the Russian investor Yuri Milner, and Alec Ross, the tech adviser to Secretary of State Hillary Clinton. The moderator was Chelsea Clinton, who started off by addressing Ross: “Since you work for my mom, and I hope you’ll give her a good report . . .” 

“I’m sure I will, Chelsea. You’re off to a good start. You’re doing a good job.”

“Aw, shucks, thank you,” she said, and then her face went serious. “Given all the tumult and these existential questions that are being asked around the world about what is the role of government, what is the role of philanthropy, as power is being argued about, fought over, redistributed . . .” 

I looked around the room. Many of the people in the audience were on their BlackBerrys and iPhones. It seemed that Davos men and women attended sessions just to catch up on their e-mail—to take a break from talking to each other in order to e-mail each other about meeting up to talk later. There was considerable crowding at the rear of the hall. The back row is always popular for ease of exit. 

Ross was saying, “If there was one lesson I’ve learned in the last three years working for your mom and being witness to significant shifts in power around the world, it’s that there is a significant shift in geopolitical power globally right now, from hierarchies, like the nation-state, to individuals and networks of individuals. This is something that’s being accelerated by increasingly powerful and ubiquitous information networks.” 

Schmidt said something about giving people phones to empower them. This reminded Ross of an app that had enabled Africans to track the menstrual cycles of dairy cattle. 

After a while, some people got up to leave. One was Saul Perlmutter, the astrophysicist. Another was a man named Murat Sonmez, an executive at the Silicon Valley software firm Tibco. Sonmez, like Arbess, had attended Perlmutter’s talk that morning, called “Dark Forces at Play.” He had been astonished by Perlmutter’s description of the acceleration of the expansion of the universe, about how every time scientists look at the night sky through a powerful telescope they see the vestiges of events that occurred billions of years ago. 

They walked out together and headed down the Promenade, toward the Congress Hall. The sky had cleared. The mountains, newly covered in snow, sparkled beyond the rooftops. Snow misted down from the pines like pixie dust; now and then, as the sun warmed the boughs, clumps fell noiselessly to the street. Sonmez began to tell Perlmutter about Tibco and its expertise in sifting through and finding patterns in the acceleratingly expansive universe of digital data. Tibco had designed the data-sorting software for Amazon, Federal Express, Goldman Sachs, the Chicago Mercantile Exchange, eBay, the airlines, and the Department of Homeland Security. “We can prevent blackouts,” Sonmez was saying. “We can predict when a gambler at a slot machine will cease to be happy.” He explained how Tibco, on behalf of Harrah’s, had designed a system that can figure out when a gambler is about to encounter a loss of such magnitude that it will cause him to leave the casino and perhaps never come back. The casino’s Luck Ambassadors will then offer the gambler a free meal or a ticket to a show (Tibco’s software having determined that there are otherwise empty seats to fill or excess inventory to slough off), and distract the gambler long enough to entice him to return later, to continue losing money in palatable increments. At the moment, he said, Tibco was building an engine that will mimic the way the human brain recognizes patterns. 

Such wonders amazed even Perlmutter, a man who passes the hours considering the mysteries of the cosmos. It sounded like just the thing he’d been searching for. He spent his days engaged in a visual analysis of unstructured data—looking, as he put it, for a needle in a haystack. Perlmutter, who is at Berkeley, said that he would like to visit Tibco in Palo Alto and talk about ways in which Tibco might be able to help him understand the universe. Sonmez said that he would love to hire some of Perlmutter’s Ph.D.s. They exchanged cards, shook hands, and parted ways. ♦ 
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Viktor Bout made his first major foray into the weapons business in 1995, on a pleasant summer day in Bulgaria. A Russian entrepreneur who was then twenty-eight years old, he had flown to Sofia from Sharjah, the third-largest city in the United Arab Emirates, where he had lived for the previous two years. Sharjah was a kind of postmodern caravansary—as Bout told me recently, it was a place with “practically no law.” Although he had arrived in the Emirates not knowing much about Arab culture, he had a cosmopolitan ability to adapt to new circumstances. He was intending to enter the field of aviation. Supple with languages, he could flip among Russian, English, Portuguese, and Esperanto; today, he says, he can “read fifteen or sixteen languages, go to the market with nine or ten, and fluently speak five or six.” He started spending time at the cargo hangars at Sharjah’s international airport, got to know the pilots and crews, and soon formed an air-freight company, Air Cess, with a small fleet of Russian planes. 

In Sofia, Bout checked into the Park Hotel Moskva, a shabby, state-owned high-rise, and set out for the office of a Bulgarian arms dealer named Peter Mirchev. Bout was comfortable doing business almost anywhere, be it an Eastern European city or an African jungle airstrip. Air Cess was doing particularly well in Africa, where he sometimes worked with despotic regimes. Bout’s pilots flew televisions, air-conditioners, and expensive furniture from Sharjah to ragged African capitals, and delivered planeloads of West African francs from Senegal to surrounding countries. Air Cess had also begun shipping textiles and electronics from Sharjah to Afghanistan, a country that was then led by President Burhanuddin Rabbani. Bout had grown close to Rabbani’s defense minister, Ahmed Shah Massoud, whom Bout described to me as “a real revolutionary,” adding, “You could see the flame in his eyes.” Massoud was concerned about the advance of Taliban rebels, and one day his deputy asked Bout if he could also hustle guns. 

Bout, who had the brash confidence of the autodidact, didn’t have a source of weapons, but he knew that he could find one. A friend had recently given him the phone number of Mirchev, and Bout called him and introduced himself. As Mirchev recalls it, Bout faxed him a list of the Afghans’ requests. 

After Mirchev read it, he told Bout, “Come to Sofia.” 

Mirchev was just a few years older than Bout, but he was already an experienced arms broker. At the end of the Cold War, he had realized that Bulgaria’s weapons manufacturers, which had scant access to the global market, needed someone to “help them make connections to the world.” As Mirchev, whom I met recently in Sofia, told me, “Nobody spoke English. I did.” He had quickly become an important conduit for weapons exports. 

Bout arrived at Mirchev’s office, and they went out for dinner. Bout had a sly smile, and his blue eyes were offset by a brown mustache; he wore a sports jacket with an open-necked shirt. Mirchev, a small man with boxy cheeks, liked him, but was struck by his illiteracy in the arms trade. “He didn’t know anything,” Mirchev told me. “He mistaked the calibres, he mistaked the systems, he mistaked the weapons.” 

After dinner, Mirchev and Bout went for drinks at an outdoor café, on a cobblestoned street canopied with tram lines, and hashed out a business plan. Mirchev proposed that he would manage the supply side, while Bout would handle the transportation. Bout agreed. “Viktor is a fast learner and he is very easy with the contacts,” Mirchev told me. “He could reach the right people at any time.” 

The Afghan weapons contracts were dauntingly large. “They were faced with war, they needed us badly,” Mirchev said. I asked him about the scale of the shipments. “How many tons?” he said. “I never calculated tons. I calculated money. It was huge.” And, for Bout, it was just the beginning: within five years, he would be known as the world’s preëminent arms trafficker. 


From a young age, Bout, who grew up in the Soviet backwater of Dushanbe, Tajikistan, yearned to see the world. The son of an auto mechanic and a bookkeeper, he honed his English, in part, by listening to ABBA and Chicago records. As a teen-ager, he explored two common ways out: sports and the military. First, he travelled around the Soviet Union playing competitive volleyball. He eventually quit, he told me, to have more time for girls. At the age of eighteen, Bout was conscripted into the Soviet Army, and he spent two years with an infantry brigade in western Ukraine. When his term ended, he applied to the Military Institute of Foreign Languages, in Moscow. He was accepted, and studied Portuguese there. 

Stephen Blank, an expert on the Soviet and Russian military at the Army War College, calls the institute a “breeding ground” for intelligence officers. Bout insists that he never was a spy, but Mirchev, a former C.I.A. officer, and a Ukrainian organized-crime figure all told me that Bout once worked for the Soviets’ foreign-military-intelligence directorate, or G.R.U. 

In 1988, Bout left the institute and went to Mozambique, a former Portuguese colony, with a group of Soviet military advisers. One evening in Maputo, at a function at the Soviet Embassy, he began a conversation with a woman named Alla Protassova. She was in Mozambique with her husband, a translator for the local Soviet trade mission. “Viktor is a very active, energetic person,” Alla told me. “He drags you in.” She moved back to Russia with her husband. Soon after, she left him, and in 1991 married Bout, who had returned to Moscow. 

The Soviet Union dissolved that year. Amid a collapsing economy and Boris Yeltsin’s haphazard Presidency, criminal gangs, which had previously been confined to prisons, flourished. There were now many ways to become rich in Russia, but Bout was driven more by wanderlust than by money. He and Alla moved from Moscow to Sharjah, and launched the air-freight company. They were soon living in a spacious seaside villa. 

In August, 1995, a few months after Bout started his partnership with Peter Mirchev, Taliban MIGs forced down one of Bout’s airplanes, near Kandahar. The Taliban took hostage the plane’s Russian pilots and crew. During the next year, Bout and officials from Moscow tried to secure the men’s freedom; Bout even met with the Taliban leader Mullah Omar. The Russians finally made it out of the country. The details remain elusive. Bout says that the crew escaped, and denies accusations that he cut a deal to shift his business from Rabbani and Massoud to the Taliban. 

In 1997, Bout moved to Johannesburg. He and Alla, now the parents of a young girl, took up residence in a walled mansion with two swimming pools. Bout began seeking a runway, for business purposes, and in the process he befriended a white South African named Andrew Smulian. Fifty-six years old, Smulian had a phlegmy voice and a white mustache that hooked around his mouth. He owned an air-freight business that occasionally shipped arms. 

Bout treated Smulian as a mentor, calling him babu—Swahili for “grandfather.” With Smulian’s assistance, Bout found an office and an airstrip in Pietersburg, two hundred miles northeast of Johannesburg, and established companies in Swaziland and Zambia. (Bout eventually built a network of thirty companies around the world; some of them were fronts, investigators say.) 

Later that year, Bout took Smulian to the International Defense Exhibition and Conference, or IDEX, which is held biennially in Abu Dhabi. At IDEX, the latest military hardware, from tanks to stun grenades, is on display; the show attracts government representatives, defense contractors, and arms brokers, who often form relationships there. At the exhibition, Bout introduced Smulian to Mikhail Kalashnikov, the creator of the AK-47, and Mirchev, who was scouting for potential clients. Mirchev told me that he found Smulian abrasive and “very satisfied with himself.” 

As Bout’s roster of legitimate clients and contracts grew, he also pursued opportunities in the “gray market”—where legal goods are moved by illegal, or at least questionable, means. (Buying an iPad from Best Buy is legal, but buying one in the parking lot behind Best Buy, without paying tax, places you in the gray market.) Dealing arms is not inherently illegal: last year, the United States exported forty-six billion dollars’ worth of weaponry. Legitimate transactions require a document called an “end-user certificate,” which identifies the buyer. The weapons trade enters the gray market when weapons are transferred from a legitimate buyer to countries or militant groups that have been placed under sanctions. Often, this involves forging end-user certificates. 

One country where Bout entered the gray market was Angola. Civil war had broken out there in 1975, between the government’s Marxist militias and rebel forces led by Jonas Savimbi. In 1994, the U.S. oversaw a peace treaty, and the U.N. was imposing sanctions prohibiting arms transfers to Savimbi’s faction, known as UNITA. Bout initially transported sardines, flour, potatoes, beer, whiskey, and cooking oil to UNITA territories. By 1998, the peace treaty had begun to unravel, and Savimbi wanted guns. Bout met with Savimbi. “He was so charismatic,” Bout recalls. Soon afterward, Mirchev told me, Bout began trafficking crates of rocket-propelled grenades, AK-47s, and mortars to UNITA, along with armored personnel carriers. Mirchev, who said that one contract with Savimbi was worth a hundred million dollars, arranged the shipments from Burgas, on the Black Sea. The city’s airport had cheaper logistics costs than other Bulgarian airports, and had a runway capable of handling an Ilyushin-76, one of Bout’s largest planes. Mirchev said that although Bout remained above all a transporter and a “matchmaker,” he had also become “very knowledgeable about the matériel.” 

Bout admitted to me that he delivered weapons to Togo and Zaire, whose governments were friendly to UNITA. But he insisted that he never delivered arms into UNITA-held territory inside Angola. 

Witney Schneidman, at the time the Deputy Assistant Secretary of State for African Affairs, says that intelligence reports from the C.I.A. and the National Security Administration began piling up on his desk, documenting the movement of Bout’s planes in and out of Angola. Schneidman, who once termed Bout “the personification of evil,” told me that Bout was “directly undermining our efforts to bring peace.” At the same time that Bout was delivering weapons to Savimbi’s forces, Schneidman said, he was also flying arms to the Angolan government. I asked Bout whether Savimbi knew about his mixed allegiance. Of course, Bout said. Didn’t Savimbi mind? “If I didn’t do it, someone else would,” Bout said. 

Officials in Washington began to see Bout as the quintessential figure of transnational crime. He was distinguished not by cruelty or ruthlessness but by cunning amorality. “If he wasn’t doing arms and all the vile stuff, he would be a damn good businessman,” Andreas Morgner, a sanctions expert at the Treasury Department, said. 

Bout’s trade gave him an outsized role in matters of war and peace. He neither shied from the pressure nor took sides. He flew Belgian peacekeepers into Somalia, and after the 1994 genocide in Rwanda, he says, he brought French troops into eastern Congo. Not long after, with the help of Mirchev and others, he was transporting arms from Russia, Bulgaria, and Iran into conflict zones. 

In the fall of 1998, four years after the Rwandan genocide, Bout began transporting arms to Rwanda. Mirchev contracted with the Rwandan government to supply arms, and Bout ferried them from Burgas to Kigali. (Employees passing through Kigali stayed at the InterContinental hotel, where Bout had rented all the rooms on the top two floors.) But not all the arms stayed in Rwanda. The country’s Tutsi-led government was backing Tutsi militias next door, in the eastern part of the Democratic Republic of Congo, against Congo’s President, Laurent Kabila. Some of the weapons were being diverted, aboard Bout’s airplanes, into the hands of rebels in Congo. At the time, Congo was not under sanctions; nevertheless, Bout and Mirchev contributed to a conflict that ultimately entangled eight African nations. 

James Roberts, a pilot who worked for Bout, has said that he witnessed ammunition boxes, Russian rocket-propelled-grenade launchers, and Japanese pickup trucks with mounted machine guns being “driven up onto the ramp” of an Ilyushin-76, along with Rwandan soldiers marching “three abreast, double-time.” Bout, he said, sometimes stood on the tarmac as the cargo was loaded. The flights landed in either Goma or Kisangani, eastern Congolese cities where Rwandan-backed militias were strong. According to a 2008 International Rescue Committee report, Congo’s civil war caused several million deaths—more than any other conflict since the Second World War. 

By the late nineties, Air Cess, Bout’s flagship, had become a leading air-freight company. His fleet included almost thirty aircraft, and he was a multimillionaire employing some three hundred people. At one point, Air Cess ranked second, after Lufthansa, in the volume of cargo shipped into and out of Sharjah. He had established a passenger airline in the Central African Republic, was leasing Russian passenger and cargo planes to Muammar Qaddafi’s government, in Libya, and was transporting weapons into war zones. And no one was doing anything to stop him. 


In 1999, Peter Hain, the minister of state for Africa in Britain’s Foreign Office, began warning British officials about Viktor Bout. Hain saw British soldiers in Sierra Leone coming under increasingly sophisticated attacks and ambushes. The weapons used by rebels, many of them drunk or stoned boys, had evolved from machetes to AK-47s. In November of 2000, Hain, addressing lawmakers in the House of Commons, lambasted “sanctions-busters” who delivered weapons to Sierra Leone and Angola. Bout, he declared, was the worst of them, a “merchant of death.” 

The U.N. had already dispatched inspectors to Angola, to investigate how weapons were reaching UNITA rebels. In December, the U.N. published its report. Citing Bulgarian government sources, it claimed that “large quantities of different types of weapons” were being shipped from Bulgaria to Togo. The panel of investigators found that all the end-user certificates had been forged; each shipment had been brokered by Mirchev’s company; in all but one case, Air Cess had handled the transport. 

Plausible deniability is a tenet of faith in the arms business. “My obligation is to put stuff inside the plane,” Mirchev told me. “From there, I don’t give a shit where the plane will go.” Similarly, Bout told me, “My job was to bring shipments from Bulgaria to Zaire, and then to Togo. . . . I did it. I understood my limits.” He added, “How, after that, someone else wants to squeeze it? That’s not my business.” In this view, he and Mirchev were not doing anything wrong; they were simply filling gaps in the global economy. 

Ten months later, the U.N. issued a report on Liberia, which further implicated Bout’s companies in evading sanctions. (Bout denies working with Liberia’s leader at the time, Charles Taylor, who stands accused of many war crimes.) The report identified some of Bout’s top associates, including his older brother, Sergei; Pavel Popov, a talented pianist from Moldova, who handled Bout’s operations in the Central African Republic; and Sergei Denissenko, a graduate of the Military Institute of Foreign Languages, who spoke Chinese and acted as Bout’s deputy. An earlier report had named Richard Chichakli, a Syrian-born American citizen, as Bout’s “chief financial manager.” Bout had met Chichakli, a U.S. Army veteran, in Sharjah, where Chichakli had operated a tax-free enclave. Chichakli had since established an accounting practice in Richardson, Texas. 

The U.N. reports carried no legal weight: the extent of their impact was to “name and shame.” But Bout was doing discreet work for powerful people. After the U.S. government began putting pressure on Emirati authorities, Bout split his holdings with his brother Sergei, and returned home to Moscow, where he bought a large, unfinished house on a two-and-a-half-acre plot outside the city. “I wasn’t interested in building an empire,” Bout told me. 

Bout wasn’t the only notorious businessman living in the area, presumably under some form of state protection. Russian authorities failed to hand over Semion Mogilevich, a Ukrainian wanted by the F.B.I. on money-laundering and fraud charges. Similarly, when Belgium issued a warrant, in 2002, through Interpol, for Bout’s arrest on money-laundering charges, the Russians didn’t comply. (The case eventually collapsed.) 

Nevertheless, Bout felt the pressure from abroad. In 2003, he told a Times Magazine reporter, half jokingly, that he was “second only to Osama” on America’s most-wanted list. A year later, the Bush Administration filed an executive order targeting the finances of Liberia’s Charles Taylor, his top aides, and two European arms dealers: Bout and Leonid Minin. (Italian police had already arrested Minin, a Ukrainian, outside Milan, in a hotel room with four prostitutes, half a million dollars’ worth of diamonds, a pile of cocaine, and several fabricated end-user certificates.) On April 26, 2005, the Office of Foreign Assets Control (OFAC), in the Treasury Department, unveiled sanctions aimed at Bout, thirty companies associated with him, and Chichakli. Any assets in the U.S. would be frozen, and future transactions inside the country, or through American banks, would be blocked. 

That morning, F.B.I. agents went to Chichakli’s home, in Texas, to search his office. They confiscated his computer, bank records, flight journals, a copy of Bout’s passport, and more than two hundred thousand dollars’ worth of diamonds. No criminal charges were filed, however, and a week later Chichakli flew to Russia, where he has been living ever since. 

Soon after the raid, Department of Defense officials entered the names of the companies under sanctions into their databases. They made a surprising discovery: some of Bout’s companies were now delivering tents and frozen food to troops in Iraq. His planes had flown dozens of times in and out of Baghdad, according to flight records, and Bout was profiting from it. The Pentagon eventually voided the relevant contracts, but, by then, the war in Iraq had helped Viktor Bout get back on his feet. 


Though Bout had avoided the press while he was abroad, he became a media sensation in Russia. After the Belgian warrant was issued, he appeared on Echo Moskvy, a popular radio station. “Why should I be afraid?” he said. “In my life, I did not do anything that I should be concerned about.” Bout began leaving a trail of inconsistent statements. He either refused to address difficult matters—“It’s not a question to discuss what we transported”—or lied outright. During a 2005 televised interview, he insisted that he had never interacted with Taliban leaders, but the interviewer pressed him, and two minutes later he sighed and acknowledged having met Mullah Omar. During the same interview, he said that he had never trafficked weapons and no longer worked in the aviation sector. At the time, he was operating an avionics facility northwest of Moscow. 

U.S. officials weren’t sure if Bout was still running guns. It was becoming increasingly difficult to separate his actions from his myth. (In 2005, Nicolas Cage starred in “Lord of War,” a film about an amoral arms dealer clearly modelled on Bout.) Some unsubstantiated reports about Bout’s activities made startling claims, suggesting that his planes had shuttled Al Qaeda’s gold reserves out of Afghanistan after the American invasion, that he had supplied armor-piercing rockets to Hezbollah, and that he had armed the Islamic Courts Union in Somalia. 

Not long after Bout moved to Moscow, U.N. researchers were dispatched to eastern Congo to look for evidence of sanctions violations. One investigator, Christian Dietrich, recalls seeing many of Bout’s airplanes, but random inspections turned up only legitimate cargo. Peter Danssaert, of the International Peace Information Service—a think tank in Antwerp focussed on arms transfers—also spent years tracking Bout, but he, too, did not come across any proof of criminality. 

Whether Bout had withdrawn from the weapons trade or simply gone underground, the U.S. sanctions had an impact: international markets were increasingly closed to him. “If you work in dollars, everything goes to the U.S.,” Bout later said. Even so, he found ways to game the system. He boasted of having “friends” at banks, who could alert him twenty-four hours before a block was placed on his accounts. And Chichakli told me in an e-mail that working around sanctions levied by the Office of Foreign Assets Control “is easier than buying a hamburger at McDonald’s.” In fact, he said, being targeted by OFAC automatically makes you “an accredited and trusted friend to any entity that despises the U.S. government and its political agenda and propaganda. You can make a very decent living solely because your name appears on the OFAC list. I can testify to that firsthand.” 

At the very least, Bout’s original fleet of planes was no longer fully active. According to Bout’s lawyer, two planes were “gathering dust” in Congo. Three sat, abandoned, in the Emirates. One of them, a hulking Ilyushin-76, had been turned into a billboard for the Palma Beach Hotel in Umm al-Quwain, thirty miles northeast of Dubai. “Sometimes we have to face the reality of the present world,” Bout wrote in 2006 to his old friend Andrew Smulian. Bout wanted to establish a low-cost airline in Russia, comparable to JetBlue, but was unable to raise sufficient capital in cash. With narrower horizons, Bout bought five acres in Maykop, a Russian town near the Black Sea, where he planned to develop an organic farm producing arugula and goat cheese. “It’s hard to find good rucola in Russia,” he told me. 


One day in the summer of 2007, Juan Zarate left the White House and headed to the Drug Enforcement Administration’s headquarters, in Crystal City, Virginia. Previously, Zarate had worked at the Treasury Department, where he had obsessively monitored Bout’s finances. Now, as a counterterrorism adviser to President George W. Bush, he wondered what else could be done to stop Bout. “The D.E.A. had begun to prove that it could go after veritable untouchables and bring them to justice in pretty dramatic and important ways,” Zarate told me. Weeks earlier, agents from the D.E.A.’s Special Operations Division had arrested Monzer al-Kassar, a Syrian arms trafficker living in Spain, through an elaborate overseas sting. Zarate sat down with Mike Braun, the D.E.A.’s chief of operations, along with several agents. Zarate recalls being “pretty explicit” about the difficulties of catching Bout, who rarely left Russia. Zarate offered Braun a steak dinner if his guys could pull it off. 

The D.E.A. agents concocted a scheme, borrowing heavily from the scenario that had netted Kassar. Undercover operatives, posing as members of Colombia’s main rebel group, the FARC, would entice Bout, through intermediaries, with the prospect of a multimillion-dollar arms deal. The State Department designates the FARC as a foreign terrorist organization; because much of the FARC’s funds derive from the drug trade, the D.E.A. takes the lead on most cases related to the group. The undercover agents would insist on meeting Bout somewhere outside Russia, and catch him on tape discussing a shipment of surface-to-air missiles to the FARC, for the purpose of killing American troops in Colombia. (For decades, Washington has backed the Colombian government, sending American commandos, agents, and intelligence officers to assist police and military officials there.) 

If Bout went along with the deal, it would prove that he remained in the weapons trade, and place him in potential violation of four federal statutes: conspiring to kill U.S. nationals; conspiring to kill U.S. federal officers; conspiring to acquire anti-aircraft missiles; and conspiring to provide material support to a foreign terrorist organization. The U.S. allows federal agents to entice foreigners overseas into breaking American laws, and then capture them. It is one of only a few countries to do so. 

Braun told me that, in planning such a plot, “you’re looking to identify weak links in the group.” The agents singled out Andrew Smulian, the South African, as their best bet. Smulian was sixty-seven, and, by his own admission, “broker than broke.” He had sold his company and was working in the front office of a hypodermic-needle factory in Tanzania. He and Bout had not seen each other in nearly a decade, though they had stayed in touch through e-mails and phone calls. Lately, Smulian had begun corresponding with Bout about prospective investments in Tanzania, including building a casino, importing cashews, and supplying the Tanzanian military with helicopters, tanks, and ships. Bout had contacted Russia’s defense export agency to see whether it would fulfill such a legal arms transfer; he was awaiting word. 

In November, 2007, the D.E.A. launched its sting. Mike Snow, a Congo-based businessman who was friendly with both Smulian and Bout through the aviation industry, had become a D.E.A. informant. Snow wrote an e-mail to Smulian. Referring to Bout as “Boris,” as they did when using insecure communications, Snow said, “May have a deal for Boris, could your guy get you and me to go see him?” Smulian forwarded Snow’s request to Bout. 

“Seems they are looking for some ‘agricultural stuff,’ ” Smulian wrote. 

Bout replied four hours later. “About ‘agricultural stuff’ all possible. What is needed??? You can proceed.” 

Smulian flew to Curaçao, and on January 10, 2008, he went to the tiki bar at the Hilton, where he met with Snow and two undercover operatives posing as FARC representatives. One operative, a convicted Colombian cocaine smuggler who called himself Ricardo, spoke only Spanish; the other, called Carlos, spoke English, and did most of the talking. He knew how to build a case, having worked with the U.S. government on some hundred and fifty undercover assignments. He also knew the world of drugs and guns. Born in Guatemala, Carlos had joined the Army there in the early nineties, then moved into military intelligence. He soon began trafficking drugs, moving, by his estimate, more than six thousand pounds of cocaine. He eventually turned himself in and presented his services to the D.E.A., which has since paid him more than one and a half million dollars. For his work on the Kassar case, in which he posed as a FARC logistics man, the State Department gave Carlos seven million dollars. 

At the tiki bar, Carlos and Ricardo told Smulian that they were eager to acquire Iglas—Russian-made shoulder-fired missiles—to target helicopters flown by American pilots. Carlos declared that they had plenty of cash and could cover all of Smulian’s expenses. Smulian said that acquiring Iglas was beyond his means, but added that he knew someone in Moscow—a Russian, whom he described as a “top dog.” Smulian told Carlos, who was wearing a surveillance device, that the Russian “doesn’t like gringos.” 

Carlos insisted on meeting the Russian. “We want to talk face-to-face, to see that this is for real,” he said. Smulian balked: the Russian was “protected at the very top” and “really close” with President Vladimir Putin. But, from what Smulian understood, that protection applied only inside Russia. Smulian needed to talk it over with the Russian. He left Curaçao the next day and headed to Moscow. 

Bout met him at Moscow’s Sheremetyevo Airport. It was a cold and overcast morning, and Bout was wearing a striped sweater and a long brown coat. Both men had aged since their last meeting. Bout was more than forty pounds overweight, with a puffy face and short brown hair that stood on end. And he was shocked by his old friend’s appearance—Smulian, dishevelled and dirty, looked “like a bum.” Though it was the middle of winter, he was wearing a short-sleeved shirt. 

Bout drove Smulian into Moscow in a black Mercedes. On the way, they stopped to shop: Bout bought Smulian an overcoat, along with pants, shoes, neckties, and shirts. They had lunch near Red Square and posed for photographs in front of Lenin’s Tomb. Later, Bout dropped Smulian off at his hotel. 

The next day, Bout brought Smulian to his dacha in Golitsyno, a town west of Moscow. The house, which had four bedrooms, was surprisingly modest: it was clad in beige vinyl siding. As Smulian later recalled, they sat down in Bout’s study. As snow fell outside, Alla brought in tea, then left the men alone. Smulian summarized the meeting in Curaçao and described the prospective deal with the FARC. 

Bout said that he didn’t work with drug dealers. Smulian stressed that, although the FARC sold cocaine, Carlos and Ricardo had portrayed the group’s fight as political, not criminal. Bout thought it over. There was a glut in the arms market, he said, and profit margins were down, to the point that more money could be made selling cashews. Yet the Colombians seemed desperate, and Bout hoped that he might even persuade them to buy some of his old planes. He told Smulian to press on, but urged him to proceed cautiously, discarding mobile phones, SIM cards, restaurant receipts, and the like. 

Finally, they discussed the weapons. Where could they obtain Iglas? Smulian inquired about Mirchev, and Bout called him. They began speaking in Russian. The word igla is Russian for “needle.” Talking in code, Bout asked Mirchev whether any “sewing devices” were available. Mirchev said that he knew of a hundred or so “sewing devices” in Ukraine. Bout turned to Smulian and said, in English, “A hundred pieces available immediately.” 

I asked Mirchev what else he remembered about the call. Before hanging up, he said, Bout told him, “We shall work together again soon.” 


After two days in Moscow, Smulian met Carlos in Copenhagen. Smulian was looking forward to a substantial payday. The arrangement called for Smulian and Snow to share a fifteen-per-cent commission for a deal worth less than a million dollars, ten per cent for a deal between one and two million, and five per cent for a deal exceeding two million. “If you are who you say you are, who you told me you are, the assistance will be a lot,” Smulian told Carlos. Bout had calculated that the FARC’s “uptake” of arms could reach a hundred tons. He was asking for between fifteen and twenty million dollars for the deal. 

Carlos offered to introduce Smulian to the FARC leadership—“if you want to go to the middle of the jungle.” 

“No,” Smulian said, amiably. During the meeting in Russia, he noted, Bout had determined that an airdrop was the best method for delivery. “They can put forty tons into a football field, on the dot,” Smulian boasted. They would do so at night, “so the gringos can’t see peanuts.” Carlos seemed convinced, and wanted to know when he could see Bout. They agreed to meet in Romania, a few days later. 

The D.E.A. agents had chosen Romania because they knew that local authorities would let them tap phones. Bout, meanwhile, worked on getting a visa, but being tracked by the U.S. had dulled his adventurism. He told Smulian that Romania was “not a very easy place for me,” and suggested meeting in Montenegro, Moldova, or Armenia. Wary of anyplace where Bout felt comfortable, the agents insisted on Bucharest. “Fucking shit, you know?” Bout told Smulian. “It’s not safe for me.” Finally, after ten days, the D.E.A. agent supervising the sting, Louis Milione, packed up, reasoning that if they lingered indefinitely they wouldn’t seem real. 

Two weeks later, Carlos called Bout. “ Buenos tardes,” he said. “We’re going to Thailand. I don’t know if it’s possible for you to go there.” The agents had built a productive relationship with Thai law-enforcement officials, and knew that Russian citizens could visit the country without a visa. (Bout had previously travelled there for an air-transportation convention.) 

Bout booked a ticket to Bangkok and reserved a room at the Sofitel. Like all successful entrepreneurs, he knew that a man is only as good as his latest success. South American politics were new to him. He logged on to his computer and researched his clients. He spent the next two weeks studying up on the FARC, reading its manifesto and learning about its leaders. On the night of March 5th, Bout and a bodyguard boarded Aeroflot Flight 553—an overnight trip to Thailand. 


Shortly after 10 A.M. the next day, Bout stepped out of the terminal at Bangkok’s Suvarnabhumi Airport, with a Lonely Planet guide to Colombia in his suitcase. The air was humid and sticky; he wore an orange polo shirt, khakis, and sneakers. He hailed a cab and headed toward the Sofitel. 

D.E.A. agents and their Thai partners arrived at the hotel throughout the morning; they came by ones and twos, to deflect suspicion. They converted a room on the twentieth floor into a command center. Presuming that Bout had indeed worked for the G.R.U., the agents thought that he would detect traditional surveillance techniques, so they didn’t follow his taxi. Instead, an informant observed near a toll booth, and another crouched beside a disabled car on the highway. Bout didn’t seem concerned about being spotted; he submitted legitimate documents to airport immigration officials. Was he being reckless? Or did he have deep connections in Thailand? 

At the Sofitel, Bout found Smulian, Carlos, and Snow at the mezzanine bar. “ Mucho gusto,” Bout said to Carlos, who was wearing a wire. Bout ordered a hot tea with lemon. “I’m very sorry to what happened a few days ago,” he said to Carlos—a reference to a Colombian military attack that had killed Raúl Reyes, a top FARC commander. Losing friends, Bout said, is “very serious.” 

He, Smulian, and Carlos took the elevator to the twenty-seventh floor, where they were joined by Ricardo. The four men entered a conference room with a floor-to-ceiling window, and sat around a long table with an arrangement of lilies at the center. Bout reached for a pen and pad. “Let’s make a list of your needs,” he said. 

Ricardo, who had been introduced as a comandante—a field commander for the FARC—said, “I need anti-aircraft missiles that I can operate against Apaches.” 

“How many?” Bout said. He jotted down weapons and quantities, in a mixture of Russian, English, and Spanish: a hundred Iglas; five thousand AK-47s; ten million rounds of ammunition; two hundred and fifty Dragunov sniper rifles; twenty thousand fragmentation grenades; seven hundred and forty mortars; two kinds of rocket-propelled grenades. 

Carlos inquired about C-4 plastic explosives. 

“How many tons do you need?” Bout replied.

Carlos and Ricardo said that a ton would be enough. 

“We have five,” Bout said. 

Gunrunners are full of bluster—what Bout’s lawyer later called “puffing.” Bout offered to supply the FARC with drones and with ultralight aircraft outfitted with grenade launchers, which were “very good to bring down helicopters.” When I described this to Mirchev, he laughed, calling the notion of an armored ultralight “bullshit from a technical point of view.” A drone was more plausible. But where would Bout have got one? “From me,” Mirchev said. 

At one point, Bout pulled a map from his briefcase and spread it out on the table. Bout told Carlos and Ricardo that they needed to find an official—perhaps someone from Nicaragua—who could sign an end-user certificate, make a payment, then “take out your things.” Bout said, “It’s a job that’s a bit political, a bit commercial, and a bit intelligent, you know?” If they didn’t proceed carefully, they were going to “create a scandal.” 

Supposing that a Nicaraguan official could produce a certificate, and that the aircraft would fly there first, Bout leaned over the map and drew his finger southeast from Nicaragua, across Colombia, stopping in Manaus, a city in northern Brazil. After dropping the weapons into the FARC-controlled jungle, Bout explained, the plane would land in Manaus, and, as a cover, load up sacks of flour and crates of fruit. 

Ricardo reacted with delight. “Those gringo sons of bitches!” he said. “They’re not going to kill us in our sleep anymore.” 

“Gringos are enemies,” Bout agreed. “For me, it’s not business—it’s my fight.” He told them that he had been fighting the U.S. for “ten to fifteen years,” calling it “one person’s resistance.” The room erupted in laughter. 

Moments after Bout and Carlos stood up to shake hands and close the deal, Thai policemen and D.E.A. agents burst through the conference-room door, weapons drawn. “Hands up!” the Thais commanded. “You’re under arrest!” Bout raised his arms and was shoved against a wall, his legs spread. 

A few minutes later, Tom Pasquarello, the D.E.A.’s regional director in Bangkok, walked into the room and found Bout sitting calmly at the table. Pasquarello introduced himself and asked him if he knew what was going on. “The game is over,” Bout said. Pasquarello paused, unsure whether Bout was talking about his own career, the undercover charade, or something else. “I’ve seen people in these situations many times before,” Pasquarello told me. “Sometimes they are angry. Sometimes they are combative. Sometimes they are emotional. Viktor was relaxed. It’s a memory that still plays out in my head. Everything that had just happened—the D.E.A. agents, his life going up in flames—and he doesn’t break a sweat. It was like he was just sitting down to read the newspaper.” 

Smulian was considerably less composed. Led to his hotel room, he watched Thai investigators inspect his belongings while Robert Zachariasiewicz, another D.E.A. agent, interviewed him and explained the charges he faced. The conspiracy to acquire anti-aircraft missiles alone carried a minimum mandatory sentence of twenty-five years. (There is no parole in the U.S. federal system.) Smulian, who faced the prospect of sharing a prison cell in Thailand with Bout, flipped, and agreed to testify against him in exchange for a lenient sentence. He boarded a plane for New York City shortly after midnight, and was placed under arrest when he arrived at J.F.K. (Some of Bout’s friends suspect that Smulian was working for the Americans all along. Smulian, as part of his plea agreement, is barred from speaking to journalists.) 

A little after 5 P.M., Zachariasiewicz and two other agents questioned Bout at a Bangkok police station. Bout sat in a chair, his legs outstretched, his lips pursed, his bound hands folded in his lap. Zachariasiewicz told him that Carlos and Ricardo were undercover agents and had taped the conversation. 

“If everything is recorded, then you have everything,” Bout said. “You have all the cards on the table.” 


While prosecutors from the U.S. Attorney’s office in Manhattan debriefed Smulian, Bout spent his days in an overcrowded Bangkok jail cell. He made a point of not learning Thai; he feared that doing so would undermine his status as a foreigner in a Bangkok courtroom. Instead, he used the time to study Sanskrit, Hindi, and Persian. Meanwhile, he fought his extradition to the U.S. 

He had powerful supporters. The Russian government denounced the charges against Bout, and protested to the Thai Ambassador in Moscow. American officials became aware of more nefarious efforts to secure Bout’s freedom. In a cable released by WikiLeaks, Eric John, the American Ambassador to Thailand, wrote that there were “disturbing indications” that Bout’s “Russian supporters have been using money and influence in an attempt to block extradition.” In December, 2008, a Thai naval captain testified in a Bangkok courtroom that Bout had come to the city to assess the functionality of a submarine port. The captain, it was later revealed, had been put up to the scheme by a purported G.R.U. asset—the son of a retired Thai admiral. Facing pressure from the U.S. Embassy, the Thai Navy said that Bout had not come to the country on official business. 

On December 22, 2008, nine months after Bout was arrested, he testified in court. Street hawkers squatted nearby, selling pirated DVDs of “Lord of War,” featuring a photograph of Bout, in prison garb, superimposed next to Nicolas Cage. Under oath, Bout told a Thai judge that Smulian had reserved the Sofitel conference room so that he could meet four foreigners interested in buying two of his used airplanes. About fifteen minutes later, Bout recalled, he was placed under arrest. (Bout, Smulian, Carlos, and Ricardo spoke for more than ninety minutes.) “No one clearly said that they were members of the FARC,” Bout told the judge. “There was no discussion of selling weapons.” 

After more than two years of legal wrangling, the Thai court approved Bout’s extradition. On November 15, 2010, a team of D.E.A. agents arrived in Bangkok. Security was tight. Pasquarello, the D.E.A. agent, said, “The Russians knew we had Viktor’s laptop and knew all about his weapons-trafficking activities. And they had already spent considerable clout and resources trying to get him out of prison. Were they going to try and break him free on the way to the airport? Or try to assassinate him?” 

So the D.E.A. employed a decoy. On the morning of November 16th, a motorcade of police vehicles left Bang Kwang prison, where Bout was being held, and headed to Suvarnabhumi Airport. Reporters followed. Minutes later, a second convoy, without lights or sirens, drove to Dong Muang, a military airport. Bout sat, shackled, in the back seat of an S.U.V. with tinted windows, wearing a ballistic helmet. Once he arrived inside the terminal, American officials removed his helmet. Bout’s hair had grown moppish, and his mustache was caterpillar-thick. 

As the agents ushered Bout toward the plane, he suddenly whirled around. “Where is Derek?” he asked, referring to Derek Odney, a Bangkok-based D.E.A. agent he had got to know. For the first time since the sting, Bout looked vulnerable. 

He spotted Odney and asked, “Are you going with me?” 

“I’m going with you—don’t worry,” Odney said. 

On the trip to New York, Bout borrowed a flight attendant’s iPod and listened to classical music: Tchaikovsky, Beethoven, Bach. The plane landed at Westchester County Airport at night. When Bout stepped off the plane, escorted by two D.E.A. agents, it was the first time that he had ever been on American soil. Cameras flashed. He squeezed into an armored car and made the trip to Manhattan. “They brought me into New York like I was an atom bomb,” he said. 


On October 12, 2011, the first day of Bout’s trial, the line to enter the Daniel Patrick Moynihan United States Courthouse extended around the side of the building. “I’ve never seen it like this,” a visitor mumbled to a marshal near the door. “Trial of the century, they say,” the marshal replied. 

The courtroom, on the fifteenth floor, was overcrowded, with journalists sitting on folding chairs in the aisles. Bout wore a gray pin-striped suit and a navy tie. Deep wrinkles creased the sides of his mouth; since being arrested, he had shed almost fifty pounds. Alla Bout, who was renting an apartment in Manhattan for the trial, told me, “He looks terrible.” Bout scanned those in attendance, mouthing something to Alla and nodding to several Russian reporters. 

Bout sat next to his attorneys, Albert Dayan and Ken Kaplan. Dayan, the lead lawyer, was a young, streetwise Bukharan Jew from Queens; he tended to wear the kind of plaid suits more appropriate for “SportsCenter,” and his rhetorical style sometimes evoked “My Cousin Vinny.” When Bout had first declared his interest in hiring a lawyer, Manhattan’s leading attorneys had filed through. Bout consulted Gerald Shargel, whom prosecutors once described as the “house counsel” to the Gambino crime family, and Ivan Fisher, who had represented major Mafia figures. Then Bout met with Dayan and Kaplan, a more seasoned attorney. Dayan, who speaks Russian, told Bout that he believed in his innocence. And Kaplan, as the secondary attorney, offered a cut rate, which accommodated Bout’s ostensibly dire economic situation. Bout hired them, and his brother Sergei helped arrange for legal payments. 

Dayan was pleased that Bout had drawn Judge Shira Scheindlin, who has a reputation for making prosecutors’ lives difficult. Indeed, while ruling on a pretrial motion, she was critical of the D.E.A., implying that the agents who arrested Bout had lied under oath, and agreeing with Bout’s assertion that he had been threatened with “disease, hunger, heat, and rape” if he did not coöperate. (A day later, in a reworded ruling, she softened her attack on the D.E.A.) Before the trial began, Scheindlin ruled that references to “Lord of War” would be struck, as well as mentions of Libya and Rwanda, which she termed “buzzwords.” A month before the trial started, Dayan and I spoke on the phone. He predicted, “It’s going to be a brawl.” 

As Dayan stepped onto the podium that first morning, he appeared solemn and tired. “The very profound truth is that Viktor Bout never wanted, never intended, and was never going to sell arms to anyone in this case,” he said. “Everything will be laid out before you.” In Dayan’s telling, Bout wasn’t negotiating an arms deal with the FARC; rather, he was “baiting them along with promises of arms,” hoping to sell two cargo jets “gathering dust” in Congo. In other words, Bout and the D.E.A. had been trying to trick each other—it was a “two-way, real-life con game.” Dayan said that Carlos and Ricardo were disingenuous, and described them as acting “desperate” and “stupid.” He didn’t call a single witness. 

There was one potentially winnable argument: questioning the notion that Bout was a terrorist bent on killing Americans. Bout may have clung to a certain Cold War provincialism and cynicism about American foreign policy, but his behavior was too pragmatic to be ideologically tagged. Sanjivan Ruprah, a former associate of Bout’s, told American authorities in 2001 that Bout was prepared to facilitate the U.S. invasion of Afghanistan by providing arms to the Northern Alliance. (It’s unclear if the offer was accepted.) Dayan contended that Bout, in his statements against America, was merely telling Carlos and Ricardo what he thought they wanted to hear: “If you’re selling a five-million-dollar object to people who are wearing Yankee hats, you are not going to tell them, ‘I’m glad they lost in the first round of the playoffs.’ ” 

Dayan spent the rest of the proceedings seeming lost and overwhelmed. He questioned the possibility of a fair trial (“Who has got a chance in this machine?”); suggested that Bout was a victim (“They hooked him”); got discombobulated (“Let me see if I can get this the right way in a sentence”); and struggled to show confidence before the press corps (“I know where I am going with this”). After one ineffectual cross-examination, he told me, “This is not like ‘Matlock’ or ‘L.A. Law,’ where the witness is going to break down and say, ‘Yes, I lied about everything.’ ” As the trial progressed, Bout increasingly flipped through binders and whispered in Dayan’s and Kaplan’s ears. 

Andrew Smulian took the stand on the eighth day. In a tale of multiple deceptions, his betrayal was the starkest. He wore a dark blazer over his navy prison jumpsuit, with large, thick glasses that, from a distance, clouded his face. As he answered questions, he hardly lifted his gaze from his transcript binder, and never looked directly at Bout. During a break, I asked Alla Bout whether her husband might have turned state’s witness had he been in Smulian’s predicament. “It all depends on what a person considers their principles,” she said. “Your soul? Or money and physical world? I know Viktor has moral principles.” When Smulian stepped down, after three days of testimony, Bout’s eyes followed him to the door. Smulian stared at his feet. He will be sentenced this spring. In all likelihood, he will receive “time served” and enter a witness-protection program. 

Closing arguments began on Halloween. Bout’s wife and daughter, now a teen-ager, sat in the second row. Dayan began the defense’s statement by saying, “First of all, I would like to thank God for everything,” as if he were giving an Oscar acceptance speech. He then thanked the jury, the judge, Kaplan, and Bout for “trusting me with the most important decision of his life.” Dayan cleared his throat. “Although I believe that the truth is really with me, I am a little bit nervous.” When he tried to pour himself a cup of water, he knocked over the pitcher, sending ice cubes skittering across the defense table. 

Anjan Sahni, the Assistant U.S. Attorney prosecuting the case, told the jurors that “the central premise of the defense theory is illogical.” He focussed on the falseness of Bout’s testimony in Thailand: his claims that the meeting had lasted only fifteen minutes, that the men had never identified themselves as FARC members, that weapons were never discussed. 

Dayan brushed this off with the pronouncement “Words are like wind,” and repeated the argument that Bout had simply wanted to trick Carlos and Ricardo into buying airplanes. “The Chinese have an interesting tale about this,” he said. “The tale says to dress and sound like a swine to catch a tiger. It’s an old hunting technique where the hunter would dress like a swine and make sounds like a swine, and then when the tiger would come for the kill, as Viktor Bout did, to dump his planes, it was the hunters who would have the last laugh. And that’s exactly what happened.” 

It was time for the jury to deliberate. Bout turned and, facing Alla, put his fists in front of his chest—telling her to be strong. 

The next day, Bout was found guilty on all counts. He and Dayan hugged, then marshals escorted Bout from the courtroom. Outside, Alla told reporters that, as far as she was concerned, her husband had not been convicted: “They just found Nicolas Cage guilty.” 


For the past fifteen months, Bout has been living in solitary confinement, in the “special-housing unit” of the Metropolitan Correctional Center in lower Manhattan. His cell consists of a concrete bed and a window of frosted Plexiglas. The room contains a desk, a shower, and a toilet; standing in the center of it, Bout says, he can reach out and touch both walls. He is seldom let out to exercise. Most of the voices he hears come from a shortwave radio that picks up Voice of Russia and National Public Radio. He can read paperbacks that his family and his lawyers have ordered from the publisher, but hardcovers are considered potential weapons. 

The impact of Bout’s arrest remains under dispute. Louise Shelley, a professor at George Mason University and an expert on corruption and organized crime in the former Soviet Union, told me, “We act like getting rid of Bout gets rid of the problem. Sure, he was bigger and better. But he was not unique.” A Lebanese arms dealer recently told Reuters that, owing to the rebellion in Syria, he was busier than ever. I asked Peter Mirchev—who was not implicated in the sting—if the weapons business had changed in recent years. He shrugged. Profit margins, he said, were about the same. The community of dealers was “a little bit bigger.” He conceded that pressure from the United States had affected arms supplies; an American initiative in 2005 had effectively wiped out Bulgaria’s stash of Iglas. When I asked Mirchev whether he was still in touch with Bout’s former associates, he smiled and said that he had recently spoken to Sergei Bout and Sergei Denissenko. 

One morning in late December, I went to the prison to meet Bout. In a conference area, a few prisoners, wearing brown jumpsuits without handcuffs, sat in plastic chairs, holding legal documents. When word reached the guards that Bout was headed downstairs, they cleared out the other prisoners and covered the room’s sole window. 

The sound of chains and jangling keys heralded his arrival. Surrounded by two guards, Bout inched forward, shackled at his ankles, wrists, and waist. The guards unfastened his cuffs, then left Bout and me alone. He wore an orange jumpsuit, navy slippers, and orange socks. Gesturing toward the guards, he said that watching over him had “become almost a religion for them.” We sat at a circular table. His voice was soft, his sentences punctuated by wan smiles. “The special-housing unit?” he said. “Solitary confinement? Even the U.N. says that solitary confinement is torture.” (He was referring to a recent report by the U.N. special rapporteur on torture, which had called for a ban on solitary confinement.) “I am being tortured twenty-four hours a day.” 

Gerald Posner, a journalist and a lawyer who had advised Bout for a time, pro bono, recalls that when they first met Bout hadn’t wanted to discuss his case; rather, he wanted to “talk about black holes and how Stephen Hawking was overrated.” I have a faltering grip on two of the languages Bout speaks—Persian and Urdu—and, after exchanging pleasantries in them, Bout dilated on the legacy of Persian poetry, which he called “the language of love,” and the importance of reading Ferdowsi’s epic poem “Shahnameh” for understanding the Iranian, Afghan, and Tajik psyche. Recently, he said, he had read several books about harsh detention and survival. He praised Laura Hillenbrand’s “Unbroken” and encouraged me to read Henri Charrière’s “Papillon.” 

We met four times, between late December and mid-February. Two weeks after my first visit, having started “Papillon,” I pointed out that toward the beginning of the book Charrière lays out his plan to seek revenge on the people responsible for his incarceration. I asked Bout if he felt similar rage. “Why should I feel aggressive toward these people?” he said. “They are sleepwalking men.” He went on, “The D.E.A. has become worse than drug dealers. At least drug dealers have ethics.” 

The longer we sat in the small, musty room, the more the tempered side of Bout’s personality receded. I asked whether he felt any remorse. “I did nothing in my mind that qualifies as a crime,” he replied. “Sure, I was doing transportation of arms,” he said. “But it was occasionally. Three hundred and sixty days were normal shipments. For five days, I shipped arms and made a couple of hundred thousand dollars.” (Mirchev, by contrast, recalls a period of “almost daily flights” for UNITA.) 

As for his fateful lapse of caution, he said, “If it was a trap and I fell into it, O.K. But what did I do? Did I declare myself to go to fucking Colombia? Did I grab a gun and go to kill an American? I just want a big country like China or Russia to do this to an American. Will you also call it justice?” He was practically spitting out the words. “This is not justice. It’s a minefield. What you people don’t understand is that it’s coming for you next. You’re living in a police state. Everything your Founding Fathers got, you’re giving back. It’s like Stalin’s time. You can be arrested for just saying—no, thinking—something. ‘Oh, he’s an arms dealer,’ they say. Why do they say this? Because I’m Russian!” 

Bout had stood up and was leaning across the table, his face inches from mine. “Do you people have the moral standing to ask this question? Who are you to judge me? You have authority over me, but you don’t have power over me!” 

On February 3rd, Dayan requested that Bout be moved out of solitary confinement. In a hearing five days later, Judge Scheindlin agreed, saying that Bout’s prison conditions seemed “brutal” and “unnecessary.” On the tenth, Suzanne Hastings, the warden at the prison, appeared in court to tell Scheindlin that she thought Bout’s status was “appropriate,” as he posed a threat to the guards, other prisoners, and himself. 

“I don’t know what to say,” Scheindlin replied, adding that Bout struck her as “a businessman.” She went on, “You may not like the business he is in—but he is a businessman. I never heard any evidence that he personally had been involved in violence or terrorist acts. . . . He is an arms dealer. We have lots of arms dealers here, too. Sometimes they cross the lines as criminals, sometimes not. This is a business.” 

On February 24th, Judge Scheindlin ordered that Bout be transferred to the general prison population. “Although I recognize that courts are loathe to interfere with questions of prison administration,” she said, “I cannot shirk my duty under the Constitution.” This ruling not only improved Bout’s immediate circumstances; it also seemed like a signal that Scheindlin would not recommend that Bout be assigned to the kind of “super-max” facility that keeps all inmates in solitary confinement—a prospect that Dayan recently compared to being “buried alive.” 

A long prison term still awaits, however. On March 12th, Bout, who turned forty-five not long ago, will receive a sentence of between twenty-five years and life. “They will try to lock me up for life,” Bout told me. “But I’ll get back to Russia. I don’t know when. But I’m still young. Your empire will collapse and I’ll get out of here.” ♦ 









SHOUTS & MURMURS

New Optical Illusions



by Dan Guterman











A drawing of a rabbit with the long ears and the cute whiskers and everything else. But when you look at the drawing again the rabbit looks like a hare. 

One where you see a young lady. But then a second later you see an old woman. And a second after that you see a third woman, in, like, her early thirties, and she’s going to law school, because that’s what she thinks she should be doing, even though she doesn’t really like it at all. Also, she’s two hundred thousand dollars in debt. 

Something with a box. It’s been too long since there’s been a really good box optical illusion.

Two lines, where the first line looks longer than the second line. But when you take a ruler to measure them they’re actually the same length. Pretty standard illusion, right? Wrong. Because the ruler you used to measure the lines, it’s now a Snickers bar. 

A trident. Only the trident doesn’t make any logical sense, because who do you think you are, Poseidon?

O.K., this one is a little more open-ended, but basically it’s an optical illusion where at first you don’t see it and get really frustrated and then, after several minutes of staring at it, you’re suddenly, like, “Whoa. Crazy.” 

Two hands drawing each other. And the illusion is that at first it seems like a career in the arts is feasible, but then you stare at it for a bit longer and realize that, no, it’s really not. 

One where you think you see a vase, but then you blink and now it’s two women. And then you blink again and it’s three women, only one of the women is shaped exactly like a vase. 

Dyslexia.

A staircase, where no matter how long you follow it the staircase never seems to go any higher. Over and over again, you keep following this crazy staircase, until you’re just, like, “Man, is there an optical-illusion elevator I can take? This is ridiculous. I have a meeting I need to get to.” 

A blue star. And how it works is you stare at the blue star for thirty seconds and then you look at a blank sheet of paper and what you see is that you just wasted another goddam minute of your stupid life. 

One of those hypnosis spinning-wheel things. Doesn’t seem like that big a deal, does it? Then how come you’re suddenly clucking like a chicken? 

That same girl from the law-school illusion. And here’s the thing: she is really, really pretty. And at first you don’t think you have a chance with her. I mean, look at her. She’s gorgeous. What would she want with a guy like you? But then, maybe because you’re nice to her, or maybe because you make her laugh, it seems like there’s a possibility that she likes you back. And then one night, a couple of months later, the two of you kiss, and it’s the greatest thing that’s ever happened to you. But then—optical illusion!—she calls you the next day and says that the whole thing was a huge mistake and that she was drunk and that maybe it’d be best if the two of you didn’t hang out together anymore. This optical illusion is called Sarah. ♦ 









ON TELEVISION

Net Gain




How “The Good Wife” became the first great series about technology.






by Emily Nussbaum











When “The Good Wife” premièred, on CBS in 2009, it appeared to have a simple premise: it was a meditation on the political wife who stood by her man. The main character, Alicia Florrick, was clearly inspired by Silda Spitzer, but she had many sisters in that year’s cruel perp walk of betrayed wives, including Elizabeth Edwards, Elin Nordegren, Jenny Sanford, and Dina Matos McGreevey. (Soon, Anne Sinclair and Maria Shriver joined the parade.) Only the November before, the country had elected a President whose campaign was fuelled—and likely saved—by the woman who danced with him to Etta James, and who stood in quiet contrast to his opponent for the nomination, the former First Lady. Here was a show that could take on these fraught notions of female power, addressing a primal question within the culture: What is she thinking? 

Set in Barack Obama’s home city of Chicago, “The Good Wife” went at its theme sideways, with cunning and great TV craftsmanship. With her helmet of hair and black-slash eyebrows, Julianna Margulies’s Florrick was a mysterious figure, gifted at hiding motives, even from herself. In the first episode, she was still recovering from the press conference at which her husband, Peter (Chris Noth), the Cook County state attorney, had confessed to having sex with prostitutes. The press nicknamed her St. Alicia, a sneer embossed on a pedestal. While Peter was in jail, awaiting trial for corruption, she took a job as a junior litigator, transforming herself into a single working parent, paying legal fees, sparring with her mother-in-law, and mulling a divorce. But “The Good Wife” ’s showrunners, Michelle and Robert King, pulled off a clever trick: they nested Alicia’s domestic dramas within a sleek legal procedural, with its classic case-of-the-week structure and intra-office sexual tension. 

This made the show, like its protagonist, easy to misread. If you’d never watched, you might think it was an escapist soap opera like “L.A. Law.” But to fans it quickly became clear that “The Good Wife” ’s conventions concealed strange depths. Early on, some critics playfully called the series “The Wire Lite,” an outrageous-sounding comparison that rang true. The narrative was crosshatched with mini-narratives, requiring a network audience to pay close attention—something generally demanded only of cable viewers. Unlike “Law & Order,” which glamorized prosecutors, “The Good Wife” took a jaundiced view of all institutions, from Alicia’s firm, Lockhart Gardner, to marriage itself. Alicia’s choices—would she have an affair? get promoted?—were contingent, shadowed by power plays. She might be our heroine, yet her liberation and her corruption work in lockstep. In the first season, she traded on her husband’s connections to beat out a colleague for a promotion. This season, the show’s third, she helped conceal a forged document and slept with her boss. As the series’ title implies, Alicia tries to be good. But switch perspectives and she seems as shady as anyone in her favor-trading city. 


What has received less notice than the show’s complexity and its bold female characters is its unprecedented emphasis on technology. This season alone, Lockhart Gardner took a case involving the online currency bitcoin; used Twitter to upend British libel laws; handled a military case involving drone warfare; litigated crimes featuring violent video games and a “date rape” app; and dealt with various leaked-image disasters (a corporation fighting a viral video, an Anthony Weiner-like dirty photograph). In one dizzyingly self-reflective story line, a Zuckerbergian entrepreneur sued a Sorkinesque screenwriter; the episode had a confident structural wit, subjecting a writer who defended distorted portrayals to his own distorted portrayal. Over time, such plots have become a dense, provocative dialectic, one that weighs technology’s freedoms against its dangers, with a global sweep and an insider’s nuance. In this quality, “The Good Wife” stands in contrast not merely to other legal shows, with their “The Internet killed him!” plots, but also to the reductive punditry of the mainstream media, so obsessed with whether Twitter is making us stupid. Put bluntly, “The Good Wife” is to the digital debate as “The Wire” is to the drug war. 

The series is often at its best when it uses technology as a lens to examine the Florricks’ marriage. Like the Clintons, the Florricks train their teen-agers to be discreet. In one of the season’s most affecting sequences, Alicia tells her children that she is leaving their father—but that they must tell no one. “But Mom, that’s lying, that’s hypocritical,” her daughter, Grace, blurts out. Alicia argues that it’s O.K. to deceive people who want to hurt you—what’s important is that they are honest with each other. “You need to protect us more,” Grace responds, and Alicia bursts into tears. While their mother clings to an older ethic, her children can see that no bright line exists between their private and public lives. This season, Grace is drawn both to a YouTube preacher and to a cheerfully self-exposing video artist (played by an actual YouTube dancer, Anne Marsen); she’s fascinated to meet a girl who feels free to make art so spontaneously, without fear of judgment. Meanwhile, her brother stalks a schoolmate’s Facebook page, collecting oppo research that gets his father elected, a dirty trick that his mother never discovers. 

And Grace has a point. There is some hypocrisy to Alicia’s stance that her marriage is no one’s business. In the course of three seasons, Peter and Alicia moved from separate beds to icy reconciliation. Then, furious about a fresh betrayal, Alicia kicked him out, and launched her own affair. To the public, however, they have remained a couple, a political brand. When Peter was running for office again, Alicia gave a dazzling interview, absolving him so that voters could do the same. Lately, she’s begun to take back the trappings of her former life, letting her powerful husband use political muscle to get their children back into private school. Alicia may justify this glacial drift toward her old status in emotional terms, but she’s clearly learned the lesson delivered by a D.N.C. operative in Season 2: “Without her, Peter is a john who overpaid for a prostitute. With her, he’s Kennedy.” 

The show isn’t flawless. Recently, it has been marked by structural tensions, as the writers struggle to contain an overgrowth of subplots—an unfortunate side effect of their remarkable world-building skills. Peter Florrick is state attorney again, and ramping up to run for governor. His former campaign manager, played by Alan Cumming, has joined Alicia’s firm. There are endless cameo players, including a variety pack of quirky judges, as well as lawyers who twist the world’s biases in their favor, like one played by Michael J. Fox, who manipulates juries with his disability, and another, played by Martha Plimpton, who brandishes her baby as a prop. There’s a fascinating subtheme about theatrical femininity, from Carrie Preston’s faux-scatterbrained lawyer to the hyperseductive investigator played by Archie Panjabi. In fact, there’s so much going on that the series risks burying its most dramatic arcs, including the vendetta of Peter’s ex-opponent Wendy Scott-Carr (Anika Noni Rose), who went rogue as a special prosecutor. (In a particularly smart bit of jujitsu, the show took a viewer criticism, that Lockhart Gardner won too many cases to be realistic, and transformed it into a legal threat, as Scott-Carr accused the firm of bribing judges.) 

Yet it’s worth noting how daringly the show’s creators avoid obvious plot turns—the kind of twist they called “schmuck bait” in a recent interview—in favor of something stranger and grayer. This season began with Alicia finally consummating her flirtation with Will Gardner, her former friend and now her boss—their chemistry had been building since the première. The elevator scene in which they finally went for it felt explosive. Then, just as quickly, the writers dismantled that bomb: the affair became risky, then absurd, and then it fizzled. In the end, it was clear that Alicia wasn’t in love—and that Will was no hero. She learned that she’d got her job through patronage, that Will had bumped a more qualified candidate. The lovers were forced to watch a hilariously grim sexual-harassment video. In last week’s episode, after Will was suspended by the bar, his meeting with Alicia was muted and opaque, and she offered up nothing more than sympathy. But Will will be back, and I’ll place a bet that he’ll hook up with Alicia’s new hire, the latest young female to get her shot through connections with influential men. 

If the scene between Will and Alicia was repressed, the episode that framed it boiled with outrage. In the case of the week, Gardner represented American activists in Syria—although he was secretly doing so on behalf of that Zuckerbergian magnate, who wanted to undercut his company’s competitor. The activists tried to film police violence, only to be arrested when a software company helped the Syrian government tap their cell phones. There were references to the real-life Wiretappers’ Ball, an international trade fair for surveillance; a plot about a Middle Eastern lesbian blogger unveiled as an American man; a judge (the great Denis O’Hare) besotted by Occupy Wall Street; and sequences involving a vulnerable fixer in Syria, who communicated via Skype and then disappeared. There was a very “Good Wife” punch line: “I know how we’re going to win the case: tech support.” The episode mashed up Realpolitik and idealism, farce and melodrama. It wasn’t perfect, but it was powerful. It was a story ripped from so many headlines that it might as well have been made of papier-mâché. The show might be about a marriage, but that’s a premise which has come to contain the world. Or, as Alicia’s Facebook profile might put it, it’s complicated. ♦ 









BOOKS

The Big Reveal




Why does the Bible end that way?






by Adam Gopnik











The Bible, as every Sunday-school student learns, has a Hollywood ending. Not a happy ending, certainly, but one where all the dramatic plot points left open earlier, to the whispered uncertainty of the audience (“I don’t get it— when did he say he was coming back?”), are resolved in a rush, and a final, climactic confrontation between the stern-lipped action hero and the really bad guys takes place. That ending—the Book of Revelation—has every element that Michael Bay could want: dragons, seven-headed sea beasts, double-horned land beasts, huge C.G.I.-style battles involving hundreds of thousands of angels and demons, and even, in Jezebel the temptress, a part for Megan Fox. (“And I gave her space to repent of her fornication; and she repented not.”) Although Revelation got into the canonical Bible only by the skin of its teeth—it did poorly in previews, and was buried by the Apostolic suits until one key exec favored its release—it has always been a pop hit. Everybody reads Revelation; everybody gets excited about it; and generations of readers have insisted that it might even be telling the truth about what’s coming for Christmas. 

In a new book on those end pages, “Revelations: Visions, Prophecy, and Politics in the Book of Revelation” (Viking), Elaine Pagels sets out gently to bring their portents back to earth. She accepts that Revelation was probably written, toward the end of the first century C.E., by a refugee mystic named John on the little island of Patmos, just off the coast of modern Turkey. (Though this John was not, she insists, the disciple John of Zebedee, whom Jesus loved, or the author of the Gospel that bears the same name.) She neatly synopsizes the spectacular action. John, finding himself before the Throne of God, sees a lamb, an image of Christ, who receives a scroll sealed by seven seals. The seals are broken in order, each revealing a mystical vision: a hundred and forty-four thousand “firstfruits” eventually are saved as servants of God—the famous “rapture.” Seven trumpets then sound, signalling various catastrophes—stars fall, the sun darkens, mountains explode, those beasts appear. At the sound of the sixth trumpet, two hundred million horsemen annihilate a third of mankind. This all leads to the millennium—not the end of all things but the thousand-year reign of Christ on earth—which, in turn, finally leads to Satan’s end in a lake of fire and the true climax. The Heaven and Earth we know are destroyed, and replaced by better ones. (There are many subsidiary incidents along the way, involving strange bowls and that Whore of Babylon, but they can be saved, so to speak, for the director’s cut on the DVD.) 

Pagels then shows that Revelation, far from being meant as a hallucinatory prophecy, is actually a coded account of events that were happening at the time John was writing. It’s essentially a political cartoon about the crisis in the Jesus movement in the late first century, with Jerusalem fallen and the Temple destroyed and the Saviour, despite his promises, still not back. All the imagery of the rapt and the raptured and the rest that the “Left Behind” books have made a staple for fundamentalist Christians represents contemporary people and events, and was well understood in those terms by the original audience. Revelation is really like one of those old-fashioned editorial drawings where Labor is a pair of overalls and a hammer, and Capital a bag of money in a tuxedo and top hat, and Economic Justice a woman in flowing robes, with a worried look. “When John says that ‘the beast that I saw was like a leopard, its feet were like a bear’s and its mouth was like a lion’s mouth,’ he revises Daniel’s vision to picture Rome as the worst empire of all,” Pagels writes. “When he says that the beast’s seven heads are ‘seven kings,’ John probably means the Roman emperors who ruled from the time of Augustus until his own time.” As for the creepy 666, the “number of the beast,” the original text adds, helpfully, “Let anyone with understanding calculate the number of the beast, for it is the number of a person.” This almost certainly refers—by way of Gematria, the Jewish numerological system—to the contemporary Emperor Nero. Even John’s vision of a great mountain exploding is a topical reference to the recent eruption of Vesuvius, in C.E. 79. Revelation is a highly colored picture of the present, not a prophecy of the future. 

What’s more original to Pagels’s book is the view that Revelation is essentially an anti-Christian polemic. That is, it was written by an expatriate follower of Jesus who wanted the movement to remain within an entirely Jewish context, as opposed to the “Christianity” just then being invented by St. Paul, who welcomed uncircumcised and trayf-eating Gentiles into the sect. At a time when no one quite called himself “Christian,” in the modern sense, John is prophesying what would happen if people did. That’s the forward-looking worry in the book. “In retrospect, we can see that John stood on the cusp of an enormous change—one that eventually would transform the entire movement from a Jewish messianic sect into ‘Christianity,’ a new religion flooded with Gentiles,” Pagels writes. “But since this had not yet happened—not, at least, among the groups John addressed in Asia Minor—he took his stand as a Jewish prophet charged to keep God’s people holy, unpolluted by Roman culture. So, John says, Jesus twice warns his followers in Asia Minor to beware of ‘blasphemers’ among them, ‘who say they are Jews, and are not.’ They are, he says, a ‘synagogue of Satan.’ ” Balaam and Jezebel, named as satanic prophets in Revelation, are, in this view, caricatures of “Pauline” Christians, who blithely violated Jewish food and sexual laws while still claiming to be followers of the good rabbi Yeshua. Jezebel, in particular—the name that John assigns her is that of an infamous Canaanite queen, but she’s seen preaching in the nearby town of Thyatira—suggests the women evangelists who were central to Paul’s version of the movement and anathema to a pious Jew like John. She is the original shiksa goddess. (“When John accuses ‘Balaam’ and ‘Jezebel’ of inducing people to ‘eat food sacrificed to idols and practice fornication,’ he might have in mind anything from tolerating people who engage in incest to Jews who become sexually involved with Gentiles or, worse, who marry them,” Pagels notes.) The scarlet whores and mad beasts in Revelation are the Gentile followers of Paul—and so, in a neat irony, the spiritual ancestors of today’s Protestant evangelicals. 

Pagels shows persuasively that the Jew/non-Jew argument over the future of the Jesus movement, the real subject of Revelation, was much fiercer than later Christianity wanted to admit. The first-century Jesus movement was torn apart between Paul’s mission to the Gentiles—who were allowed to follow Jesus without being circumcised or eating kosher—and the more strictly Jewish movement tended by Jesus’ brothers in Jerusalem. The Jesus family was still free to run a storefront synagogue in Jerusalem devoted to his cult, and still saw the Jesus or “Yeshua” movement within the structure of dissenting Judaisms, all of which suggests the real tone of the movement in those first-century years—something like the gingerly, ambiguous, now-he-is, now-he-isn’t messianic claims of the Lubavitchers’ Menachem Schneerson movement, in Brooklyn. “On one side are movement officials who say the promotion of Judaism throughout the world is the heart of continuing Schneerson’s work,” the Washington Post reported several years ago. “On the other are the messianists, whose passion is preparing the world for the coming of Schneerson himself. They are two distinct missions from within one movement—each in the name of the same man.” Apparently, when you have made up your mind to believe that your rabbi is God, neither death nor disappearance will discourage you. His presence is proof; his non-presence is proof; and non-presence can be conjured into presence by wishing it to be so. (“At recent Sabbath services, an older woman along the front row of the women’s section smiled and pointed to the chair. ‘He is Moshiach,’ she said, using the Hebrew word for messiah. ‘We can’t see him with our eyes, but that doesn’t mean he’s not here. He is.”) The two approaches—the Pauline, which says he’s already here in our visions; the “Johannine,” which says he’ll come back if we stay true to our practice—seem to be the pillars of any messianic movement. 


Pagels is an absorbing, intelligent, and eye-opening companion. Calming and broad-minded here, as in her earlier works, she applies a sympathetic and subtly humane eye to texts that are neither subtle nor sympathetically humane but lit instead by schismatic fury. Yet the project of draining the melodrama from Revelation may scant some significant things even as it draws attention to others. It is possible to draw too sharp a boundary between prophetic and merely symbolic images, between mad vision and coded cartoon. Allegorical pictures of contemporary events have a way of weaving in and out between the symbolic and the semi-psychotic. This is close to an eternal truth of art: one person’s editorial cartoon is another’s weird nightmare. James Gillray, the late-eighteenth-century English cartoonist, meant his gallery of grotesques—armed skeletons and demonic imps and Brobdingnagian heads—as satiric images of contemporary British politics, but they became the image pool for Goya’s “Caprichos.” Even if there is some twist of satire to every wacky turn in Revelation, the writer’s appetite for lurid imagery—the prophetic side we sense in it—is surely part of the book’s intended effect. 

Pagels may also underestimate the audience appeal of pure action: it’s possible for a popular narrative to be susceptible to an allegorical reading and still be engaging mostly for its spectacle. Some patient academic of the future will, on seeing “Transformers 2,” doubtless find patterns of local topical meaning—portents of the Arab Spring in the fight over the pyramids, evidence of the debate over the future of the automobile industry, and a hundred other things. But people just like violent otherworldly stuff, and give it a lot of non-allegorical license to do its thing. The fact that a religious book has a code in it doesn’t mean that it doesn’t also have an aura around it. Spiritual texts are the original transformers; they take mundane descriptions of what’s going on and make them twelve feet tall and cosmic and able to knock down pyramids. 


After decoding Revelation for us, Pagels turns away from the canonic texts to look at the alternative, long-lost “Gnostic” texts of the period that have turned up over the past sixty years or so, most notably in the buried Coptic library of Nag Hammadi. As in her earlier books (“The Johannine Gospel in Gnostic Exegesis”; “The Gnostic Paul: Gnostic Exegesis of the Pauline Letters”; “The Gnostic Gospels”), she shows us that revelations in the period were not limited to John’s militant, vengeful-minded one, and that mystic visions more provocative and many-sided were widespread in the early Jesus movement. 

As an alternative revelation to John’s, she focusses on what must be the single most astonishing text of its time, the long feminist poem found at Nag Hammadi in 1945 and called “Thunder, Perfect Mind”—a poem so contemporary in feeling that one would swear it had been written by Ntozake Shange in a feminist collective in the nineteen-seventies, and then adapted as a Helen Reddy song. In a series of riddling antitheses, a divine feminine principle is celebrated as transcending all principles (the divine woman is both whore and sibyl) and opening the way toward a true revelation of the hidden, embracing goddess of perfect being who lies behind all things: 



I am the whore and the holy one. 
I am the wife and the virgin. 
I am the mother and the daughter. 
I am the members of my mother. 
I am the barren one 
       and many are her sons. 
I am she whose wedding is great, 
       and I have not taken a husband. 
I am the midwife and she who does not bear. 
I am the solace of my labor pains. 
I am the bride and the bridegroom . . . 
Why, you who hate me, do you love me, 
       and hate those who love me? 
You who deny me, confess me, 
       and you who confess me, deny me. 
You who tell the truth about me, lie about me, 
and you who have lied about me, tell the truth about me. 


Astonishingly, the text of this mystic masterpiece was—a bit of YouTube viewing reveals—recently used by Ridley Scott as the background narration for a gorgeous long-form ad for Prada perfumes. The Gnostic strophes, laid over the model’s busy life, are meant to suggest the Many Mystifying Moods of the Modern Woman, particularly while she’s changing from one Prada outfit to another in the back seat of a sedan. (One feels that one should disapprove, but surely the Gnostic idea of the eternal feminine antitheses is meant to speak to the complicated, this-and-that condition of actually being a woman at any moment, and why not in Prada as well as in a flowing white robe?) 

Pagels’s essential point is convincing and instructive: there were revelations all over Asia Minor and the Holy Land; John’s was just one of many, and we should read it as such. How is it, then, that this strange one became canonic, while those other, to us more appealing ones had to be buried in the desert for safekeeping, lest they be destroyed as heretical? Revelation very nearly did not make the cut. In the early second century, a majority of bishops in Asia Minor voted to condemn the text as blasphemous. It was only in the three-sixties that the church council, under the control of the fiery Athanasius, inserted Revelation as the climax of the entire New Testament. As a belligerent controversialist himself, Pagels suggests, Athanasius liked its belligerently controversial qualities. “Athanasius reinterpreted John’s vision of cosmic war to apply to the battle that he himself fought for more than forty-five years—the battle to establish what he regarded as ‘orthodox Christianity’ against heresy,” she writes. John’s synagogue of Satan came to stand for all the Arians and other heretics who disagreed with Athanasius, and John’s take-no-prisoners tone was congenial to a bishop who intended to take no prisoners. Once the Roman Empire had become the Church’s best friend, the enemy in Revelation had to be sought elsewhere. Only a few years earlier, the Emperor Constantine, Athanasius’ sometime ally, decided that, in the words of Eusebius, “certain people had to be eliminated from humanity like a poison.” The Jews whose purity John had originally been campaigning for now became “killers of the prophets, and the murderers of the Lord.” 


Perhaps what most strikes the naïve reader of the Book of Revelation is what a close-run thing the battle is. When God finally gets tired of waiting it out and decides to end things, the back-and-forth between dragons and serpents and sea monsters and Jesus is less like a scouring of the stables than like a Giants-Patriots Super Bowl. It seems that Manichaeanism—bad god vs. good god—is the natural religion of mankind and that all faiths bend toward the Devil, to make sense of God’s furious impotence. A god omniscient and omnipotent and also powerless to stop evil remains a theological perplexity, even as it becomes a prop of faith. It gives you the advantage of clarity—only one guy worth worshipping—at the loss of lucidity: if he’s so great, why is he so weak? 

You can’t help feeling, along with Pagels, a pang that the Gnostic poems, so much more affecting in their mystical, pantheistic rapture, got interred while Revelation lives on. But you also have to wonder if there ever was a likely alternative. Don’t squishy doctrines of transformation through personal illumination always get marginalized in mass movements? As Stephen Batchelor has recently shown, the open-minded, non-authoritarian side of Buddhism, too, quickly succumbed to its theocratic side, gasping under the weight of those heavy statues. The histories of faiths are all essentially the same: a vague and ambiguous millennial doctrine preached by a charismatic founder, Marx or Jesus; mystical variants held by the first generations of followers; and a militant consensus put firmly in place by the power-achieving generation. Bakunin, like the Essenes, never really had a chance. The truth is that punitive, hysterical religions thrive, while soft, mystical ones must hide their scriptures somewhere in the hot sand. 

John of Patmos’s hatred for the pagan world extended from its cruelties to its beauties—the exquisite temple at nearby Pergamon was for him the Devil’s Altar, worthy only of destruction. For all that, Pagels tells us, many claim to have found in John “the promise, famously repeated by Martin Luther King Jr., that the ‘arc of the moral universe is long, but it bends toward justice.’ . . . This worst of all nightmares ends not in terror but in a glorious new world, radiant with the light of God’s presence, flowing with the water of life, abounding in joy and delight.” Well, yeah, but this happens only after all the millions of heretics, past and present, have been burned alive and the planet destroyed. That’s some long arc. It’s like the inevitable moment in an apocalyptic blockbuster, “Independence Day” or “Armageddon” or “2012,” when the stars embrace and celebrate their survival. The Hans Zimmer music swells, and we’re reassured that it’s O.K. to rejoice. Millions are annihilated, every major city has been destroyed, but nobody you really like has died. It’s a Hollywood ending in that way, too. ♦ 









BRIEFLY NOTED

Three Weeks in December




by Audrey Schulman (Europa)















Schulman’s fourth novel tells the parallel stories, separated by more than a century, of two outcast Americans setting off into Africa. Jeremy, a nineteenth-century engineer whose homosexuality has estranged him from his family and friends in Maine, takes a job building a railroad across British East Africa. Max, an ethnobotanist with Asperger’s, accepts a pharmaceutical company’s challenge to track down a chemically promising vine in a remote Rwandan gorilla refuge. Both find a sense of belonging: Jeremy through the friendship of an African guide who helps him hunt two man-eating lions, and Max through kinship with a family of gorillas. Against a backdrop of punishing nature and menacing warlords, Schulman meticulously explores the inner lives of her characters, as both Jeremy and Max are forced to weigh the effects of their work on the land they have begun to love. ♦ 









BRIEFLY NOTED

American Dervish




by Ayad Akhtar (Little, Brown)















Coming of age in Milwaukee as a young Muslim, Hayat Shah experiences a spiritual and sexual awakening when Mina, his mother’s bewitching and devout best friend, comes to stay with the Shah family after a brutal divorce. Confused and jealous, Hayat leaves his mark on Mina as well, sabotaging the love of her life and elbowing her into another oppressive marriage. Despite an abundance of stormy relationships, the story moves steadily, if predictably, toward wisdom for its protagonist: Hayat renounces his literalistic understanding of the Koran and accepts Mina’s mystical vision of faith and life, of “relishing every moment of what was happening.” Ultimately, the book feels incomplete, like an autobiography composed too early. But if Akhtar’s characters seem to be continuing their journeys past the ending, it is because they are convincing creatures, all too real in their anger and misery. ♦ 









BRIEFLY NOTED

City of Fortune




by Roger Crowley (Random House)















Crowley, a historian of Mediterranean conflicts, offers a brisk account of the rise of the Venetian Republic, which in the Middle Ages was “a shifting, supple matrix of interchanging locations, flexible as a steel net.” Venice’s power, at its height, extended along both shores of the Adriatic, through the Bosporus, and to the mouth of the Don, in the Black Sea. This maritime empire was hard-won, after scores of bitter battles on land and sea, and then cut short by the spread of the Ottoman Empire in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. Naval dominance afforded Venetian merchants access to the exotic markets of the East, bringing “profit and honor” to the Stato da Mar. Crowley’s narrative slows occasionally, with ruminations on Venice as a “vast space, vividly imagined, extending ‘wherever water runs,’ ” but he finds memorable details in the dense historical record, such as beehives hung on ramparts to frighten Hungarian invaders, or Constantinople’s poorest denizens subsisting on caviar. ♦ 









BRIEFLY NOTED

Life Upon These Shores




by Henry Louis Gates, Jr. (Knopf)















Beginning with the twenty or so Angolan slaves brought to Jamestown in 1619 and ending with the election of Barack Obama, this copiously illustrated history sets out, as Gates puts it, “to find a new way of looking” at the “full sweep” of African-American history. He progresses chronologically, mostly with capsule biographies of key personalities, but there are also entries on issues (baseball in the Jim Crow era, say), artifacts (“A Raisin in the Sun”), and moments (the Black Power salutes at the 1968 Olympics). Much emphasis falls, naturally, on such figures as the heroes of the civil-rights movement and famous writers, sportsmen, and musicians. But some of the most absorbing sections concern people who became famous by happenstance, such as Anthony Burns, who, in 1854, was the last fugitive returned to slavery from New England. His freedom was later bought by Boston abolitionists, after which he went to Oberlin College, became a pastor, and died of tuberculosis before he was thirty. ♦ 
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Voice Of America




Eugene O’Neill, Jayson Blair, and prescription drugs onstage.






by Hilton Als











The director Richard Maxwell’s adaptation of Eugene O’Neill’s “Early Plays” (at St. Ann’s Warehouse) has the supreme realism of a dream. It is happening, and sometimes you don’t want it to happen, but you’re powerless to stop it. Based on three one-acts in O’Neill’s “S.S. Glencairn” cycle, in which a crew of sailors travel from the Caribbean to Wales, the show has layers of power and of difficulty, and, best of all, things that cannot be explained. Maxwell, who is forty-four, is brilliant at short-circuiting our desire for the standard forms of theatrical pleasure—you know, logical plots, with appropriate emotions and cathartic events played for effect. He’s a sexy moralist, and he can’t bear the idea that we might leave the theatre without thinking, or bothering to understand why we were drawn there in the first place. Is theatregoing merely a bourgeois habit, on a par with the after-theatre salad? The truth is that most audience members remember the characters who represent not the larger human experience but their own personal experience: we are lulled by the sight of ourselves acting out. Maxwell gently pulls that pacifier out of our mouths and shakes the spittle from it before throwing it in the trash. 

His staging of “Early Plays” is reductive in the best possible way—the way a poet reduces lines to their essence, changing the world with an intonation. Written between 1914 and 1918, when O’Neill was in his late twenties, the plays—set in a now remote world, where the women are mercenary whores and the men vastly prefer the company of men—are both awful and interesting, the kind of literature you love as a teen-ager, when you’re looking for a voice as clumsy as your own to articulate what you feel about the “drama” of life. The sailors drink and argue and fight and meet up with island prostitutes, who sell them booze. The dialogue is absurdly colloquial and bluntly “naturalistic.” In Maxwell’s adaptation, the gray stage is bare, with four poles that reach up into the rafters. The lighting is like a Gordon Craig dreamscape, with fog and shadow as the dominant “colors”—the same elements that Gregg Toland emphasized in his chiaroscuro cinematography for John Ford’s “The Long Voyage Home” (1940), which was also based on the “S.S. Glencairn” plays. (The lighting designers are Aron Deyo and Michael McGee, and their work is essential.) O’Neill’s sailors enter in dark colors—grays and browns, all splendidly tailored by Enver Chakartash—and stand or lean against the poles, looking at the audience, as if out to sea. When they speak, they sound like actors in a porn flick produced in some country you can’t quite place. In “The Moon of the Caribbees,” the first piece, some island women are summoned by a sailor named Driscoll: 



DRISCOLL ( calling): Is ut you, Mrs. Old Black Joe? 
A WOMAN’S VOICE: Ullo, Mike! . . . 
DRISCOLL: Shake a leg an’ come abord thin. 
THE WOMAN’S VOICE: We’re a-comin’. . . . 
( The four women enter from the left, giggling and whispering to each other. . . . All four are distinct negro types. They wear light-colored, loose-fitting clothes and have bright bandana handkerchiefs on their heads. . . . ) 
BELLA ( she is the oldest, stoutest, and homeliest of the four—grinning back at them): Ullo, boys. 
THE OTHER GIRLS: Ullo, boys. 
THE MEN: Hello, yourself—Evenin’—Hello—How are you? etc. 
BELLA ( genially): Hope you had a nice voyage. My name’s Bella, this here’s Susie, yander’s Violet, and her there . . . is Pearl. Now we all knows each other. 
PADDY ( roughly): Never mind the girls. Where’s the dhrink? 
BELLA ( tartly): You’re a hawg, ain’t you? Don’t talk so loud or you don’t git any—you nor no man. Think I wants the ole captain to put me off the ship, do you? 


The cast members utter their lines phonetically. They laugh phonetically, too: an abrupt “ha-ha-ha,” the way your tormentors do in nightmares. 

While watching, I thought at first of Rainer Werner Fassbinder’s Antitheatre group, where the director built a performance on the actors’ physical presence rather than on the characters’ psychology. Robert Bresson came to mind as well, with his penchant for using actors as what I call “documentary” performers, whose line readings are as drained of expression and meaning as possible. I compare Maxwell with filmmakers because his work is cinematic in its flow and surface texture, but I don’t mean to imply that he relies on the “avant-garde” tricks that are pretty much status quo by now: the use of film or video, backstage projections, dance breaks, and so on, to create a “total” theatre effect. (Some of these techniques were first developed by Elizabeth LeCompte, whose company, the Wooster Group, produced this staging, with the New York City Players.) Instead, Maxwell puts the text itself center stage. His productions are, in part, about the comedy of language, which he equates with miscommunication. No matter how plainly anyone talks, it’s still just talk. What does it change? O’Neill thought it could change a great deal, and sometimes his hope can feel arcane or ridiculous. But who believed in the American stage more than that actor’s son? 

I was hesitant for the first ten or fifteen minutes of “Early Plays.” I wondered if Maxwell was mocking O’Neill’s awkward passion for reshaping the facts of his life into narratives that he didn’t always understand, or if he was put off or frightened by the playwright’s ingenuous impulses. Thinking and design are Maxwell’s imperatives, and O’Neill was the least intellectual of playwrights. But after a while I relaxed. It became clear that Maxwell was moving on from the kind of self-protective irony that marked some of his earlier work, and it was a treat to watch him relinquish the urge to be hip. 


Gabe McKinley’s “CQ/CX” (an Atlantic Theatre Company production, at the Peter Norton Space) is a song of social protest, without the whine. The play, which is clearly based on the Jayson Blair scandal at the Times, has enough good, cheap stuff in it—emotional cliffhangers based on deceit, race, and other flashy tropes—to disguise its more serious aim: to be a thriller about language. It’s to the credit of the director, David Leveaux, that he cast the promising Kobi Libii in the role of Jay Bennett, an ambitious, amped-up young black reporter who rises from intern to star at the Times. Libii’s Jay exudes a quiet, menacing contempt for those around him and a pervasive sense of entitlement. He deserves to have his job because he’s the best at being black and a reporter. Wait. He deserves to have his job because he’s a great reporter, who happens to be black. Either way, he’s lying, because whatever role he slips into is just that—a role—and one he uses to manipulate whitey. (Jay is a compulsive consumer of junk food—a reflection of his junked soul.) 

McKinley gives Jay a foil, an editor on the Metro desk named Ben (the fantastic Tim Hopper), who has a discerning jeweller’s squint, and who dares to defy the powers that be by accusing Jay of fabricating his pieces and insisting that the precocious reporter be taken off his watch. Ben is judicious and direct, like his credo about journalism: “Report, don’t write.” He doesn’t trust his own emotional responses, which annoy him almost as much as Jay’s factual errors. Hopper plays Ben’s confrontation with Jay—over the telephone—with great specificity and without raising his voice. Actors often shout to indicate that they’re having an intense moment, and when Ben does raise his voice to Gerald (Peter Jay Fernandez), the black managing editor whom he accuses of selling him out, and Gerald raises his voice back, it detracts from everything that has come before. 


“Rx,” by Kate Fodor (at Primary Stages’ 59E59, under the direction of Ethan McSweeny), is a conventional hit about love, centered around a subject that is all too familiar to us: our country’s prescription-drug culture. But it does nothing to enhance our understanding of theatre, since it belongs to another genre entirely—television. It’s “That Girl” meets Debbie Downer, with Marin Hinkle as Meena Pierotti, a bouncy single girl looking for love in the big city, who falls for the doctor running her prescription-drug trial. Given the cast—particularly Marylouise Burke, who has one of the best voices in the business, at once mellifluous and scattered, and who plays Meena’s older confidante—this hundred-minute comedy feels like a wasted opportunity. Fodor hides her real talent behind limp gags, without ever zeroing in on what she should capture best: the nature of American loneliness. ♦ 
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Faces




A Cindy Sherman retrospective.






by Peter Schjeldahl











The first sentence of the first wall text in the Cindy Sherman retrospective now at the Museum of Modern Art reads, “Masquerading as a myriad of characters, Cindy Sherman (American, born 1954) invents personas and tableaus that examine the construction of identity, the nature of representation, and the artifice of photography.” The images do no such thing, of course. They hang on walls. The pathetic fallacy of attributing conscious actions to art works is a standard dodge, which strategically de-peoples the pursuit of meaning. Such boilerplate language has trailed Sherman since her emergence, more than thirty years ago, in the “Pictures Generation” of media-savvy artists who tweaked conventions of high art and popular culture, sometimes in tandem with theory-bent, iconoclastic academics and critics. The association made for a rich episode in the history of ideas, and a spell of heady distraction in that of art. The intellectual vogue is long over, though the pedantry lingers, presuming that the mysteries of Sherman’s art—photographs that are like one-frame movies, which she directs and acts in—demand special explanation. (She is remarkably tolerant of interviewers who keep asking her what she means, as if, like any true artist, she hadn’t already answered in the only way possible for her: in the work.) But the mysteries are irreducible. Alive in the experience of viewers who reject being told what to think, they qualify Sherman, to my mind, as the strongest and finest American artist of her time. 

The show is theatrical. A hundred and seventy-one pictures hang in exquisitely lit rooms, on differently colored walls. Visitors are greeted by an eighteen-foot-high photomural, from 2010, displaying five monumental, sweetly gauche visions of Sherman, variously bewigged but with minimal makeup, most in historical costumes, set against grainy black-and-white landscapes. There is some juvenilia, including a 1975 film, in which Sherman appears as an animated paper doll, but the selection favors recent work, from a series of faux portraits of aging society women in swank surroundings, and is chiefly a calculated sequence of visual knockouts. I’m disappointed as a critic, hankering for a denser, more chronological array—encompassing the more than five hundred works she has made since 1977—to enable a fully informed career analysis. Beyond sharing most artists’ reluctance to be thus anatomized, however, Sherman clearly takes her duties as an entertainer seriously. The show is as good as the movies. Picture by picture, we are thrown back into discontinuous feelings that she quickens and manipulates as deftly as a Hitchcock or a Kubrick. To change mediums, we respond to the mastery of performance and presentation in her mature photographs as we might to Baroque paintings. 

The seventy pictures from the “Untitled Film Stills” series in the show, though delightful and historically illustrious, are immature art. They were Sherman’s first project in New York, when she arrived from Buffalo State College, in 1977. As an art student, she had switched from painting to photography and, encouraged by trends in conceptual art, had resumed a favorite pastime of her Long Island suburban childhood: dressing up. The Film Stills are the body of Sherman’s work most congenial to cultural-studies cogitation, owing to their tacit commentary on women’s roles in the popular imagination. She enacted actresses acting in films that are recognizable in kind—art-house European, noir, B melodrama—though invented in fact. The waifs, vamps, sex objects, career girls, and housewives add up to a living inventory of hand-me-down feminine enchantments and miseries. The Film Stills are brittle as art, though, limited by the same game-playing that makes them such fun. The generic settings are prosaic in contrast to the poetry of the acting. Sherman remedied that, first with a series of would-be sophisticated young women posed against rear projections of urban locales, and then, in 1981, with a breakthrough show: a dozen two-by-four-foot “centerfold” images of socially assorted females lost in introspective anguish. No longer burlesquing film, these works mobilize a forthright range of cinematic potencies. The effects of acting are inseparable from those of framing, set, lighting, makeup, costume, and color. Scripts are implied—blatantly, in the case of a melancholy girl clutching a scrap of newspaper lonely-hearts ads. More ambiguous are young women vulnerably hunched or sprawled in the grip of nameless memories and fears: awakening the worse for wear in a bed with black sheets, or transfixed by the apparent light of a campfire, or embracing a blanket as a surrogate for someone or something. You can winkle out social comment, if you like—at the time, many viewers projected rape scenarios—but you will have stopped looking. 

Starting in 1982, Sherman countered another distorting response to her work: a popular clamor to discover “the real Cindy,” as if she were the latest shtick-wielding show-biz celebrity. First came terrifying pictures of her huddled in a cheap bathrobe, looking out with defenseless, stricken despair. (Here’s real for you. Happy now?) Then she brought the grotesquerie latent in all make-believe to luxuriant, noxious flower, effacing or eliminating her presence in scenes carefully contrived to shock. Id-drenched fairy-tale monsters revel in crepuscular depravity—at times with bottles at hand, to explain their intoxicated, hideous glee. Prosthetic body parts perform decidedly anti-erotic sex scenes. One creature delicately fingers her huge, bloody tongue amid tiny toy human figures, likely her nutriment. Slasher-movie tropes of gore and dismemberment passed in review. (In 1997, Sherman made an actual, not very good horror film, “Office Killer,” about a mousy copy editor turned serial killer. An obvious discomfort with directing other actors confirmed her customary wisdom in working alone.) Poised between disgust and hilarity, the works in these series are often consummate pictorial art, in which Sherman perfected her formal virtuosity. They don’t feel like photographs, passively recording slices of reality. They feel like paintings, infused with decision throughout. 

It made sense that, once her audience had suffered enough, Sherman plumbed the history of painting with delectable, rousing pastiches of Old Masters in antique-looking frames, which were a major hit when they were shown at Metro Pictures, in 1990. Like the characters in the Film Stills, the period ladies and gents portrayed (with the notable exception of a Fouquet Madonna and a Caravaggio Bacchus) seem instantly familiar but are essentially dreamed up. The deluxe appearance of beauty and splendor, at first glance, disintegrates, upon a second, into the purely ersatz effect of tatty fabrics and obtrusive makeup. This desultory fact casts the viewer as a collaborator in the works’ ultimate payoff as actually beautiful, superlative art. 

Some people find cruelty in Sherman’s recent pictures of wealthy dames fighting losing battles with age. They’re right. But a particular cruelty pervades all her art—along with a wafting compassion that falls some degree short of reassuring. Sherman hammers ceaselessly at the delusion that personal identity is anything but a jury-rigged, rickety vessel, tossed on waves of hormones and neurotransmitters, and camouflaged with sociable habits and fashions. She does this by conveying inner states of feeling and surmise that are dramatically out of synch with outer, assumed attitudes. (Only her monsters are exactly what they think they are.) Hapless self-images are the ordinary stuff of comedy, but Sherman makes hard, scary truths sustainable as only great artists can. Her work’s significance naturally exercises village explainers of every stripe. Still, let’s leave the future some brainwork to do. What she means will become clear in retrospect. A line from “Hamlet” comes to mind: “in thy orisons be all my sins rememb’red.” Sherman assures us that certain of our own dearest offenses and follies—and prayers, too—will outlast the present day. ♦ 
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Born Free




“This Is Not a Film,” “Wanderlust,” and “Safe House.”






by David Denby











Jafar Panahi is a fifty-one-year-old Iranian film director with a restlessly intense manner and a sturdy, undefeatable sense of the absurd. A maker of nonpolitical films (“The White Balloon,” “The Circle”), Panahi has nevertheless been sentenced by the Iranian authorities to six years in prison, and has been banned from directing, writing screenplays, or giving interviews for twenty years. His crimes are plain enough: he has been an outspoken critic of President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad and a supporter of Iran’s Green movement—in particular, the young Iranians who protested the 2009 election. Last year, while awaiting appeal, Panahi was under house arrest in his Tehran apartment—a spacious and well-lit place with modern appliances, plush furniture, polished floors, and Persian carpets and vases. In conventional terms, he has done all right for himself, but he’s a prisoner. The director invited a documentary-filmmaker friend, Mojtaba Mirtahmasb, to come over, and, in four shooting sessions over a ten-day period, they made an informal record of what appears to be a single long day in Panahi’s life. “This Is Not a Film,” as they called their “effort” (that’s the word used in the credits), is actually a playful pass at filmmaking; it is also a valiant and dangerous act of protest against the sinister farce of Panahi’s punishment. 

Early in the morning, before Mirtahmasb arrives, a camera is already rolling in the apartment. (Panahi’s son turned it on before going out with his mother.) Panahi is in his kitchen, eating breakfast and talking on the phone to Mirtahmasb. He also talks to his lawyer, a voluble and indignant woman, who tells him that the Iranian legal system is a sham, that all decisions on appeals are made strictly on political grounds, and that the courts may reduce the sentence and the length of the ban but will never overturn them. Panahi’s wife calls to remind him to feed their daughter’s pet iguana, a large spiny creature that scratches its way across the floor and climbs onto Panahi’s chest like a cocker spaniel. Mirtahmasb arrives and picks up the camera. The events of a normal day fall into place: A neighbor tries to leave a small yapping dog with Panahi while she goes out, but Panahi can’t stand the animal and says no. Lunch arrives from a takeout restaurant. Panahi quietly puts up with the banal intrusions, but the boredom and frustration are driving him crazy. 

His situation is so dismal that he’s beyond fulminating about it, so he sets to work. Holding a script in his hand, he begins to act out a film that he had wanted to make but which was forbidden by the authorities. It’s about a girl who gets accepted as an arts student at a university, only to be locked in the house by her traditionalist parents. Panahi creates a “set” for the film, laying down yellow tape to mark the boundaries of the girl’s room. The tape actually boxes off a section of a beautiful carpet, a decent enough metaphor for the way that the exuberant, densely woven motifs of Persian culture are limited by modern tyranny. Panahi is a good storyteller, but, as he says, mise en scène involves everything—the costume an actress is wearing, the architecture of a building she’s walking through—and there’s only so much he can do. At times, he loses heart and watches his old movies on a flat-screen TV. 

What Mirtahmasb and Panahi have created, of course, is a fable about a man who is free in spirit—an irrepressible director who will make films in his head if he has to. The movie is also about a man without fear. It is often funny and stirring, but as you are watching you know what the game will lead to; dictatorships are not known for their sense of humor. (In a further act of defiance, Panahi takes the camera downstairs and shoots through the gates of his building; fires are burning in the street.) “This Is Not a Film” was smuggled out of Iran on a flash drive hidden in a cake, and was shown last spring at the Cannes Film Festival and then at the Toronto and New York film festivals. Last October, an Iranian appeals court refused to overturn either of Panahi’s punishments, and he is still under house arrest, awaiting an appeal to a higher court. A month before that, following the film’s Toronto première, Mirtahmasb, along with five other Iranian filmmakers, was arrested on charges of espionage for working with the BBC. He must have seen it coming. At one point, Panahi is filming with a cell phone, and Mirtahmasb says, “Take a shot of me. In case I’m arrested, there will be some images left.” 


The satirical comedy “Wanderlust” is about an unsettled fortyish couple, George (Paul Rudd) and Linda (Jennifer Aniston), who excitedly arrive in New York, buy a tiny apartment, and immediately go bust. With no choices left, they try to settle in Atlanta with George’s brother (Ken Marino), a malicious and obscene loudmouth who lives with his Wellbutrin-dimmed wife (Michaela Watkins) in a McMansion accessorized by SkyMall. Disgusted, George and Linda take off for a hippie community in the Georgia woods. It’s called Elysium, and it comes complete with nudists, faddists, stoners, and available partners. Both embarrassed and intrigued, George and Linda make friends with people who have an alarming talent for unwanted intimacies. The joke of super-straight types inhaling and sampling the possibilities of “free love” has been around in movies for decades; Peter Sellers, wearing a long wig and a headband, did it in “I Love You, Alice B. Toklas!,” back in 1968. In this case, the datedness is part of the joke: Elysium has fallen into a time warp. Justin Theroux, bearded and seductive, plays the resident stud, Seth, the essence of every creepy sex hustler since peyote hit Northern California. Seth thinks that he’s up to date in his disgust for consumer technology. He boldly rejects such soul-destroying contemporary toys as two-way pagers, VCRs, and Zenith television sets. 

Hapless vulgar materialism and hapless softheaded communitarianism are among the easiest targets to hit these days. And yet, as broad and obvious as “Wanderlust” is, it’s often very funny. The director, David Wain, wrote the picture with Ken Marino (they collaborated earlier on “Role Models”). Wain’s fondness for caricature provides juicy roles for actors working in short bursts. Marino, a big guy—a comedy bruiser, like Sid Caesar—talks dirty so rapidly and jauntily and with so much pelvic emphasis that it’s almost frightening. Malin Akerman, as an eager love bunny, and Kathryn Hahn, as a hippie who turns vicious, have good moments. Jennifer Aniston, who still gives off a glow (the Elysium people remark on it), looks a lot more comfortable with Paul Rudd than she has with some of her recent movie partners. She makes Linda unfinished, dissatisfied, and puzzled by herself, and Rudd, whose big grin fades into uncertainty and panic, matches her. At the end, these two survive their immersion in spiked tea and other adventures, but, we think, their journey is far from over. 


In “Safe House,” a roguishly cynical C.I.A. agent (Denzel Washington) and an earnest young operative (Ryan Reynolds) who tries to reel him in run down the streets of Cape Town, across the rooftops of a township, up narrow corridors, and through a crowd at a stadium. They are both in South Africa on espionage business, and, as they thrash their way around the country, the Swedish-born director, Daniel Espinosa, and the cinematographer, Oliver Wood (who shot the “Bourne” franchise), play the most fashionable new game in action filmmaking: they use a handheld camera, jittery as a water bug, to capture tiny, whirring fragments of action. The editor, Richard Pearson, then tries to stitch the pieces together. When this style works, as it did in the two “Bourne” movies directed by Paul Greengrass, you see just enough of the darting movement to enjoy the action as a physical possibility. In “Safe House,” as characters tear across the frame or jump into cars (they seem to find an available automobile whenever they need one), the shots barely hang together. The violence, which is pretty constant and almost always ferocious, bashes you and then resets your attention (you certainly can’t look away), so you have the feeling that you’ve seen something, but the movie has very little shot-to-shot continuity. 

“Safe House” is moderately enjoyable, in its exhausting way. The locations are fresh, and the crass impersonality of the technique yields, now and then, to quieter moments when Washington’s old pro murmurs advice to Reynolds’s anxious young agent. Their relationship is meant to be ambiguous, but, inevitably, it becomes a father-son bond. By the end of the movie, Ryan Reynolds actually seems a tougher man and a better actor. His career has gone through various false starts and stumbles, but hanging around with Denzel Washington may have made him a star at last. ♦ 
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Haven



by Alice Munro











All this happened in the seventies, though in that town and other small towns like it the seventies were not as we picture them now, or as I had known them even in Vancouver. The boys’ hair was longer than it had been, but not straggling down their backs, and there didn’t seem to be an unusual amount of liberation or defiance in the air. 

My uncle started off by teasing me about grace. About not saying grace. I was thirteen years old, living with him and my aunt for the year that my parents were in Africa. I had never bowed my head over a plate of food in my life. 

“Lord bless this food to our use and us to thy service,” Uncle Jasper said, while I held my fork in midair and refrained from chewing the meat and potatoes that were already in my mouth. 

“Surprised?” he said, after “for Jesus’ sake. Amen.” He wanted to know if my parents said a different prayer, perhaps at the end of the meal. 

“They don’t say anything,” I told him.

“Don’t they really?” he said. These words were delivered with fake amazement. “You don’t mean to tell me that? People who don’t say the Lord’s grace going over to Africa to minister to the heathen—think of that!” 

In Ghana, where my parents were teaching school, they seemed not to have come across any heathen. Christianity bloomed disconcertingly all around them, even on signs on the backs of buses. 

“My parents are Unitarians,” I said, for some reason excluding myself.

Uncle Jasper shook his head and asked me to explain the word. Were they not believers in the God of Moses? Nor in the God of Abraham? Surely they must be Jews. No? Not Muhammadans, were they? 

“It’s mostly that every person has his own idea of God,” I said, perhaps more firmly than he’d expected. I had two brothers in college and it didn’t look as though they were going to turn out to be Unitarian, so I was used to intense religious—as well as atheistic—discussions around the dinner table. 

“But they believe in doing good works and living a good life,” I added.

A mistake. Not only did an incredulous expression come over my uncle’s face—raised eyebrows, marvelling nod—but the words just out of my mouth sounded alien even to me, pompous and lacking in conviction. 

I had not approved of my parents’ going to Africa. I had objected to being dumped—my word for it—with my aunt and uncle. I may even have told them, my long-suffering parents, that their good works were a load of crap. In our house we were allowed to express ourselves as we liked. Though I don’t think my parents themselves would ever have spoken of “good works” or of “doing good.” 

My uncle was satisfied, for the moment. He said that we’d have to drop the subject, as he himself needed to be back at his practice doing his own good works by one o’clock. 

It was probably then that my aunt picked up her fork and began to eat. She would have waited until the bristling was over. This may have been out of habit, rather than alarm at my forwardness. She was used to holding back until she was sure that my uncle had said all that he meant to say. Even if I spoke to her directly, she would wait, looking at him to see if he wanted to do the answering. What she did say was always cheerful, and she smiled just as soon as she knew it was O.K. to smile, so it was hard to think of her as being suppressed. Also hard to think of her as my mother’s sister, because she looked so much younger and fresher and tidier, as well as being given to those radiant smiles. 

My mother would talk right over my father if she had something she really wanted to say, and that was often the case. My brothers, even the one who said he was thinking of becoming a Muslim so that he could chastise women, always listened to her as an equal authority. 

“Dawn’s life is devoted to her husband,” my mother had said, with an attempt at neutrality. Or, more dryly, “Her life revolves around that man.” 

This was something that was said at the time, and it was not always meant as disparagement. But I had not seen before a woman of whom it seemed so true as Aunt Dawn. 

Of course it would have been quite different, my mother said, if they’d had children.

Imagine that. Children. Getting in Uncle Jasper’s way, whining for a corner of their mother’s attention. Being sick, sulking, messing up the house, wanting food he didn’t like. 

Impossible. The house was his, the choice of menus his, the radio and television programs his. Even if he was at his practice next door, or out on a call, things had to be ready for his approval at any moment. 

The slow realization that came to me was that such a regime could be quite agreeable. Bright sterling spoons and forks, polished dark floors, comforting linen sheets—all this household godliness was presided over by my aunt and arrived at by Bernice, the maid. Bernice cooked from scratch, ironed the dishtowels. All the other doctors in town sent their linens to the Chinese laundry, while Bernice and Aunt Dawn herself hung ours out on the clothesline. White from the sun, fresh from the wind, sheets and bandages all superior and sweet-smelling. My uncle was of the opinion that the Chinks went too heavy on the starch. 

“Chinese,” my aunt said in a soft, teasing voice, as if she had to apologize to both my uncle and the laundrymen. 

“Chinks,” my uncle said boisterously. 

Bernice was the only one who could say it quite naturally.

Gradually, I became less loyal to my home, with its intellectual seriousness and physical disorder. Of course it took all a woman’s energy to keep up such a haven as this. You could not be typing out Unitarian manifestos, or running off to Africa. (At first I said, “My parents went to work in Africa,” every time a person in this house spoke of their running off. Then I got sick of making the correction.) 

“Haven” was the word. “A woman’s most important job is making a haven for her man.”

Did Aunt Dawn actually say that? I don’t think so. She shied away from statements. I probably read it in one of the housekeeping magazines I found in the house. Such as would have made my mother puke. 


At first I explored the town. I found a heavy old bicycle in the back of the garage and took it out to ride without thinking of getting permission. Going downhill on a newly gravelled road above the harbor I lost control. One of my knees was badly scraped, and I had to visit my uncle at his practice attached to the house. He dealt expertly with the wound. He was all business then, matter-of-fact, with a mildness that was quite impersonal. No jokes. He said he couldn’t remember where that bike had come from—it was a treacherous old monster, and if I was keen on bicycling we could see about getting me a decent one. When I got better acquainted with my new school and with the rules about what girls there did after they reached their teens, I realized that biking was out of the question, so nothing came of this. What surprised me was that my uncle himself had not brought up any question of propriety or what girls should or should not do. He seemed to have forgotten, in his office, that I was a person who needed straightening out on many matters, or who had to be urged, especially at the dinner table, to copy the behavior of my aunt Dawn. 

“You went riding up there all by yourself?” was what she said when she heard about this. “What were you looking for? Never mind, you’ll soon have some friends.” 

She was right, both about my acquiring a few friends and about the way that that would limit the things I could do.

Uncle Jasper was not just a doctor; he was the doctor. He had been the force behind the building of the town hospital, and had resisted its being named for him. He had grown up poor but smart and had taught school until he could afford medical training. He had delivered babies and operated on appendix cases in farmhouse kitchens after driving through snowstorms. Even in the fifties and sixties, such things had happened. He was relied on never to give up, to tackle cases of blood poisoning and pneumonia and to bring patients out alive in the days when the new drugs had not been heard of. 

Yet in his office he seemed so easygoing, compared with the way he was at home. As if in the house a constant watch were needed but in the office no oversight was necessary, though you might have thought that the exact opposite would be the case. The nurse who worked there did not even treat him with any special deference—she was nothing like Aunt Dawn. She stuck her head around the door of the room where he was treating my scrape and said that she was going home early. 

“You’ll have to get the phone, Dr. Cassel. Remember, I told you?”

“Mmm-hmm,” he said.

Of course she was old, maybe over fifty, and women of that age could take on a habit of authority.

But I couldn’t imagine that Aunt Dawn ever would. She seemed fixed in rosy and timorous youth. Early in my stay, when I thought I had the right to wander anywhere, I had gone into my aunt and uncle’s bedroom to look at a picture of her, on his bedside table. 

The soft curves and dark wavy hair she had still. But there was an unbecoming red cap covering part of that hair and she was wearing a purple cape. When I went downstairs I asked her what that outfit was and she said, “What outfit? Oh. That was my nursing student’s getup.” 

“You were a nurse?”

“Oh, no.” She laughed as if that would have been absurd effrontery. “I dropped out.”

“Is that how you met Uncle Jasper?”

“Oh, no. He’d been a doctor for years before that. I met him when I had a ruptured appendix. I was staying with a friend—I mean a friend’s family up here—and I got really sick but I didn’t know what it was. He diagnosed it and took it out.” At this she blushed rather more than usual and said that perhaps I should not go into the bedroom unless I asked permission. Even I could understand that this meant never. 

“So is your friend still here?”

“Oh, you know. You don’t have friends in the same way once you get married.”

About the time I nosed out these facts I also discovered that Uncle Jasper was not altogether without family, as I had supposed. He had a sister. She, too, had been successful in the world, at least to my way of thinking. She was a musician, a violinist. Her name was Mona. Or that was the name she went by, though her proper, baptized name was Maud. Mona Cassel. My first knowledge of her existence came when I had lived in the town for about half the school year. When I was walking home from school one day I saw a poster in the window of the newspaper office, advertising a concert that was to be given at the Town Hall in a couple of weeks’ time. Three musicians from Toronto. Mona Cassel was the tall, white-haired lady with the violin. When I got home I told Aunt Dawn about the coincidence of names and she said, “Oh, yes. That would be your uncle’s sister.” 

Then she said, “Just don’t mention anything about it around here.”

After a moment she seemed to feel obliged to say more.

“Your uncle doesn’t go for that kind of music, you know. Symphony music.”

And then more.

She said that the sister was a few years older than Uncle Jasper, and that something had happened when they were young. Some relatives had thought that this girl should be taken away and given a better chance, because she was so musical. So she was brought up in a different way and the brother and sister had nothing in common and that was really all that she—Aunt Dawn—knew about it. Except that my uncle would not like it that she had told me even that much. 

“He doesn’t like that music?” I said. “What kind of music does he like?

“Sort of more old-fashioned, you could say. Definitely not classical, though.”

“The Beatles?”

“Oh, goodness.”

“Not Lawrence Welk?”

“It’s not up to us to discuss this, is it? I shouldn’t have got going on it.”

I disregarded her.

“So what do you like?” 

“I like pretty much anything.”

“You must like some things better than other things.”

She wouldn’t grant more than one of her little laughs. This was the nervous laugh, similar to but more concerned than, for example, the laugh with which she asked Uncle Jasper how he liked his supper. He nearly always gave approval, but with qualifications. All right, but a bit too spicy or a bit too bland. Perhaps a little over- or possibly undercooked. Once, he said, “I didn’t,” and refused to elaborate, and the laugh vanished into her tight lips and heroic self-control. 

What could that dinner have been? I want to say curry, but maybe that’s because my father didn’t like curry, though he didn’t make a fuss about it. My uncle got up and made himself a peanut-butter sandwich, and the emphasis he put into this did amount to making a fuss. Whatever Aunt Dawn had served, it wouldn’t have been a deliberate provocation. Maybe just something slightly unusual that had looked good in a magazine. And, as I recall, he had eaten it all before pronouncing his verdict. So he was propelled not by hunger but by the need to make a statement of pure and mighty disapproval. 

It occurs to me now that something might have gone wrong at the hospital that day, somebody might have died who wasn’t supposed to—perhaps the problem wasn’t with the food at all. But I don’t think that occurred to Aunt Dawn—or, if it did, she didn’t let her suspicion show. She was all contrition. 


At the time, Aunt Dawn had another problem, a problem that I wouldn’t understand until later. She had the problem of the couple next door. They had moved in about the same time as I had. He was the county-school inspector, she a music teacher. They were perhaps the same age as Aunt Dawn, younger than Uncle Jasper. They had no children, either, which left them free for sociability. And they were at that stage of taking on a new community, where every prospect looks bright and easy. In this spirit they had asked Aunt Dawn and Uncle Jasper around for drinks. The social life of my aunt and uncle was so restricted, and so well known around town to be restricted, that my aunt had no practice in saying no. And so they found themselves visiting, having drinks and chatting, and I can imagine that Uncle Jasper warmed to the occasion, though without forgiving my aunt’s blunder in having accepted the invitation. 

Now she was in a quandary. She understood that when people had invited you to their house and you had gone you were supposed to ask them back. Drinks for drinks, coffee for coffee. No need for a meal. But even what little was required she did not know how to do. My uncle had found no fault with the neighbors—he simply did not like having people in his house, on any account. 

Then, with the news I had brought her, came the possibility of a solution to the problem. The trio from Toronto—including, of course, Mona—was performing at the Town Hall on one evening only. And it so happened that that was the very evening when Uncle Jasper had to be out of the house and had to stay out fairly late. It was the night of the County Physicians Annual General Meeting and Dinner. Not a banquet—wives were not invited. 

The neighbors were planning to attend the concert. They would have had to, given her profession. But they agreed to drop in as soon as it was over, for coffee and snacks. And to meet—this was where my aunt overreached herself—to meet the members of the trio, who would also be dropping in for a few moments. 

I don’t know how much my aunt revealed to the neighbors about the relationship with Mona Cassel. If she had any sense, it was nothing. And sense was something she had plenty of, most of the time. She did, I’m sure, explain that the doctor could not be present on that evening, but she would never have gone so far as to tell them that the gathering was to be kept secret from him. And what about keeping it secret from Bernice, who went home at suppertime and would surely get a whiff of the preparations? I don’t know. And, most important of all, I don’t know how Aunt Dawn got the invitation through to the performers. Had she been in touch with Mona all along? I shouldn’t think so. She surely didn’t have it in her to deceive my uncle on a long-term basis. 

I imagine she just got giddy and wrote a note, and took it around to the hotel where the trio would be staying. She wouldn’t have had a Toronto address. 

Even going into the hotel, she must have wondered what eyes were on her, and prayed that she would get not the manager, who knew her husband, but the new young woman who was some sort of foreigner and might not even know that she was the doctor’s wife. 

She would have indicated to the musicians that she did not expect them to stay for more than a little while. Concerts are tiring, and they would have to be on their way to another town early in the morning. 

Why did she take the risk? Why not entertain the neighbors by herself? Hard to say. Maybe she felt unable to carry a conversation by herself. Maybe she wanted to preen a little, in front of those neighbors. Maybe—though I can hardly believe this—she wanted to make some slight gesture of friendship or acceptance toward the sister-in-law, whom, as far as I know, she had never met. 

She must have gone around dazed at her own connivance. Not to mention with various crossed fingers and good-luck prayers, during those days before, when there was a danger of Uncle Jasper’s accidentally finding out. Meeting the music teacher on the street, for instance, and having her gush her thanks and expectations all over him. 


The musicians were not so tired after the concert as you might have expected. Or so disheartened by the small size of the Town Hall crowd, which had probably not been a surprise. The enthusiasm of the next-door guests and the warmth of the living room (the Town Hall had been chilly), as well as the glow of the cherry-colored velvet curtains that were a dull maroon in the daytime but looked festive after dark—all these things must have lifted their spirits. The dreariness outside provided a contrast, and the coffee warmed these exotic but weather-beaten strangers. Not to mention the sherry that succeeded the coffee. Sherry or port in crystal glasses of the correct shape and size, and also little cakes topped with shredded coconut, diamond- or crescent-shaped shortbread, chocolate wafers. I myself had never seen the like. My parents gave the kind of parties where people ate chili out of clay pots. 

Aunt Dawn wore a dress that was modestly cut, made of flesh-colored crêpe. It was the sort of dress an older woman might have worn and made look proper in a fussy way, but my aunt could not help looking as if she were taking part in some slightly risqué celebration. The neighbor wife was also dressed up, a bit more perhaps than the occasion warranted. The short, thick man who played the cello wore a black suit that was saved by a bow tie from making him look like an undertaker, and the pianist, who was his wife, wore a black dress that was too frilly for her wide figure. But Mona Cassel was shining like the moon, in a straight-cut gown of some silvery material. She was large-boned, with a big nose, like her brother’s. 

Aunt Dawn must have had the piano tuned, or they wouldn’t have stuck with it. (And if it seems odd that there was a piano in the house at all, given my uncle’s soon to be revealed opinions on the subject of music, I can say only that every house of a certain style and period used to have one.) 

The neighbor wife asked for “Eine Kleine Nachtmusik,” and I seconded her, showing off. The fact was I didn’t know the music but only the title, from studying German at my old city school. 

Then the neighbor husband asked for something, and it was played, and when it was finished he begged pardon from Aunt Dawn for having been so rude, jumping in with his favorite before the hostess had had a chance to ask for hers. 

Aunt Dawn said oh, no, not to bother about her, she liked everything. Then she disappeared in a towering blush. I don’t know if she cared about the music at all, but it certainly looked as if she were excited about something. Perhaps just about being personally responsible for these moments, this spread of delight? 

Could she have forgotten—how could she have forgotten? The meeting of the County Physicians, the Annual Dinner and the Election of Officers was normally over by ten-thirty. It was now eleven o’clock. 

Too late, too late, we both noticed the time.


The storm door is opening now, then the door into the front hall and, without the usual pause there to remove boots and winter coat or scarf, my uncle strides into the living room. 

The musicians, in the middle of a piece, do not stop. The neighbors greet my uncle cheerfully but with voices lowered in deference to the playing. He looks twice his size with his coat unbuttoned and his scarf loose and his boots on. He glares, but not at anybody in particular, not even at his wife. 

And she isn’t looking at him. She has begun to gather up the plates on the table beside her, placing them one on top of the other and not even noticing that some still have the little cakes on them, which will be squashed to pieces. 

Without haste and without halting, he walks through the double living room, then through the dining room and the swinging doors into the kitchen. 

The pianist is sitting with her hands quiet on the keys, and the cello player has stopped. The violinist continues alone. I have no idea, even now, if that was the way the piece was supposed to go or if she was flouting him on purpose. She never looked up, as far as I can remember, to face this scowling man. Her large white head, similar to his but more weathered, trembles a little but may have been trembling all along. 

He is back, with a plateful of pork and beans. He must have just opened a can and slopped the contents out cold on the plate. He hasn’t bothered to take off his winter coat. And still without looking at anybody, but making a great clatter with his fork, he is eating as if alone, and hungry. You might think there had not been a bite of food offered at the Annual Meeting and Dinner. 

I have never seen him eat like this. His table manners have always been lordly, but decent.

The music his sister is playing comes to an end, presumably at its own proper time. It’s a little ahead of the pork and beans. The neighbors have got themselves into the front hall and wrapped themselves in their outdoor clothes and stuck their heads in once to express their profuse thanks, in the middle of their desperation to be out of here. 

And now the musicians are leaving, though not in quite such a hurry. Instruments have to be properly packed up, after all; you don’t just thrust them into their cases. The musicians manage things in what must be their usual way, methodically, and then they, too, disappear. I can’t remember anything that was said, or whether Aunt Dawn pulled herself together enough to thank them or follow them to the door. I can’t pay attention to them because Uncle Jasper has taken to talking, in a very loud voice, and the person he is talking to is me. I think I remember the violinist taking one look at him, just as he begins to talk. A look that he completely ignores or maybe doesn’t even see. It’s not an angry look, as you might expect, or even an amazed one. She is just terribly tired, and her face whiter perhaps than any you could imagine. 

“Now, tell me,” my uncle is saying, addressing me as if nobody else were there, “tell me, do your parents go in for this sort of thing? What I mean is, this kind of music? Concerts and the like? They ever pay money to sit down for a couple of hours and wear their bottoms out listening to something they wouldn’t recognize half a day later? Pay money simply to perpetrate a fraud? You ever know them to do that?” 

I said no, and it was the truth. I had never known them to go to a concert, though they were in favor of concerts in general.

“See? They’ve got too much sense, your parents. Too much sense to join all these people who are fussing and clapping and carrying on like it’s just the wonder of the world. You know the kind of people I mean? They’re lying. A load of horse manure. All in the hope of appearing high class. Or more likely giving in to their wives’ hope to appear high class. Remember that when you get out in the world. O.K.?” 

I agreed to remember. I was not really surprised by what he was saying. A lot of people thought that way. Especially men. There was a quantity of things that men hated. Or had no use for, as they said. And that was exactly right. They had no use for it, so they hated it. Maybe it was the same way I felt about algebra—I doubted very much that I would ever find any use for it. 

But I didn’t go so far as to want it wiped off the face of the earth for that reason.


When I came down in the morning, Uncle Jasper had already left the house. Bernice was washing dishes in the kitchen and Aunt Dawn was putting away the crystal glasses in the china cabinet. She smiled at me, but her hands were not quite steady, so that the glasses gave a little warning clink. 

“A man’s home is his castle,” she said.

“That’s a pun,” I said, to cheer her up. “Cassel.”

She smiled again, but I don’t think she even knew what I was talking about.

“When you write to your mother, in Ghana—” she said, “when you write to her, I don’t think you should mention—I mean, I wonder if you should mention the little upset we had here last night. When she sees so many real troubles and people starving and that sort of thing, I mean, it would seem pretty trivial and self-centered of us.” 

I understood. I did not bother to say that so far there had been no reports of starvation in Ghana.

It was only in the first month, anyway, that I had sent my parents letters full of sarcastic descriptions and complaints. Now everything had become much too complicated to explain. 

After our conversation about music, Uncle Jasper’s attention to me became more respectful. He listened to my views on socialized health care as if they were my own and not derived from those of my parents. Once, he said that it was a pleasure to have an intelligent person to talk to across the table. My aunt said yes it was. She had said this only to be agreeable, and when my uncle laughed in a particular way she turned red. Life was hard for her, but by Valentine’s Day she was forgiven, receiving a bloodstone pendant that made her smile and turn aside to shed a few tears of relief all at the same time. 


Mona’s candle-bright pallor, her sharp bones, not quite softened by the silver dress, may have been signs of illness. Her death was noted in the local paper, that spring, along with a mention of the Town Hall concert. An obituary from a Toronto paper was reprinted, with a brief outline of a career that seemed to have been adequate to support her, if not brilliant. Uncle Jasper expressed surprise—not at her death but at the fact that she was not going to be buried in Toronto. The funeral and interment were to be at the Church of the Hosannas, which was a few miles north of this town, out in the country. It had been the family church when Uncle Jasper and Mona / Maud were small and it was Anglican. Uncle Jasper and Aunt Dawn went to the United Church now, as most well-to-do people in town did. United Church people were firm in their faith but did not think that you had to turn up every Sunday, and did not believe that God objected to your having a drink now and then. (Bernice, the maid, attended another church, and played the organ there. Its congregation was small and strange—they left pamphlets on doorsteps around town, with lists of people who were going to Hell. Not local people, but well-known ones, like Pierre Trudeau.) 

“The Church of the Hosannas isn’t even open for services anymore,” Uncle Jasper said. “What is the sense of bringing her way up here? I wouldn’t think it would even be allowed.” 

But it turned out that the church was opened regularly. People who had known it in their youth liked to use it for funerals, and sometimes their children got married there. It was well kept up inside, owing to a sizable bequest, and the heating was up-to-date. 


Aunt Dawn and I drove there in her car. Uncle Jasper was busy until the last minute.

I had never been to a funeral. My parents would not have thought that a child needed to experience such a thing, even though in their circle—as I seem to remember—it was referred to as a celebration of life. 

Aunt Dawn was not dressed in black, as I’d expected. She was wearing a suit of a soft lilac color and a Persian-lamb jacket with a matching Persian-lamb pillbox hat. She looked very pretty and seemed to be in good spirits that she could hardly subdue. 

A thorn had been removed. A thorn had been removed from Uncle Jasper’s side, and that could not help but make her happy.

Some of my ideas had changed during the time I had been living with my aunt and uncle. For instance, I was no longer so uncritical about people like Mona. Or about Mona herself, and her music and her career. I did not believe that she was—or had been—a freak, but I could understand how some people might think so. It wasn’t just her big bones and her big white nose, and the violin and the somewhat silly way you had to hold it—it was the music itself and her devotion to it. Devotion to anything, if you were female, could make you ridiculous. 

I don’t mean that I was won over to Uncle Jasper’s way of thinking entirely—just that it did not seem so alien to me as it once had. Creeping past my aunt and uncle’s closed bedroom door early on a Sunday morning, on my way to help myself to one of the cinnamon scones Aunt Dawn made every Saturday night, I had heard sounds such as I had never heard from my parents or from anyone else—a sort of pleasurable growling and squealing in which there was a complicity and an abandonment that disturbed and darkly undermined me. 

“I wouldn’t think many Toronto people would drive way up here,” Aunt Dawn said. “The Gibsons aren’t going to be able to make it, even. He’s got a meeting and she can’t reschedule her students.” 

The Gibsons were the people next door. The friendship had continued but in a lower key, one that didn’t include visits to each other’s houses. 

A girl at school had said to me, “Wait till they make you do the Last Look. I had to look at my grandma and I fainted.”

I had not heard about the Last Look, but I figured out what it must be. I decided that I would slit my eyes and just pretend.

“As long as the church doesn’t have that musty smell,” Aunt Dawn said. “That gets into your uncle’s sinuses.”

No musty smell. No dispiriting damp seeping out of the stone walls and floor. Someone must have got up early in the morning and come to turn the heat on. 

The pews were almost full.

“Quite a few of your uncle’s patients have made it out here,” Aunt Dawn said softly. “That’s nice. There isn’t any other doctor in town they would do this for.” 

The organist was playing a piece I knew quite well. A girl who was a friend of mine, in Vancouver, had played it for an Easter concert. “Jesu, Joy of Man’s Desiring.” 

The woman at the organ was the pianist who had played in the abortive little concert at the house. The cellist was sitting in one of the choir seats close by. Probably he would be playing later. 

After we had been settled listening for a bit there was a discreet commotion at the back of the church. I did not turn to look because I had just noticed the dark polished wooden box sitting crossways just below the altar. The coffin. Some people called it the casket. It was closed. Unless they opened it up at some point, I did not have to worry about the Last Look. Even so, I pictured Mona inside it. Her big bony nose sticking up, her flesh fallen away, her eyes stuck shut. I made myself fix that image uppermost in my mind, until I felt strong enough for it not to make me sick. 

Aunt Dawn, like me, did not turn to see what was happening behind us.

The source of the mild disturbance was coming up the aisle and it revealed itself to be Uncle Jasper. He did not stop at the pew where Aunt Dawn and I had kept a seat for him. He went right by, at a respectful yet businesslike pace, and he had somebody with him. 

The maid, Bernice. She was dressed up. A navy-blue suit and a matching hat with a little nest of flowers in it. She wasn’t looking at us or at anybody. Her face was flushed and her lips tight. 

Neither was Aunt Dawn looking at anybody. She had busied herself, at this moment, with leafing through the hymnbook that she had taken out of the pocket of the seat in front of her. 

Uncle Jasper didn’t stop at the coffin; he was leading Bernice to the organ. There was a strange surprised sort of thump in the music. Then a drone, a loss, a silence, except for people in the pews shuffling and straining to see what was going on. 

Now the pianist who had presided at the organ and the cellist were gone. There must have been a side door up there for them to escape through. Uncle Jasper had seated Bernice in the woman’s place. 

As Bernice began to play, my uncle moved forward and made a gesture to the congregation. Rise and sing, this gesture said, and a few people did. Then more. Then all. 

They rustled around in their hymnbooks, but most of them were able to start singing even before they could find the words: “The Old Rugged Cross.” 


Uncle Jasper’s job is done. He can come back and occupy the place we have kept for him.

Except for one problem. A thing he has not reckoned on.

This is an Anglican church. In the United church that Uncle Jasper is used to, the members of the choir enter through a door behind the pulpit, and settle themselves before the minister appears, so that they can look out at the congregation in a comfortable here-we-are-all-together sort of way. Then comes the minister, a signal that things can get started. But in the Anglican church the choir members come up the aisle from the back of the church, singing and making a serious but anonymous show of themselves. They lift their eyes from their books only to gaze ahead at the altar and they appear slightly transformed, removed from their everyday identities and not quite aware of their relatives or neighbors or anybody else in the congregation. 

They are coming up the aisle now, singing “The Old Rugged Cross,” just like everybody else—Uncle Jasper must have talked to them before things started. Possibly he made it out to be a favorite of the deceased. 

The problem is one of space and bodies. With the choir in the aisle, there is no way for Uncle Jasper to get back to our pew. He is stranded. 

There is one thing to be done and done quickly, so he does it. The choir has not yet reached the very front pew, so he squeezes in there. The people standing with him are surprised but they make room for him. That is, they make what room they can. By chance, they are heavy people and he is a broad, though lean, man. 



I will cherish the Old Rugged Cross 
Till my trophies at last I lay down. 
I will cling to the Old Rugged Cross 
And exchange it some day for a crown. 


That is what my uncle sings, as heartily as he can in the space he’s been given. He cannot turn to face the altar but has to face outward into the profiles of the moving choir. He can’t help looking a little trapped there. Everything has gone O.K., but, just the same, not quite as he imagined it. Even after the singing is over, he stays in that spot, sitting squeezed in as tightly as he can be with those people. Perhaps he thinks it would be anticlimactic now to get up and walk back down the aisle to join us. 

Aunt Dawn has not participated in the singing, because she never found the right place in the hymnbook. It seems that she could not just trail along, the way I did. 

Or perhaps she caught that shadow of disappointment on Uncle Jasper’s face before he was even aware of it himself. 

Or perhaps she realized that, for the first time, she didn’t care. For the life of her, couldn’t care.

“Let us pray,” says the minister. ♦









POEMS

Testimony



by Stephen Dunn












The Lord woke me in the middle of the night,

and there stood Jesus with a huge tray,

and the tray was heaped with cookies,

and He said, Stephen, have a cookie,

 

and that’s when I knew for sure the Lord

is the real deal, the Man of all men,

because at that very moment

I was thinking of cookies, Vanilla Wafers

 

to be exact, and there were two

Vanilla Wafers in among the chocolate

chips and the lemon ices, and one

had a big S on it, and I knew it was for me,

 

and Jesus took it off the tray and put it

in my mouth, as if He were giving me

communication, or whatever they call it.

Then He said, Have another,

 

and I tell you I thought a long time before I

refused, because I knew it was a test

to see if I was a Christian, which means

a man like Christ, not a big ole hog.









POEMS

Storm



by Ellen Bryant Voigt












One minute a slender pine indistinguishable from the others

the next its trunk horizontal still green the jagged stump

a nest for the flickers

                                    one minute high wind and rain the skies

lit up the next a few bright winking stars the lashing of the brook

 

one minute an exaltation in the apple trees the shadblow trees

the next white trash on the ground new birds

or the same birds crowding the feeder

one minute the children were sleeping in their beds

 

you got sick you got well you got sick

 

the lilac bush we planted is a tree the cat creeps past

with something in her mouth she’s hurrying down to where

 

the culvert overflowed one minute bright yellow

marsh marigolds springing up the next

the farmer sweeps them into his bales of hay









CRITIC’S NOTEBOOK

Heaven on Earth











by Joan Acocella












Sometimes sophistication looks like naïveté. Gertrude Stein’s text for the mini-opera “Four Saints in Three Acts” is both stylish and childlike, like so much of her work. Ditto Virgil Thomson’s score, simultaneously Frenchy and American, with snatches of rags and hymns and “Turkey in the Straw.” The opera had its première in 1934. In 2000, Mark Morris made his own version, which he will present at BAM March 1-3. The piece features two sixteenth-century Spanish saints, of the no-nonsense variety: Teresa of Avila and Ignatius Loyola. But in Morris’s opera they are cheerful folk, running around smiling and blessing people. Teresa wears white baby-doll pajamas, printed with stars; Ignatius seems to be in his underwear (costumes are by Elizabeth Kurtzman). Meanwhile, the ensemble performs jotas and sevillanas. At the end, the two saints are seen on a swing, against a starry sky. This is not one of Morris’s most profound works, but it is sweet and smart. Also on the program is a new piece, to Beethoven’s Fantasia in C Minor. ♦ 









TABLES FOR TWO

Battersby











by Amelia Lester












At Smith Street’s newest restaurant, standards are so high that even the napkins are not exempt. “That was a very poor fast fold, and I apologize,” said a waitress on a recent evening of her efforts to tidy a table between courses. Battersby sounds like an appropriately British name for a place with such decorous service, but, in fact, it refers to the street in Philadelphia on which Joseph Ogrodnek, a chef and co-owner, formerly of Gramercy Tavern, grew up. Walker Stern, the other chef and co-owner, has cooked at Blue Hill and most recently at the Vanderbilt, another of the new breed of refined Brooklyn restaurants fancy enough to feel like Manhattan. But where the Vanderbilt is known for its small plates, the sophisticated, intimate Battersby serves deliberately paced, elaborately conceived four-course meals. It’s an old-fashioned idea, but the eclectic food is anything but, starting with an amuse-bouche that changes daily but always delights: a Greek-yogurt mousse with vegetable muesli one day, a luxurious schmear of chicken-liver mousse the next. 

For tables of young Brooklynites and their supportive parents taking them out for dinner (overheard: “I don’t want to be one of those fathers who doesn’t let you pursue what you love”), Ogrodnek and Stern are producing some of the borough’s most accomplished and exciting food. There are beautiful salads to start, one made with Castelfranco, a rare white radicchio with delicate pink stripes that looks like an orchid; a crowd-pleasing dinosaur-kale dish, prepared two ways and served with a tangy, Thai-basil-infused fish sauce and kohlrabi; and a slow-burn kimchi, which offers up such depth of flavor that it tastes almost like braised meat. More complex dishes are just as consistent. Veal sweetbreads bob alongside romaine-lettuce boats in a briny Caesar dressing, while a more classic combination of octopus and chickpeas, sometimes mushy together, retains the texture of both ingredients. Triggerfish with an aromatic vegetable broth sounds horrible, like something consumed on a detox diet, but a waiter assures the group it’s his “ex-favorite” dish on the menu, and, sure enough, it turns out to be rich and velvety, the hit of the night. His current pick, the buttery polenta soup, is redolent of sweet Maine shrimp. On every table, there is a dish of puréed potatoes, already Yelp-famous, which taste like a delicious cloud of cream. Slow-roasted oxtail is a bold garnish, and it’s a testament to the humblest of starches that you almost forget the meat is there. 

In lieu of another round of puréed potatoes for dessert, there’s a boozy olive-oil cake, and a dreamy fennel panna cotta, salty and sweet in the right measure, served with a single frond of the vegetable on top and little strands throughout. To turn out anything beyond buffalo wings in a space this small is remarkable; that the food is this good makes it all the more so. (Open Tuesdays through Sundays for dinner. Entrées $13-$26.) ♦ 









CRITIC’S NOTEBOOK

Dance Fever











by Peter Schjeldahl












For “Renoir, Impressionism, and Full-Length Painting,” the Frick has given over its East Gallery to nine tall Renoirs, all but one on loan from other museums. It’s a must-see, if you resist an artist who couldn’t be bothered with impressing, so hellbent was he to please. The full-length format smartened him up. He modernized it with popular subjects: acrobats, a rainy-day street scene, couples dancing. His brushy, blushing panache can still cloy, but at least one work is bulletproof: “Dance at Bougival” (1883), from Boston’s Museum of Fine Arts. Outdoors, an ardent chap in blue whirls a gratified young woman in pink. (She is Suzanne Valadon, the model, artist, and mother of Maurice Utrillo—who was fathered by Renoir, rumor had it.) Behind them, people make merry in blue-green boskiness. The floor is littered with cigarette butts and a fallen nosegay. The detritus adds smells to an easeful delirium of summer heat, in which unheard but palpable music suffuses the pair’s erotic trance. What happens in the picture and what happens in the paint goad each other to transcendence. ♦ 









DVD NOTES

Foreign Bodies











by Richard Brody












The South Korean director Hong Sang-soo, whose self-dramatizing and self-excoriating romantic tales display the influence of the French cinema, went to France to make “Night and Day,” from 2008 (now on DVD from Kimstim). It’s the story of Kim Sung-nam, a married painter on the brink of middle age, who leaves Seoul for Paris in order to avoid drug charges. Sung-nam takes refuge in an expatriate guesthouse near Montparnasse, which isolates him from French people but can’t shelter him from conflict with unfamiliar local mores. 

The story takes the form of a cinematic diary, complete with dates and Sung-nam’s self-justifying voice-overs, which carry him from the height of summer through mid-autumn and from desperate loneliness to a tangle of emotional crises. While frantically trying to stay connected by telephone to his wife, he’s thrown off balance by a chance encounter with an ex-girlfriend from back home. Sung-nam’s cavalier behavior with her—and, soon thereafter, with her artist friend whom he relentlessly pursues—suggests both the burden of sedimented tradition and the freewheeling pursuit of experience that motivates travel and art alike. With his spare, sardonic visions of Paris and the Normandy coast, of French sights and French art (including a comical encounter with Courbet’s erotic painting “The Origin of the World”), Hong conjures both the haphazard gaze and the refreshed imagination of the solitary traveller. 

Joseph H. Lewis’s 1945 film noir, “My Name Is Julia Ross,” included in the “Film Noir Classics III” boxed set (from TCM/Sony), stars Nina Foch in the title role, as an orphan in London, without family and cut off from friends, whose very isolation makes her the prey of a macabre murder plot. Lured with the promise of work, drugged, kidnapped, and stripped of her very identity, Julia is at the mercy of her sadistic captors. Her utterly vulnerable solitude carries terrifying overtones of wartime flight; though ostensibly travelling for medical reasons, she seems more like a refugee facing poverty, indifference, contempt, and betrayal. Lewis’s frenetic imagery—including fire, cagelike bars, secret hiding places, and even a black-and-white striped dress harrowingly reminiscent of a concentration-camp uniform—turns a thriller of private depravities and personal passions into a threnody for the despised and the displaced. ♦ 









CRITIC’S NOTEBOOK

See the Light











by Ben Greenman












People love to talk about Todd Rundgren as an early adopter of new technology: he staged the first interactive television concert, all the way back in 1978; his 1993 album, “No World Order,” permitted listeners to assemble their own version of the record; and later in the nineties he attempted the first artist-specific subscription model for new content. But Rundgren is equally interesting for how he’s held on to older things, specifically the pop-song form that he demonstrated mastery of on early albums like “Runt. The Ballad of Todd Rundgren” and “Something/Anything?”— “I Saw the Light” remains a radio staple to this day, and “Couldn’t I Just Tell You” furnished a blueprint for most of the power pop that followed. Over the course of his four-decade career, Rundgren has also been a prog-rock pioneer, a blue-eyed soul vocalist, an A-list producer, and, above all, a restless presence, never quite willing to settle, even into his greatest strengths. This week, he offers a pair of City Winery shows promisingly titled “An Unpredictable Evening with Todd Rundgren,” on March 2 and March 7. ♦ 
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The Theatre


ALL THOSE YEARS

 

At Playwrights Horizons, the busy Sam Gold directs “The Big Meal,” a new play by Dan LeFranc (“Sixty Miles to Silver Lake”). The expansive drama follows the romance of a couple over the course of eight decades—and the family they make—beginning with their first meeting at a suburban restaurant. 

 


Night Life


THEY’RE RED HOT

 

The hard-living, ill-fated Delta-blues guitarist and singer Robert Johnson gets the royal treatment from the Roots, Shemekia Copeland, Bettye LaVette, Taj Mahal, Keb’ Mo’, Sam Moore, Todd Rundgren, and many others, in a tribute concert at the Apollo Theatre to benefit the Blues Foundation, in Memphis. 

 


Art


BI LINES

 

No one could accuse the 2012 Whitney Biennial, which dedicates an entire floor to music, dance, theatre, and performance, of privileging one medium over others. Its fifty-one artists range from the conceptual photographer Liz Deschenes and the documentary filmmaker Frederick Wiseman to the figurative painter Nicole Eisenman and the abstract sculptor Matt Hoyt. 

 


Dance


DANCING DIVAS

 

The Flamenco Festival, at City Center, unleashes the four leading ladies of Spanish dance, exemplars both of its traditions—Manuela Carrasco and Carmen Cortés—and of more recent trends toward fusion and eclecticism—Rafaela Carrasco (no relation) and the innovative Olga Pericet. 

 


Movies


PASSION PLAYS

 

Japan Society offers two weeks of romantic agony in the series “Love Will Tear Us Apart,” featuring rare films and American premières from Japan and Korea, including Hirokazu Kore-eda’s “Air Doll,” about a sex toy that comes to life, and “My Dear Enemy,” about two ex-lovers who go on a road trip. 
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 ROCK AND POP 



Musicians and night-club proprietors live complicated lives; it’s advisable to check in advance to confirm engagements.


 


APOLLO THEATRE


 253 W. 125th St. (800-745-3000)—March 6: A show celebrating the songs of Robert Johnson, the man who practically invented blues guitar playing and composition, penning such living monuments as “Sweet Home Chicago,” “Cross Road Blues,” and “Come On in My Kitchen” in the nineteen-twenties and thirties. Without Robert Johnson, Eric Clapton and Keith Richards might have been fronting wedding bands. The Roots, Bettye LaVette, Shemekia Copeland, and Keb’ Mo’ will be among the participants. 

 


BIG SNOW BUFFALO LODGE


 89 Varet St., Brooklyn (No phone)—March 2: The mid-century philosopher Alan Watts was a leading exponent of Eastern thought to the Western world, gaining a cultish following in the Bay Area as dean of the Academy of Asian Studies, which in 1968 became the California Institute of Integral Studies. He died in 1973, but his work continues to inspire new disciples: three Brooklyn musicians with the aliases of M., J., and P. Watts have formed a quasi-industrial darkwave act named, simply, Alan Watts. The songs on their début EP, “Thank You, Spectral Void,” are as tranced-out as you might expect. They perform here with the equally trippy psych-rockers Psychic Ills, who continue to tour in support of “Hazed Dream,” their aptly titled recent release on Sacred Bones Records. 

 


CITY WINERY


 155 Varick St. (212-608-0555)—March 2 and March 7: Todd Rundgren, a true rock Renaissance man. Feb. 28-29: Inspired in equal parts by the fingerpicking styles of Mississippi John Hurt and John Fahey, Leo Kottke has been astounding listeners with his syncopated, polyphonic guitar ruminations for more than forty years. March 1: The members of Ollabelle share singing, songwriting, and instrumental responsibilities, and represent the best of the broad musical category known as Americana. 

 


DAVID RUBENSTEIN ATRIUM


 Broadway at 63rd St. (212-546-2656)—March 1: In a free program curated by the guitar wiz Vernon Reid, the sprawling, experimental Burnt Sugar Repertory Arkestra presents “Any World (That I’m Welcome To),” deconstructing the Steely Dan catalogue back to its funk-jazz-psych roots and beyond. 

 


GRAMERCY


 127 E. 23rd St. (800-745-3000)—March 1: Corrosion of Conformity, which started off in the eighties as a straightforward hardcore-punk band and then blurred the lines between hardcore and metal, evolved into a groove-oriented beast, thanks to the addition of the gravelly vocalist Pepper Keenan. Currently, though, Keenan is concentrating on his other band, Down, and C.O.C.’s new eponymous album returns to the band’s rawer, stealthier roots. With Torche and Valient Thorr. March 3: Devoted to the trinity of speed, volume, and blasphemy, the Florida death-metal institution Deicide has been thumbing its nose at conventional morality for more than two decades. 

 


KNITTING FACTORY


 361 Metropolitan Ave., Brooklyn (347-529-6696)—March 5: Royal Baths, originally nurtured by the renowned San Franciscan psychedelic garage-rock community, recently relocated to New York. The Big Apple may be a better home for the group’s bitter, nihilistic sound, but the lessons they learned on the West Coast continue to inform their music. Their second full-length album, “Better Luck Next Life,” was recorded on a Tascam 388, the chosen reel-to-reel recorder of the Bay Area psych scene. With Slowdance and  Mike Visser.


 


MADISON SQUARE GARDEN


 Seventh Ave. at 33rd St. (800-745-3000)—Feb. 28 and March 1: After years of acrimony and myriad false starts, Van Halen recently placated one faction of their long-divided, long-suffering fan base by reinstating their original vocalist, David Lee Roth, and returning to both the studio and arena circuit (albeit still without their original bassist, Michael Anthony, whose high-piped vocal harmonies helped define the band’s early records). To underscore the reunion’s throwback to eighties hedonism, Roth and company have enlisted the equally party-ready (if musically incongruous) Kool & the Gang to open the shows. Celebrate good times, come on. 

 


MERCURY LOUNGE


 217 E. Houston St. (212-260-4700)—Feb. 29: The songwriter and illustrator Marcellus Hall (a contributor to this magazine) writes clever and gritty tunes that reflect his long tenure in the Lower East Side punk-blues bands Railroad Jerk and White Hassle. Hall will be opening for his fellow-Minnesotan Craig Finn, the front man for the Hold Steady, who is celebrating the release of his first solo album, “Clear Heart Full Eyes.” 

 


(LE) POISSON ROUGE


 158 Bleecker St. (212-505-3474)—March 3: Rangda is a psychedelic-rock band led by the ragged guitar virtuosos Ben Chasny, of Six Organs of Admittance, and Sir Richard Bishop, formerly of the Sun City Girls. The trio’s epic jams, built around primitive riffs, are full of noisy passion and abandon. In a quiet contrast, the mesmerizing avant-bluesman Loren Connors opens. March 5: The innovative Dutch lutenist Jozef Van Wissem performs selections from “Concerning the Entrance Into Eternity,” his superb Renaissance-tinged album of lute and guitar duets with the independent-film icon Jim Jarmusch.


 


ROSELAND


 239 W. 52nd St. (877-598-8694)—Feb. 28, March 2, and March 5: Björk performs songs from her latest album, “Biophilia,” a multimedia effort, full of off-kilter, experimental, and otherworldly sounds, that was partially recorded on an iPad, and released alongside a number of corresponding apps. 

 


SCHOMBURG CENTER


 Malcolm X Blvd., at 135th St. (212-491-2200)—March 5: Meshell Ndegeocello, the incomparable bass player and vocalist, interprets the Nina Simone songbook. 

 


SHEA STADIUM 


 20 Meadow St., Brooklyn (No phone)—This past year was a lousy one for outer-borough D.I.Y. nightspots of questionable legal status, but this performance space and recording studio, located in a red brick loft in the East Williamsburg Industrial Park, continues to thrive. Justin Frye’s avant-grunge act, PC Worship, performing here March 3, spends so much time at Shea they might as well be part of the dodgy décor; they are joined by the keyed-up Jersey garage rockers Liquor Store, the Philly revival rockers Lantern, and Sleepies, a rising punk band with a neurotic, off-kilter edge. 

 


THE STONE


 Avenue C at 2nd St. (No phone)—March 1: The English guitarist Fred Frith has been an inspired force in experimental music since co-founding the progressive-rock band Henry Cow, in 1968. Over the decades, Frith has created numerous other influential groups and collaborated with such fellow-innovators as John Zorn and Brian Eno. Frith’s highly inventive style includes extended techniques such as strumming the guitar with paintbrushes, but what distinguishes him most is his lyricism and deep, palpable commitment in live performance. 

 


TOWN HALL


 123 W. 43rd St. (212-840-2824)—March 3: David Bromberg, the guitar virtuoso whose band tackles all facets of American music, joins forces with Allen Toussaint, the elegant, soulful composer, arranger, and pianist from the Crescent City. 

 


285 KENT


 285 Kent Ave., Brooklyn (No phone)—Feb. 29: The final performance by the Pygmy Shrews, a much loved local noise-punk act at the heart of Brooklyn’s recent hardcore revival. The group has worked with rotating lineups and varying band names for a decade (it used to be called Cutter, and before that, the Fugue). These days, the loose community they helped spearhead is showing signs of wear, but they will be remembered for providing much of the glue that held it together. 

 


UNION POOL


 484 Union Ave., Brooklyn (718-609-0484)—March 4: The singer-songwriter Jennifer O’Connor’s latest album, “I Want What You Want,” is full of intimate, mellow folk tunes and mid-tempo rockers with soul-searching lyrics. 

 


THE WELLMONT THEATRE


 5 Seymour St., Montclair, N.J. (973-783-9500)—March 6: The L.A. alternative-rock godfathers Jane’s Addiction return in support of “The Great Escape Artist,” the group’s first album of all-new material in eight years. TV on the Radio’s Dave Sitek became an auxiliary band member in the studio in an effort to rejuvenate and update the Jane’s Addiction sound. The set will certainly contain a healthy dose of the wild psychedelicized rock from their heyday, and the flamboyant singer Perry Farrell’s high-pitched scream seems to have been perfectly preserved. 

 


 JAZZ AND STANDARDS 


 


BIRDLAND


 315 W. 44th St. (212-581-3080)—Feb. 28-March 2: John Pizzarelli, an ardent and adroit guitarist and singer who seamlessly unites the worlds of mainstream jazz and cabaret, recently appeared on Paul McCartney’s album of revamped standards, “Kisses on the Bottom,” in what must have been a dream come true for the unabashed Beatles fan. 

 


BLUE NOTE


 131 W. 3rd St. (212-475-8592)—The Monty Alexander celebration continues as the eclectic pianist is joined on Feb. 27-28 by the West Coast pros John Clayton, on bass, and Jeff Hamilton, on drums, followed, on Feb. 29-March 2, by the legendary reggae rhythm team of the electric bassist Robbie Shakespeare and the drummer Sly Dunbar, better known as Sly and Robbie. A few other Jamaican musical deities, including the guitarist Ernest Ranglin and the vocalist Shaggy, will also be on hand. Alexander closes out his run here with his Harlem-Kingston Express band, March 3-4. 

 


CAFÉ CARLYLE


 Carlyle Hotel, Madison Ave. at 76th St. (212-744-1600)—Feb. 28-March 10: Herb Alpert, the trumpeter, vocalist, and industry mogul (he’s the “A” in A&M Records, the illustrious label celebrating its fiftieth anniversary this year) and his wife, the singer Lani Hall, hit the Café Carlyle for the first time, bringing their inimitable take on songbook standards and pop classics. 

 


CORNELIA STREET CAFÉ


 29 Cornelia St. (212-989-9319)—March 1: Fresh voices on the baritone saxophone are rare these days; Brian Landrus, a fine practitioner of the low-end horn, gathers together impressive collaborators, including the guitarist Ben Monder and the pianist Frank Carlberg, for his Landrus Kaleidoscope quintet. 

 


DIZZY’S CLUB COCA-COLA


 Broadway at 60th St. (212-258-9595)—Feb. 28-March 4: Purism is the last thing on the drummer Matt Wilson’s mind. “An Attitude for Gratitude,” the current recording of his vigorous Arts and Crafts Quartet intermingles band originals and tunes by Jaco Pastorius and John Scofield with such chestnuts as “Bridge Over Troubled Waters” and “Happy Days Are Here Again.” 

 


HIGHLINE BALLROOM


 431 W. 16th St. (212-414-5994)—Feb. 28: Trying to pin down Robert Glasper’s music has been a fool’s game ever since this stylistically omnivorous pianist and composer’s coming-of-age recording, “Canvas,” hit, in 2005. His new polyglot album, “Black Radio,” finds room for a slew of R. & B. and hip-hop personalities, including Erykah Badu, Lupe Fiasco, Ledisi, and Bilal. Special guests are to be expected during this high-profile evening. 

 


JAZZ STANDARD


 116 E. 27th St. (212-576-2232)—Feb. 28-29: Matthew Shipp, a daring pianist who acknowledges the jazz tradition but blithely casts it aside when the right moment arises, answers to no one but his own muse. His performances can be bracing experiences for the uninitiated. 

 


THE KITANO NEW YORK


 66 Park Ave., at 38th St. (212-885-7119)—Feb. 29: Ted Brown, best known as an associate of the saxophone stylists Warne Marsh, Art Pepper, and Lee Konitz, is a contemplatively inclined tenor saxophonist deserving of more than cult status. 

 


METROPOLITAN MUSEUM


 Fifth Ave. at 82nd St. (212-535-7710)—March 3: The suave, Berlin-based crooner Max Raabe brings his twelve-piece Palast Orchester to this appropriately rarified venue. Raabe will perform songs from “One Cannot Kiss Alone,” his new album of cabaret-tinged tunes from the twenties and thirties, alongside standards from that era. 

 


VILLAGE VANGUARD


 178 Seventh Ave. S., at 11th St. (212-255-4037)—Feb. 28-March 4: Kurt Rosenwinkel, an increasingly influential force on the contemporary jazz-guitar scene, leads a compact quartet that sets off his lucid improvising against that of the pianist Aaron Parks.
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 OPENINGS AND PREVIEWS 



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


 


THE BIG MEAL


 Sam Gold directs Dan LeFranc’s play, about an eighty-year romance, set in the suburban restaurant where it began. Previews begin March 1. (Playwrights Horizons, 416 W. 42nd St. 212-279-4200.) 

 


CARRIE


 MCC Theatre presents a reworking of the 1988 musical, with a book by Lawrence D. Cohen (who adapted Stephen King’s novel for the 1976 De Palma film), music by Michael Gore, and lyrics by Dean Pitchford (“Fame”). Starring Marin Mazzie and Molly Ranson; Stafford Arima directs. In previews. Opens March 1. (Lucille Lortel, 121 Christopher St. 212-352-3101.) 

 


COURTELINE EN DENTELLES


 Alliance Française presents a set of short satirical plays from the early twentieth century by Georges Courteline, starring and directed by Jérôme Deschamps. In French with English supertitles. Feb. 29-March 1. (French Institute Alliance Française, Florence Gould Hall, 55 E. 59th St. 212-355-6160.) 

 


DEATH OF A SALESMAN


 Philip Seymour Hoffman, Linda Emond, and Andrew Garfield star in the Arthur Miller drama from 1949, directed by Mike Nichols. In previews. (Ethel Barrymore, 243 W. 47th St. 212-239-6200.) 

 


GORE VIDAL’S THE BEST MAN


 James Earl Jones, Candice Bergen, Angela Lansbury, Kerry Butler, John Larroquette, Eric McCormack, Jefferson Mays, and Michael McKean star in this revival of the 1960 play, set at a Presidential convention, centered on a womanizing former governor who is the leading candidate for his party. Michael Wilson directs. Previews begin March 6. (Schoenfeld, 236 W. 45th St. 212-239-6200.) 

 


HAND TO GOD


 Ensemble Studio Theatre presents a return engagement of this comedy by Robert Askins, which revolves around a puppet show for a church social. Moritz von Stuelpnagel directs. Opens Feb. 29. (549 W. 52nd St. 866-811-4111.) 

 


AN ILIAD


 Lisa Peterson directs an adaptation of the Homeric epic, written by Peterson and Denis O’Hare. O’Hare and Stephen Spinella will alternate performances in the role of the Poet. In previews. Opens March 6. (New York Theatre Workshop, 79 E. 4th St. 212-279-4200.) 

 


JESUS CHRIST SUPERSTAR


 Des McAnuff directs the Stratford Shakespeare Festival production of the 1971 musical, with music by Andrew Lloyd Webber and lyrics by Tim Rice. Previews begin March 1. (Neil Simon, 250 W. 52nd St. 877-250-2929.) 

 


THE LADY FROM DUBUQUE


 Signature Theatre Company presents Edward Albee’s play from 1980, starring Jane Alexander, in which a party game of Twenty Questions becomes revealing. Directed by David Esbjornson. In previews. Opens March 5. (Pershing Square Signature Center, 480 W. 42nd St. 212-244-7529.) 

 


A MOON FOR THE MISBEGOTTEN


 At the Pearl, J. R. Sullivan directs the 1947 drama by Eugene O’Neill, set in 1923 in Connecticut, about the hardscrabble lives of an Irish immigrant woman, her cynical father, a tenant farmer, and their alcoholic landlord. Previews begin March 6. (City Center Stage II, 131 W. 55th St. 212-581-1212.) 

 


PAINTING CHURCHES


 Kathleen Chalfant and John Cunningham star in a revival of this 1976 play by Tina Howe, about a couple who are packing to move from Boston to Cape Cod when their daughter, a New York artist, comes for a visit. Carl Forsman directs the Keen Company production. In previews. Opens March 6. (Clurman, 410 W. 42nd St. 212-239-6200.) 

 


RATED P FOR PARENTHOOD


 Jeremy Dobrish directs this new musical comedy, which explores many aspects of child-rearing. With a book and lyrics by Sandy Rustin and music and lyrics by Dan Lipton and David Rossmer. Opens Feb. 29. (Westside, 407 W. 43rd St. 212-239-6200.) 

 


TRIBES


 David Cromer directs a comedy by Nina Raine, about a young man who was born deaf into a hearing family. The cast includes Mare Winningham. In previews. Opens March 4. (Barrow Street Theatre, 27 Barrow St. 212-868-4444.) 

 


 NOW PLAYING 


 


ASSISTANCE


 Playwrights Horizons presents a new play by Leslye Headland (“Bachelorette”), a satire in which two young assistants to a tycoon wonder if their jobs are worth the humiliation they endure. Trip Cullman directs. (416 W. 42nd St. 212-279-4200.) 

 


BEYOND THE HORIZON


 The Irish Rep’s production of Eugene O’Neill’s Pulitzer Prize-winning play from 1920, about two brothers who are in love with the same woman, is directed by Ciarán O’Reilly. (132 W. 22nd St. 212-727-2737.) 

 


BLOOD KNOT


 In Athol Fugard’s 1961 drama (at the Signature Theatre Company), Morris (Scott Shepherd) looks white, while his half brother, Zachariah (Colman Domingo), is dark-skinned. In another world, Morris could have passed into the mainstream unnoticed, but because his mother was black he is living in a run-down, nonwhite section of town. While Morris “acts” white, focussing on saving money so that he and Zachariah can buy some land and a home, a symbol of power, it’s Zachariah who goes off to work, as a maintenance man in a public park. In this production, which is simply and knowledgeably directed by Fugard himself, the humor is taken to terrifying heights; the brothers are bound together by a few grim jokes, chief among them Zachariah’s quest for a woman. At the terrible, gorgeous conclusion, the actors not only act out the stereotypes of race but use the scrim of performance and pretense to reveal the truth about their fury, their subjugation, and the dreadful, distorting nature of power. As played by the remarkable Domingo and Shepherd, the final scene of pantomime is both brutal and sexual. (Reviewed in our issue of 2/27/12.) (Pershing Square Signature Center, 480 W. 42nd St. 212-244-7529.) 

 


CQ/CX


 David Leveaux directs a drama by Gabe McKinley, presented by the Atlantic Theatre Company. (Reviewed in this issue.) (Peter Norton Space, 555 W. 42nd St. 212-279-4200.) 

 


EARLY PLAYS


 The Wooster Group and New York City Players team up for this production, based on Eugene O’Neill’s “Glencairn” plays, directed by Richard Maxwell. (Reviewed in this issue.) (St. Ann’s Warehouse, 38 Water St., Brooklyn. 718-254-8779.) 

 


GALILEO


 In 1943, when this drama by Bertolt Brecht was first produced, a play about a scientific genius forced to deny the truth about the nature of the universe in order to keep from being tortured by an oppressive regime must have seemed risky and exciting. But now, even with the wonderful F. Murray Abraham playing Galileo, it seems like just another story about how oppressive the Catholic Church was to freethinkers during the Inquisition. Unfortunately, the cast seems to be skimming over the surface of the script rather than mining it for nuance, and there is nothing fresh or innovative about this Classic Stage Company production, under the direction of the artistic director, Brian Kulick. (136 E. 13th St. 866-811-4111.) 

 


RX


 Ethan McSweeny directs Kate Fodor’s romantic comedy, for Primary Stages. (Reviewed in this issue.) (59E59, at 59 E. 59th St. 212-279-4200. Through March 3.) 

 


SHATNER’S WORLD: WE JUST LIVE IN IT


 At least since his 2004 album, “Has Been,” William Shatner has morphed from the dashing, cadence-mangling hero of “Star Trek” into a happy, extended self-parody. At a spry eighty years old, he is deeply in touch with what makes him ridiculous, and, in this sweetly meandering one-man show, he uses that knowledge to rewarding comic effect. Sure, some of his stories (understudying for Christopher Plummer in “Henry V,” driving a rabbi from Vancouver to Chicago) feel like protracted talk-show anecdotes. But it’s clear that his commencement advice to the students at McGill University—“Don’t be afraid of making an ass of yourself”—has served him at least as well as that better-known credo “To boldly go where no man has gone before.” (Music Box, 239 W. 45th St. 212-239-6200. Through March 4.) 

 


THE TOTAL BENT


 Joanna Settle directs this new musical, for the Public’s Lab series, about an encounter between a white music producer from London and a Southern black gospel prodigy. With a book and lyrics by Stew and music by Stew and Heidi Rodewald. (Public, 425 Lafayette St. 212-967-7555.) 

 

 


 ALSO PLAYING 


 


 THE AGONY AND THE ECSTASY OF STEVE JOBS:  Public, 425 Lafayette St. 212-967-7555.  AND GOD CREATED GREAT WHALES:  The Culture Project, 45 Bleecker St. 866-811-4111.  ANYTHING GOES:  Stephen Sondheim, 124 W. 43rd St. 212-239-6200.  THE BOOK OF MORMON:  Eugene O’Neill, 230 W. 49th St. 212-239-6200.  THE BRIDGE PROJECT’S RICHARD III:  BAM’s Harvey Theatre, 651 Fulton St., Brooklyn. 718-636-4100. Through March 4.  THE GERSHWINS’ PORGY AND BESS:  Richard Rodgers, 226 W. 46th St. 800-745-3000.  HOW I LEARNED TO DRIVE:  Second Stage, 305 W. 43rd St. 212-246-4422.  LOOK BACK IN ANGER:  Laura Pels, 111 W. 46th St. 212-719-1300.  RUSSIAN TRANSPORT:  Acorn, 410 W. 42nd St. 212-239-6200.  SEMINAR:  Golden, 252 W. 45th St. 212-239-6200.  THESE SEVEN SICKNESSES:  Flea, 41 White St. 212-352-3101. Through March 4.  WIT:  Samuel J. Friedman, 261 W. 47th St. 212-239-6200. 
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 MUSEUMS AND LIBRARIES 


 


METROPOLITAN MUSEUM


 Fifth Ave. at 82nd St. (212-535-7710)— “The Steins Collect: Matisse, Picasso, and the Parisian Avant-Garde.” Through June 3. |  “The Renaissance Portrait from Donatello to Bellini.” Through March 18. |  “Rembrandt and Degas: Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man.” Through May 20. |  “Chinese Art in an Age of Revolution: Fu Baoshi (1904-1965).” Through April 15. |  “Spies in the House of Art: Photography, Film, and Video.” Through Aug. 26. |  “Storytelling in Japanese Art.” Through May 6. (Open Tuesdays through Sundays, 9:30 to 5:30, and Friday and Saturday evenings until 9.) 

 


MUSEUM OF MODERN ART


 11 W. 53rd St. (212-708-9400)— “Cindy Sherman.” Through June 11. |  “Diego Rivera: Murals for the Museum of Modern Art.” Through May 14. |  “Eugène Atget: Documents pour Artistes.” Atget (1857-1927) photographed Paris and its environs doggedly, exhaustively, and beautifully, recording façades, courtyards, shop windows, intersections, side streets, and the details of stone carvings and ironwork with the idea that the images might be useful as source material for artists. Championed by Berenice Abbott (another mad documentarian) and beloved by the Surrealists, who were drawn to the deadpan oddity of his work, Atget was catapulted from obscurity to the status of proto-modernist icon after his death—he now has a solid place in MOMA’s particular pantheon. This instructive, engaging survey includes pictures of people—prostitutes, ragpickers, street venders—but places and things were Atget’s forte, and they are given ample space here. A little image of the Luxembourg Gardens in the mist, a wild bunch of hollyhocks crowding the frame, trumps any number of outsize contemporary landscape photographs. Through April 9. |  “Print/Out.” Through April 14. |  “Foreclosed: Rehousing the American Dream.” Through July 30. (Open Wednesdays through Mondays, 10:30 to 5:30, and Friday evenings until 8.) 

 


MOMA PS1


 22-25 Jackson Ave., Queens (718-784-2084)— “Henry Taylor.” Through April 9. |  “Darren Bader: Images.” Through May 14. |  “Clifford Owens: Anthology.” Through March 12. (Open Thursdays through Mondays, noon to 6.) 

 


GUGGENHEIM MUSEUM


 Fifth Ave. at 89th St. (212-423-3587)— “John Chamberlain: Choices.” Through May 13. (Open Fridays through Wednesdays, 10 to 5:45, and Saturday, Monday, and Tuesday evenings until 7:45.) 

 


WHITNEY MUSEUM OF AMERICAN ART


 Madison Ave. at 75th St. (212-570-3600)— “Singular Visions.” Through Dec. 31. |  “2012 Whitney Biennial.” Opens March 1. (Open Wednesdays, Thursdays, and weekends, 11 to 6, and Fridays, 1 to 9.) 

 


BROOKLYN MUSEUM


 200 Eastern Parkway (718-638-5000)— “Rachel Kneebone: Regarding Rodin.” Through Aug. 12. |  “Raw/Cooked: Shura Chernozatonskaya.” Through April 8. |  “Playing House.” Through Aug. 26. (Open Wednesdays through Sundays, 11 to 6, and Thursday evenings until 10.) 

 


AMERICAN MUSEUM OF NATURAL HISTORY


 Central Park W. at 79th St. (212-769-5100)— “Beyond Planet Earth: The Future of Space Exploration.” Through Aug. 12. |  “The Butterfly Conservatory: Tropical Butterflies Alive in Winter.” Through May 28. (Open daily, 10 to 5:45.) 

 


ASIA SOCIETY


 Park Ave. at 70th St. (212-288-6400)— “Sarah Sze: Infinite Line.” Through March 25. |  “Princes and Painters in Mughal Delhi, 1707-1857.” Through May 6. (Open Tuesdays through Sundays, 11 to 6, and Friday evenings until 9.) 

 


BRONX MUSEUM OF THE ARTS


 1040 Grand Concourse (718-681-6000)— “Juan Downey.” This impressive retrospective dedicated to one of Chile’s most important and complicated contemporary artists—who moved to the United States in 1965 and died in 1993—is also an overview of Latin-American culture and politics. In his epic 1976 video installation “Video Trans America,” Downey juxtaposes many kinds of footage, contrasting modern protesters in Lima with the ancient Nazca Lines in the Peruvian desert, in one instance. In later years, he took an active stance against the Pinochet dictatorship, a position that’s particularly evident here in “About Cages,” a multimedia work incorporating live birds conceived in 1987. In the late seventies, Downey moved, with his family, to live among the Yanomami in the Amazon jungle; the result is the must-see 1979 video, “The Laughing Alligator,” which reinterprets the Yanomami fire-creation myth while showing the people going about their daily lives. Through May 20. (Open Thursdays through Sundays, 11 to 6, and Friday evenings until 8.) 

 


FRICK COLLECTION


 1 E. 70th St. (212-288-0700)— “Renoir, Impressionism, and Full-Length Painting.” Through May 13. |  “A Passion for Drawings: Charles Ryskamp’s Bequest to the Frick Collection.” Through April 8. (Open Tuesdays through Saturdays, 10 to 6, and Sundays, 11 to 5.) 

 


GREY ART GALLERY


 100 Washington Sq. E. (212-998-6780)— “Soto: Paris and Beyond, 1950-1970.” Through March 31. (Open Tuesdays through Fridays, 11 to 6, Saturdays, 11 to 5, and Wednesday evenings until 8.) 

 


MORGAN LIBRARY & MUSEUM


 225 Madison Ave., at 36th St. (212-685-0008)— “Rembrandt’s World: Dutch Drawings from the Clement C. Moore Collection.” Through April 29. |  “Dan Flavin: Drawing.” Through July 1. (Open Tuesdays through Thursdays, 10:30 to 5, Fridays, 10:30 to 9, Saturdays, 10 to 6, and Sundays, 11 to 6.) 

 


MUSEO DEL BARRIO


 Fifth Ave. at 104th St. (212-831-7272)— “Testimonios: 100 Years of Popular Expression.” Through May 6. (Open Tuesdays through Saturdays, 11 to 6, Sundays, 1 to 5, and Wednesday evenings until 9.) 

 


NEUE GALERIE


 1048 Fifth Ave., at 86th St. (212-628-6200)— “The Ronald S. Lauder Collection: Selections from the Third Century B.C. to the Twentieth Century from Germany, Austria, and France.”  Through April 2. (Open Thursdays through Mondays, 11 to 6.) 

 


NEW MUSEUM


 235 Bowery, at Prince St. (212-219-1222)— “The Ungovernables.” Through April 22. (Open Wednesdays through Sundays, 11 to 6, and Thursday evenings until 9.) 

 


QUEENS MUSEUM OF ART


 Flushing Meadows-Corona Park (718-592-9700)— “Queens International 2012: Three Points Make a Triangle.” The theme of the museum’s fifth biannual of Queens-based artists is “other worlds,” and the result is a sophisticated, intergenerational selection that privileges formal finesse (although it is not without conceptual high jinks). Among the standouts are: sci-fi animations by Adam Shecter, dispersed throughout the building; Becket Bowes’s diagrammatic drawings; Carmelle Safdie’s brightly colored tombstone rubbings; Joe Winter’s elegant glass apertures, which cast circles of light; and Scott Verhagen’s knotty ceramic sculptures, which are reminiscent of spinal cords. Painting gets an experimental twist in Tatiana Berg’s tent-like works on wheels. Several artists have organized workshops in conjunction with the show, including Matthew Buckingham, who has planned a weekend in May in which children will interview each other about space, time, and the future. Through May 20. (Open Wednesdays through Fridays, 10 to 5, and weekends, noon to 5.) 

 


STUDIO MUSEUM IN HARLEM


 144 W. 125th St. (212-864-4500)— “The Bearden Project.” Through March 11. |  “Kira Lynn Harris: The Block/Bellona.” Through May 27. (Open Thursdays and Fridays, noon to 9, Saturdays, 10 to 6, and Sundays, noon to 6.) 

 


 GALLERIES—UPTOWN 


 


“HEART & SOUL: PORTRAITS OF AFRICAN AMERICANS BY AFRICAN AMERICAN PHOTOGRAPHERS”


 The gallery, which specializes in little-known and rediscovered material, showcases five photographers of widely varying talents who made distinctive work in America’s black communities. The show opens with its standout: Beuford Smith’s pictures of the streets of New York in the late sixties and seventies, including kinetic images taken in the aftermath of the assassination of Martin Luther King, Jr. Al Smith may not have Beuford’s compositional finesse, but his shots of the patrons of Seattle’s “black and tan” social clubs in the forties are fascinating. The show is full of irresistible insider views—don’t miss Mikki Ferrill’s photographs of Chicagoans dancing and flirting in the seventies. Through March 17. (De Lellis, 1045 Madison Ave., at 80th St. 212-327-1482.) 

 


Short List


 


 BENNY ANDREWS / ALICE NEEL / BOB THOMPSON: Rosenfeld, 24 W. 57th St. 212-247-0082. Through April 7.  ALBERT OEHLEN: Gagosian, 980 Madison Ave., at 76th St. 212-744-2313. Opens March 3.  JEANNE SILVERTHORNE: McKee, 745 Fifth Ave., at 57th St. 212-688-5951. Opens March 1.  “AN ITALIAN PERSPECTIVE”: Howard Greenberg, 41 E. 57th St. 212-334-0010. Through March 17.  “JOSEPHINE MECKSEPER: MANHATTAN OIL PROJECT”: The Last Lot, 46th St. at Eighth Ave. For more information, visit artproductionfund.org. Opens March 5. 

 


 GALLERIES—CHELSEA 


 


D. W. MELLOR


 Mellor’s photographs of Tom Garvey, a gray-bearded biker he met in 1976, were made over the subsequent three decades. Garvey’s sense of himself as a character—a rebel, an eccentric, and now a muse—is unwavering, and has resulted in some great, surprising pictures. Spurred on by Mellor’s attention, he does his best Hell’s Angel impersonation and also makes a magnificent, naked Lear, prancing, pale and sinewy, against a black backdrop. Garvey dresses up, dresses down, and mugs as if he’s posing for one of Francis Bacon’s popes, but he also lets Mellor see his vulnerability and isolation, giving this engrossing portrait project real depth. Through March 10. (Wester, 511 W. 25th St. 212-255-5560.) 

 


JOHN MILLER


 At first glance, Miller’s installation looks like little more than a lobby-art landscape: a fake rock, a fake tree, black-and-white murals of a generic city street (in Berlin) and a seaside resort (in Majorca). But strips of industrial carpet spelling out “NO”—or maybe it’s “ON”—lend the work a vague air of subversion. Stronger is the room of projected video animations (made in collaboration with Takuji Kogo), in which texts lifted from personal ads double as lyrics. “I’m lonely,” a singer croons, as white plastic lawn chairs float past, at one point. Here, banality and alienation assume elegiac proportions. Through March 10. (Metro Pictures, 519 W. 24th St. 212-206-7100.) 

 


“HAPPENINGS: NEW YORK, 1958–1963”


 The anarchic spirit of the original Happenings is absent from this over-designed survey, but consolation arrives in one of the show’s many videos: the artist Robert Whitman recalls the fire hazard posed by artists in paper costumes, in close proximity to their chain-smoking audience. What little mayhem there is here is confined to photographs documenting such key players as Red Grooms, Jim Dine, and Claes Oldenburg, along with the gallerist Anita Reuben, who hosted many of the events, wearing a tolerant smile. The most memorable work in the show is Whitman’s “Inside Out.” The five-channel installation documents a four-way conversation, filmed in 1963; the asynchronous audio track, which was added in 2009, plays interviews with the three surviving participants, to moving effect. Through March 17. (Pace, 534 W. 25th St. 212-929-7000.) 

 


Short List


 


 GEORG BASELITZ: Gagosian, 522 W. 21st St. 212-741-1717. Through April 7.  ELLEN BIRKENBLITT: Kern, 532 W. 20th St. 212-367-9663. Opens March 1.  TOM FRIEDMAN: Luhring Augustine, 531 W. 24th St. 212-206-9100. Through March 17.  ROY LICHTENSTEIN: Gagosian, 555 W. 24th St. 212-741-1111. Opens March 1.  RYAN MCNAMARA: Dee, 545 W. 20th St. 212-924-7545. Through April 7.  ALEC SOTH: Sean Kelly, 528 W. 29th St. 212-239-1181. Through March 11.  SUPERFLEX: Blum, 526 W. 29th St. 212-244-6055. Opens March 1. 

 


 GALLERIES—DOWNTOWN 


 


JAN GROOVER


 The photographer’s death, in January, at sixty-eight, has turned this already planned retrospective into a memorial exhibition. It includes the formally inventive triptychs and other grouped landscape images that kicked off her career, as well as the refined platinum prints of rural and urban views and truncated figure studies that followed. But the show is dominated by still-lifes, a genre that Groover claimed early on, with pictures of plates and utensils in a kitchen sink. Giorgio Morandi’s arrangements of bottles and pitchers are an obvious inspiration for much of the later work, but Groover tweaked the painter’s meditative gravity with her marvellous wit and casual gorgeousness. Through March 28. (Borden, 560 Broadway, at Prince St. 212-431-0166.) 

 


JON KESSLER


 In this teeming meditation on surveillance and spectating, Kessler works blue, both figuratively (note the X-rated collage installed in a corner) and literally (the gallery’s cyan-splattered walls alternately suggest Pollock and a Manson-style slaughter of Smurfs). The installation is a dense forest of closed-circuit cameras and freestanding, three-quarter-scale cutouts of art viewers, which visitors must squeeze past, as the cameras capture their movements. The live footage is screened on a bank of monitors, where it intermingles with film clips of performers in blue face (Jean Paul Belmondo in “Pierrot le Fou,” the Blue Man Group, but no C.G.I. Na’vi from “Avatar”). Through March 10. (Salon 94 Bowery, 243 Bowery, at Stanton St. 212-979-0001.) 

 


JOHN MISERENDINO


 Dedicated to artistic transparency, the gallery exhibits works made on site during the run of the show. Miserendino takes the strategy literally: he’s constructed a see-through pavillion, based, so he claims, on a drawing by Dan Graham that he found in the trash. (Is Dumpster-diving the new appropriation?) His in-progress projects also leverage more established careers: he’ll record a new version of Sonic Youth’s “Daydream Nation,” based only on other people’s descriptions of the album (he claims not to have heard the original), remake Michael Haneke’s movie “Funny Games” (which the director himself has made twice), and learn the choreography for dances that were supposedly cut from the musical “Spiderman: Turn Off the Dark.” If there’s a catalogue in the offing, perhaps it’s a rewrite of Jonathan Lethem’s “The Ecstasy of Influence.” Through March 10. (Recess, 41 Grand St. 646-863-3765.) 

 


Short List


 


 JEFF GIBSON: Participant, Inc., 253 E. Houston St. 212-254-4334. Through March 25.  JONATHAN HOROWITZ / FRANCES STARK: Brown, 620 Greenwich St. 212-627-5258. Opens March 3.  THOMAS SCHÜTTE: Freeman, 140 Grand St. 212-966-5154. Through April 7.  RYAN SULLIVAN: Maccarone, 630 Greenwich St. 212-431-4977. Through March 17. 
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MOLLY LIEBER AND ELEANOR SMITH


 The Chocolate Factory presents “Beautiful Bone,” by two young dancemakers who are not only artistic collaborators but also good friends. The piece is part of an ongoing exploration of the duet as close collaboration, a peek into the intimacy and messiness of art produced in tight quarters, skin against skin, eyeball to eyeball. (5-49 49th Ave., Long Island City. 212-352-3101. Feb. 29-March 3 at 8.) 

 


SARAH MICHELSON 


 Amid the usual roster of painters, filmmakers, and sculptors, the Whitney Biennial will also feature dancemakers. First on the lineup is the smart and sophisticated choreographer Sarah Michelson, who presents an adaptation of “Devotion,” her obsessive and ecstatic work from last year. Elements of storytelling combine with extreme physical exertion in this compelling work, which draws upon the power of religious iconography to elevate the artistic creator to an almost mythic status, disembodied voice and all. (945 Madison Ave., at 75th St. 212-570-3600. March 1 and March 3-4 at 4 and March 2 at 7. Through March 11.) 

 


MARK MORRIS DANCE GROUP


 Like a spring breeze, the company sweeps in to BAM to perform Morris’s zany take on Virgil Thomson’s “Four Saints in Three Acts” (2000). This high-spirited dance-opera, with its maddeningly repetitive and witty libretto by Gertrude Stein, captures Thomson’s goal of achieving a “childlike gaiety and mystical strength of lives devoted in common to a non-materialistic end.” The other half of the program features “A Choral Fantasy,” a new work set to Beethoven’s Fantasia in C Minor, an ode to fraternal love and the sublimity of art—which just about sums up Morris’s life philosophy. (30 Lafayette Ave., Brooklyn. 718-636-4100. March 1-3 at 7:30.) 

 


FLAMENCO FESTIVAL


 This year’s festival features four female powerhouses, each working in a strikingly different vein. Opening night offers a medley of performances by Carmen Cortés, Rafaela Carrasco, and Olga Pericet. Then come the individual shows. Up first, on March 2, is “Suspiro Flamenco,” a program built around the imposing persona of Manuela Carrasco, a mainstay of the flamenco scene. The following night, the intriguing newcomer Olga Pericet presents “Rosa, Metal, Ceniza,” a more introspective piece with well-crafted vignettes and flourishes of ballet and modern-dance technique. Rafaela Carrasco, a veteran of flamenco’s more theatrical tendencies, closes the festival with “Vamos al Tiroteo” (“Let’s Go to the Gunfight”), where she dances with a quartet of male bailaores to cello music and pieces by Federico García Lorca. (City Center, 131 W. 55th St. 212-581-1212. March 1-3 at 8 and March 4 at 7.) 

 


JODY OBERFELDER DANCE PROJECTS


 Oberfelder’s new piece “Throb” is concerned with matters of the heart, focussing as much on the mechanism of the organ as on its metaphorical associations with emotion. The dancers are hooked up to heart monitors, which periodically feed vital signs through synthesizers into Andy Akiho’s live score. Oberfelder’s solo “Re:Dress” and “Sung Heroes,” a quartet about tapping inner sources of power, complete the program. (Abrons Arts Center, 466 Grand St. 212-352-3101. March 1-3 at 8.) 

 


“DANCE UNDER THE INFLUENCE”


 The small stage at the Museum of Arts and Design is in for a beating, as a crew of master percussive dancers opens the performance series. The powerhouse hoofer Jason Samuels Smith should pose the most danger to the floor, but Juan de Juan, an intense flamenco dancer who’s studied tap, should not be discounted. With both men, as with the kathak exponent Prashant Shah and the flamenco bailaora Nelida Tirado, strength doesn’t preclude a subtlety that’s worth savoring at close range. (2 Columbus Circle. 212-299-7777. March 2-3 at 7:30.) 

 


DOUG ELKINS


 For his part in the 92nd Street Y’s Harkness Dance Festival, Elkins revamps his 1990 work “Mo(or)town.” A quartet account of “Othello” set to Motown, Otis Redding, and James Brown recordings, the piece crosses José Limón’s classic dance “The Moor’s Pavane” with moves cribbed from the Temptations. Following this year’s format, Elkins will discuss and illustrate his ideas about classicism and the vernacular before sending Desdemona to her tragic end with a backbeat. (Lexington Ave. at 92nd St. 212-415-5500. March 2-3 at 8 and March 4 at 3.) 

 


SPIRIT OF UGANDA


 These young Ugandans, ranging in age from eleven to twenty-two, are the best kind of cultural ambassadors. Their adorability quotient is high, but it’s matched by their talent as musicians and dancers, and their director, Peter Kasule, is an affable master of ceremonies, skilled in glossing the origins and meanings of the traditions on display. Ultimately, imitations of birds and snakes require little explanation, and the spirit of the girls, especially when they balance clay pots on their heads and bang drums, speaks for itself. (Skirball Center, 566 LaGuardia Pl. 866-811-4111. March 2 at 8 and March 3 at 2 and 8.) 

 


STEPHEN PETRONIO COMPANY


 Through his mentor, Trisha Brown, Petronio is connected to the Judson avant-garde, but his work is also virtuosic and presentational, like ballet. Both of these aspects are especially evident in his Joyce program this year. He is the first person after the Judson legend Steve Paxton to perform a version of Paxton’s “Intravenous Lecture” while hooked up to an IV. And to dance his solo “Ethersketch I” Petronio has enlisted the New York City Ballet star Wendy Whelan. “Architecture of Loss,” the season première, is another impressive collaboration, with a live score by Nico Muhly and the Icelandic composer Valgeir Sigurdsson. (175 Eighth Ave., at 19th St. 212-242-0800. March 6 at 7:30. Through March 11.) 
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METROPOLITAN OPERA


 Michael Grandage’s new production of “Don Giovanni” features Gerald Finley, the most refined Don one could ask for, along with such singers as Marina Rebeka, Ellie Dehn, Matthew Polenzani, and Kyle Ketelsen (as Leporello); Andrew Davis conducts. (Feb. 29 at 7:30 and March 3 at 8.) | Russian-repertory fans should be sated by a revival of the 1985 August Everding production of Mussorgsky’s “Khovanshchina,” a vivid musical fantasy about the oppression of the Orthodox sect of Old Believers during the reign of Peter the Great. The promising cast features Olga Borodina, Misha Didyk, George Gagnidze, Vladimir Galouzine, Anatoli Kotscherga, and Ildar Abdrazakov; Kirill Petrenko. (March 1 and March 6 at 7.) | Anthony Minghella’s production of “Madama Butterfly,” featuring Patricia Racette, Maria Zifchak, Roberto De Biasio, and Laurent Naouri; Plácido Domingo. (March 2 at 7:30.) | When the Met mounts Sonja Frisell’s majestic production of “Aida,” the star is usually the staging itself—a spectacular fantasy of ancient Egypt. But in this revival the redoubtable American mezzo-soprano Stephanie Blythe seizes the spotlight, as Amneris, with a voice that’s magnificently textured and effortlessly powerful. Also with Violeta Urmana and Marcello Giordani, as Aida and her lover, Radamès; Marco Armiliato conducts this grandest of Italian operas with a sure hand. (March 3 at 1. This is the final performance.) | The Met’s production of “L’Elisir d’Amore” isn’t exactly a knockout, but this revival of Donizetti’s bouncy comedy arrives with a gold-plated cast that features Diana Damrau, Juan Diego Flórez, Mariusz Kwiecien, and Alessandro Corbelli; Donato Renzetti. (March 5 at 7:30.) (Metropolitan Opera House. 212-362-6000.) 

 


 ORCHESTRAS AND CHORUSES 


 


NEW YORK PHILHARMONIC


 David Zinman, the eminent American conductor who is the longtime music director of Zurich’s Tonhalle Orchestra, is as naturally authoritative in Barber and Torke as he is in the German classics. He comes to New York to lead “The Modern Beethoven,” three programs that offer two Beethoven symphonies—played in a quick, fresh style—with a classic twentieth-century concerto in between. Zinman’s guest for the first program is Peter Serkin, who is the soloist in Stravinsky’s Capriccio for Piano and Orchestra; Beethoven’s Second and Seventh Symphonies begin and end the concerts, respectively. (Avery Fisher Hall. 212-875-5656. March 1 and March 6 at 7:30, March 2 at 2, and March 3 at 8.) 

 


MANHATTAN SCHOOL OF MUSIC CHAMBER SINFONIA


 Star quality comes to the uptown conservatory when the conductor George Manahan—gone from City Opera, but certainly not forgotten—joins the cellist David Geber and the baritone Thomas Hampson in a concert that offers Mozart’s “Prague” Symphony, Stravinsky’s “The Fairy’s Kiss,” Virgil Thomson’s film score “The Plough That Broke the Plains” (which Hampson narrates), and the New York première of Richard Danielpour’s “Come Up from the Fields, Father,” a setting of the Walt Whitman poem. (Borden Auditorium, Broadway at 122nd St. msmnyc.edu. March 1 at 7:30.) 

 


VIENNA PHILHARMONIC ORCHESTRA


 Lorin Maazel is back in town, leading the matchless ensemble (which he has collaborated with for fifty years) in three concerts at Carnegie Hall. March 2 at 8: The first program is all-Sibelius—the First, Fifth, and Seventh Symphonies. | March 3 at 8: Maazel conducts two portentous works, Mozart’s Symphony No. 40 in G Minor and “The Ring Without Words,” Maazel’s seventy-minute arrangement of Wagner’s vast tetralogy. | March 4 at 2: Maazel loves the Strausses—all of them. The rather sugary final concert features not only music by Richard Strauss of Munich (“Death and Transfiguration” followed by the “Rosenkavalier” Suite) but also by the Strauss family of Vienna (a collection of pieces by Johann and Eduard, as well as Johann Strauss II’s “Fledermaus” Overture and “Blue Danube” Waltz). (212-247-7800.) 

 


NEW AMSTERDAM SINGERS: “JUXTAPOSITIONS”


 Clara Longstreth’s intrepid and gifted group sings contemporary works by New York’s Steven Stucky (“Whispers,” a commission from Chanticleer) and Minnesota’s Carol Barnett, along with motets by Byrd, Victoria, and Bruckner. (Church of the Holy Trinity, 316 E. 88th St. 212-568-5948. March 2 at 8 and March 4 at 4.) 

 


THE DESSOFF CHOIRS: THE B-MINOR MASS


 The distinguished avocational group completes its winter Bach festival by performing his sublime masterwork, accompanied by the Arcadia Players; Christopher Shepard conducts. (Church of St. Mary the Virgin, 145 W. 46th St. 212-831-8224. March 3 at 8.) 

 


BOSTON SYMPHONY ORCHESTRA


 The parade of great orchestras at Carnegie Hall continues with three appearances by the ensemble; the first concert, for which a conductor has yet to be named, offers Beethoven’s “Missa Solemnis,” featuring the vocal soloists Christine Brewer, Michelle DeYoung, Simon O’Neill, and Eric Owens, along with the Tanglewood Festival Chorus. (212-247-7800. March 6 at 8.) 

 


 RECITALS 


 


“CELEBRATING FRANZ LISZT”


 You can catch an echo of the 2011 Liszt bicentennial celebrations by repairing to the Yamaha Piano Salon, where three fine executants—Inna Faliks, Tanya Gabrielian, and Emma Tahmiziàn—will perform a bevy of his solo and four-hand works (including transcriptions of the symphonic poems “Orpheus,” “Prometheus,” and “Les Préludes”). (689 Fifth Ave. 212-787-0993. Feb. 29 at 7:30.) 

 


THE PHOENIX CONCERTS: “A CONEY ISLAND OF THE MIND”


 In “Songs of the Boardwalk,” the hardy uptown series heads to the beach with the singer Eleanor Taylor and the pianist Jocelyn Dueck, who perform unbuttoned modern lieder by such composers as Eve Beglarian, Christopher Gable, Gilda Lyons, and the Brooklyn phenom Gabriel Kahane. (Church of St. Matthew and St. Timothy, 26 W. 84th St. March 2 at 8. Tickets at the door.) 

 


TENET: “UN PETRARCHINO CANTATO”


 This recently established early-music vocal ensemble, directed by Blue Heron’s Scott Metcalfe, offers an interesting and unexpected program this week, performing settings (by such composers as Arcadelt and Giaches de Wert) of glorious poems by Petrarch (1304-74), whose work became the focus of a major revival in the early sixteenth century. (St. Ignatius of Antioch Church, West End Ave. at 87th St. 646-470-5809. March 3 at 7.) 

 


REPAST BAROQUE ENSEMBLE: “THREE BEAUTIFUL THINGS”


 This concert, given under the auspices of Miller Theatre’s “Bach and the Baroque” series, takes its name from a cantata by Buxtehude that celebrates the virtues of friendship, brotherhood, and marital bliss. The singers Laura Heimes and Jesse Blumberg join the Baroque violinist Beth Wenstrom and the ensemble to explore the work, along with several vocal and instrumental pieces by Bach (including the Chromatic Fantasy and Fugue) and Schmelzer. (American Academy of Arts and Letters, Broadway at 156th St. 212-854-7799. March 3 at 8.) 

 


GEORGE LONDON FOUNDATION RECITAL SERIES: MARCELLO GIORDANI AND MEAGAN MILLER


 The long-running series at the Morgan Library brings the distinguished tenor and the young American soprano together for a concert featuring arias by Puccini (sung by Giordani), songs by Brahms and Fauré (sung by Miller), and a duet from Verdi’s “Otello.” (Madison Ave. at 36th St. themorgan.org. March 4 at 5.) 

 


COUNTER)INDUCTION


 The vibrant modernist ensemble, often heard downtown, comes to Columbia University’s Italian Academy Teatro to perform a stylish program offering music by Helmut Lachenmann, Luigi Nono, and Schoenberg (the thrilling, post-Romantic “Ode to Napoleon Buonaparte,” with a guest narrator, Paula Robison). (1161 Amsterdam Ave. 212-854-1623. March 4 at 6.) 

 


(LE) POISSON ROUGE: URSULA OPPENS AND THE JACK QUARTET


 The sensitive veteran pianist, long a tribune for new music, and the exciting young string quartet team up at the downtown music club to perform works by Nancarrow (“Two Canons for Ursula” and the String Quartet No. 3) and Wuorinen (“Oros” and the Piano Quintet). (158 Bleecker St. lprnyc.com. March 4 at 7:30.) 

 


“MAKING MUSIC: KAIJA SAARIAHO”


 Carnegie Hall’s up-close composer series highlights the elegant Finnish veteran, a longtime resident of Paris, who will enjoy performances of such works as “Nuits, Adieux” and “From the Grammar of Dreams” given by the vocal ensemble Solistes XXI (with video installations by Jean-Baptiste Barrière); Jeremy Geffen hosts. (Zankel Hall. 212-247-7800. March 5 at 6.) 

 


MISCHA BOUVIER


 This award-winning young baritone is a versatile artist who sings everything from Puccini and Bach to Gabriel Kahane. He appears in recital at Carnegie’s Weill Recital Hall, courtesy of Concert Artists Guild; his program features songs by Haydn, Schubert, Bolcom, and Kahane. (212-333-5200. March 6 at 7:30.) 

 


BROOKLYN ART SONG SOCIETY: HUGO WOLF PROJECT


 The supreme genius of German song is honored with the second of three dedicated concerts offered by the pianist Michael Brofman’s industrious outfit. This one features the charming “Eichendorff Lieder” and the pitch-black “Michelangelo Lieder,” sung by Lauren Snouffer, David Williams, and Paul An. (Firehouse Space, 246 Frost St., Williamsburg. March 6 at 8. Tickets at the door.) 
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 OPENING 


 


BEING FLYNN


 Paul Dano stars in this adaptation of a memoir by Nick Flynn, about working in a homeless shelter and finding his estranged father there. Directed by Paul Weitz; co-starring Robert De Niro. Opening March 2. (In wide release.) 

 


BOY


 Taika Waititi directed this drama, set in New Zealand in 1984, about a Maori child (James Rolleston) who is obsessed with American pop culture. Opening March 2. (Angelika Film Center and Film Society of Lincoln Center.) 

 


DR. SEUSS’S THE LORAX


 In this animated comedy, a forest-dwelling creature defends trees from a rapacious businessman. Directed by Chris Renaud, Ken Daurio, and Cinco Paul; with the voices of Zac Efron, Betty White, and Danny DeVito. Opening March 2. (In wide release.) 

 


PROJECT X


 In this comedy, three teen-agers throw a party that gets out of hand. Directed by Nima Nourizadeh; starring Miles Teller, Alexis Knapp, and Thomas Mann. Opening March 2. (In wide release.) 

 


SALMON FISHING IN THE YEMEN


 A drama, directed by Lasse Hallström, about a sheik who seeks to establish the sport of fly-fishing in his home country. Starring Ewan McGregor, Emily Blunt, and Amr Waked. Opening March 2. (In limited release.) 

 


THE SNOWTOWN MURDERS


 In this drama, directed by Justin Kurzel, a single mother (Louise Harris) gets involved with a series of predatory men. Opening March 2. (In limited release.) 

 


THIS IS NOT A FILM


 Reviewed this week in The Current Cinema. Opening Feb. 29. (Film Forum.) 

 


WHERE ARE YOU TAKING ME?


 Kimi Takasue directed this documentary, about the contrast between public life and private life in Kampala, Uganda. Opening March 2. (Anthology Film Archives.) 

 


 NOW PLAYING 


 


THE ARTIST


 The ideal viewer of Michel Hazanavicius’s film would be one who turned up knowing nothing of what was to come; or, at least, who thought that the opening minutes, in silent black-and-white, would soon be set aside, and that a noisy, colorful movie would ensue. Not so: the conceit is maintained throughout, apart from a couple of dizzying interruptions. The story is set in the period that the filmmaking re-creates; we start in the Hollywood of the late nineteen-twenties, where George Valentin (Jean Dujardin), a star of Fairbanksian dash, struggles to hold back the onset of sound, and, in so doing, falls from grace and fame. Helping to keep him alive and to stave off despair are his faithful butler and chauffeur (James Cromwell), his even more faithful hound (the peerless Uggy), and the adoration of a starlet named Peppy (Bérénice Bejo), who once crossed his path before rising to glory herself in the brave new world of talkies. In-jokes, mostly to do with voices and mouths, are strewn like jewels across the film, but the result is far more than an exercise in tangled self-reference or in retro styling; it is an unabashed crowd-pleaser, high on comic momentum, which pays homage to an era, and an industry, that took unprecedented pains to turn mass pleasure into an art. With John Goodman as a studio boss, complete with cigar.— Anthony Lane (Reviewed in our issue of 11/21/11.) (In wide release.) 

 


BULLHEAD


 A daunting and doom-heavy tale from Michaël R. Roskam, set in Belgium. Jacky (Matthias Schoenaerts), a cattle farmer, could be one of his own beasts; slow, hulking, and hard to get close to, he seems set apart from the rest of the human herd. There is a plot, about the sale of illegal hormones in the beef industry; an investigating cop is slaughtered for his pains. But the dealings are so dense (and so complicated by the cultural tussles across the language frontier, between French and Flemish speakers), that we start to wonder if Roskam is determined to lose us in the murk. What matters in the film, and gives it such a concentrated shot of melancholy, is the figure of Jacky, into whose childhood we plunge; his own efforts to outgrow the trauma of that time, partly through his contact with Lucia (Jeanne Dandoy), who remembers what happened, are touched with a noble, half-mute futility, yet we know all too well that they cannot end in peace. Some of the dialogue is overloaded, but the formidable cinematography, by Nicolas Karakatsanis, envelops us in an ever-darkening world. Nominated as Best Film in a Foreign Language for this year’s Academy Awards. In French and Dutch.— A.L. (2/27/12) (In limited release.) 

 


THE CAPTIVE


 Chantal Akerman’s 2000 tale of erotic obsession and artistic sublimation—an adaptation of Proust’s “La Prisonnière”—stars Stanislas Merhar as Simon, a rich and effete young Parisian intellectual whose willowy, pliant live-in lover, Ariane (Sylvie Testud), prefers women. Akerman conjures a timeless literary setting by blending modernity (with its remote controls, cordless phones, and sleek cars) with anachronistic luxuries, styles, and, above all, manners. The actors’ chilled voices and frozen gestures evoke an age of intimate decorum that’s breached solely in flagrante delicto. Finding the rhapsodic melodrama in high art, Akerman pulls Mozart out of the opera house and into the bedroom for an arch a-cappella duet for separated lovers. Her resplendent images reference masterworks by Hitchcock and Godard, and canny, rectilinear framings of scenes shot in cars turn the city, as seen through rear windows, into back-screen projections, holding natural imperatives and social artifices in exquisite and ambiguous balance. In French.— Richard Brody (Museum of the Moving Image; March 4.) 

 


CHRONICLE


 This mildly experimental commercial film is, for most of its length, loose-limbed fun. Three high-school boys in Seattle attain extraordinary powers, but, to our relief, they don’t fight against evil—they don’t destroy Iran’s underground nuclear facilities; they don’t levitate Newt Gingrich to the moon so that he can begin building his new colony. They have no ambitions, no plans. They screw things up for people, and then stand around laughing; they go on exhilarating flights through the clouds high above the city. The director, Josh Trank, and the writer, Max Landis—friends who conceived the story together—seem close in spirit to the boys. Trank uses point-of-view camera techniques; the conceit is that most of the footage we see was shot by the morose Andrew (Dane DeHaan), who thrusts a lightweight digital movie camera between himself and his life. At the end, however, the movie loses its cool—it turns dolorous and grim, as well as spectacular in a conventional way, with cars and buses flung across open spaces. Power corrupts, and digital power corrupts absolutely.— David Denby (2/13 & 20/12) (In wide release.) 

 


DESPAIR


 Adapting a script by Tom Stoppard based on a novel by Nabokov, Rainer Werner Fassbinder brings Weimar-era decadence to life with vibrant derision and visual mystery. The story is set in the sleek milieu of White Russian refugees, where the well-assimilated, haut-bourgeois chocolatier Hermann Hermann (Dirk Bogarde), sexually obsessed with his zaftig, sybaritic wife, Lydia (Andréa Ferréol), is being brazenly cuckolded by her cousin (Volker Spengler), an artist. When, in the backwash of the 1929 Wall Street crash, his business (whose employees are all clad in chocolate-box lilac) suffers a downturn, he concocts a plot of murder and insurance fraud that launches him toward the roiling underworld from which prosperity had shielded him. Fassbinder films life in the cosseted class as a masque of glass and mirrors, replete with alluring deceptions and suave surfaces that belie volcanic passions. In the crude and vulgar beauty of a society on the edge of violence, Stoppard’s Ping-Ponging witticisms freeze in the air with a ballistic grimness. Released in 1978.— R.B. (Film Society of Lincoln Center; Feb. 29.) 

 


DR. STRANGELOVE


 Stanley Kubrick’s jet-black anti-nuke farce, from 1964, is being projected in the narrower screen format the writer-director intended—close to the shapes of old movies, TV tubes, and standard comic-book panels. It’s the perfect frame for Kubrick’s devastating deadpan burlesque of (among other things) sappy Hollywood war sagas, gassy newsreel coverage, and, above all, theories about acceptable nuclear atrocities that belong in futuristic nightmare comics or in Mad magazine. In ninety-three jolting minutes, Kubrick and his co-writers, Terry Southern and Peter George, depict what happens when Sterling Hayden’s deranged General Jack D. Ripper orders a nuclear attack, Slim Pickens’s wily Major (King) Kong moves to deliver his B-52’s payload in the Soviet Union, and the top Yanks in the war room try to pick up the pieces. The moviemakers establish a cutthroat satiric tone, and the cast carries it through, from Pickens and Hayden to Peter Sellers in three roles (the mad Teuton Strangelove, a Stevenson-like President, a low-key British captain) and George C. Scott, who’s at his juiciest and funniest as General Buck Turgidson.— Michael Sragow (Film Forum; March 2-3.) 

 


IN DARKNESS


 In 1942, in Nazi-occupied Lvov, in eastern Poland, a dishonest, thieving Catholic sewer worker named Leopold Socha (Robert Więckiewicz) hides several Jewish families in the depths of the city’s sewers. Agnieszka Holland’s drama, based on a true story, is set both belowground and aboveground—in the filth and darkness of the tunnels, with the struggling community living among rats, and in the chaotic, half-empty city, a place without moral order of any sort. Honesty is the movie’s greatest strength. As Holland and the screenwriter, David F. Shamoon, tell the story, goodness, like a puzzling new form of strength, creeps into Socha’s temperament. Slowly, he develops a sense of responsibility, increased by his vanity. These Jews are “his” Jews, and he will protect them. The members of the families, who are thrown together in unspeakable living conditions, are a quarrelsome, desperate, and lustful group, and they’re not always grateful for Socha’s services. Physically, the movie is the most volatile that Holland has directed. With a distinguished, hardworking cast of German and Polish actors. In Polish, Ukrainian, Yiddish, and German.— D.D. (2/13 & 20/12) (In limited release.) 

 


THE IRON LADY


 As Margaret Thatcher in old age—confined to her home and afflicted with dementia—Meryl Streep turns senescence into poetry. Apart from the great Lear interpreters, Streep has given us the best impression we’ve had of a potentate suffering from loss of power and fear of madness. Despite Streep’s eloquence and wit, however, this bio-pic, written by Abi Morgan and directed by Phyllida Lloyd, is brutally misconceived. A good forty per cent is devoted to Thatcher in her confused dotage. Why? Thatcher may have been wrong about many things and personally dislikable, even insufferable, but she changed the culture of Britain, so why undermine her in this way? There are fleeting glimpses of her early years and some amusing details about her rise to Conservative Party leadership. She allows her hair to be teased into a lofty blond arc, a sort of cotton-candy diadem, and her speech, with training, gets heavier and slower, the emphasis landing on selected, morally significant syllables like a hammer hitting an anvil. Yet the movie is careless about Thatcher’s actual policies and their effect on the British economy. It’s as if the filmmakers believed that her voice alone caused a revolution.— D.D. (1/2/12) (In wide release.) 

 


PINA


 A documentary about the German choreographer Pina Bausch, who died in 2009. There are interviews with some of her dancers, but the bulk of the film is consumed by their performances of her work, both onstage—where soil is unloaded and raked over the floor for “The Rite of Spring”—and outside, in the surrounding town and countryside. There is neither plot nor narration, but the director, Wim Wenders, has conjured something as breathless as a thriller; you wait to discover what will come next. The film is granted a startling depth and immediacy by being shot in 3-D; dance, it appears, is ideally suited to the new advances in technology. The performers are of many nationalities and, more important, ages, suggesting that, as in “The Red Shoes,” once you start to dance, you never stop.— A.L. (12/19 & 26/11) (In limited release.) 

 


A SEPARATION


 A compact and forbidding drama, written and directed by Asghar Farhadi. We find ourselves in the crack that has opened up in an Iranian marriage; Nader (Peyman Maadi) wants things to remain as they are, while his wife, Simin (Leila Hatami), has plans to move abroad, where the living is easier. Stuck between them is their daughter, Termeh (Sarina Farhadi), the most perceptive presence in the film. This volatile state of affairs awaits detonation, and it arrives in the form of Razieh (Sareh Bayat), a devout woman who comes to work for the feuding couple; a string of errors and accidents sets off a shock wave of class, gender, age, faith, and death. The movie, though packed with loudmouths and other exasperated souls, is itself a model of equability, paying due attention to characters great and small. The cinematography, by Mahmoud Kalari, makes cunning use of space, insuring that the film’s title reaches far beyond a question of law. In Farsi.— A.L. (1/9/12) (In limited release.) 

 


THE SNOWS OF KILIMANJARO


 The left-wing traditions of a labor union at a Marseilles shipyard provide the cultural setting for Robert Guédiguian’s richly textured and hearty yet fable-like view of domestic intimacy and social conflict. A beloved and respected union delegate, Michel (Jean-Pierre Darroussin), is one of twenty laborers to be laid off; his wife, Marie-Claire (Ariane Ascaride), a domestic worker, picks up the slack, and he fills his time with his grandchildren and assorted errands. One evening, while playing cards with Marie-Claire’s sister and brother-in-law (Marilyne Canto and Gérard Meylan), the couple is robbed at gunpoint of a large cash going-away present, and Michel learns that one of the robbers was a former colleague. The setup offers a smart schema to distill a range of responses, from sympathy to revenge, that, as in a Western, distills great social forces to intimate issues. For Guédiguian, however, the most powerful social force is love—of the sort that arises from a community with deep roots and is nourished by class solidarity and principled collective action. His Communism is, in effect, erotic, nourished by sun and sea and a love of the body, at work and at play. In French.— R.B. (IFC Center; March 6.) 

 


THIS MEANS WAR


 Actually, this means nothing. The new movie from the elusive but unmysterious McG maintains the high level of vapidity that he set in works such as “Charlie’s Angels: Full Throttle” and “Terminator: Salvation.” Reese Witherspoon, a smart actress doing herself no favors whatsoever, plays an empty-headed, man-thirsty ditz named Lauren, who lives alone in Los Angeles and appears to believe that she will raise her chances of snagging a mate by dressing like someone half her age. Enter F.D.R. (Chris Pine) and Tuck (Tom Hardy), both of whom fall for her, and both of whom—wouldn’t you know—are armed operatives in the C.I.A. Their battle to woo her is therefore a real battle, complete with tranquillizer darts and restaurant-clearing fistfights. In some dire way, the protagonists deserve each other, and one can picture a Sartrean sequel in which the merry trio gets trapped for two hours in a locked room. That would certainly be more tranquil than this farrago, which allows no sequence, however fleeting or slight, to pass without a crunching musical accompaniment. In the end, Lauren, torn between two lovers, chooses to spend her life with dumber rather than dumb. But which is which?— A.L. (2/27/12) (In wide release.) 

 


TINKER TAILOR SOLDIER SPY


 Tomas Alfredson, who made the masterly “Let the Right One In” (2008), now turns to John le Carré’s novel of 1974—a complicated study, as dank and dense as undergrowth, of betrayal in the Britain of the Cold War. A treacherous mole, inserted deep into the Secret Intelligence Service by the Soviets, needs digging out, and so George Smiley (Gary Oldman), a former spy, is summoned from retirement to lead the hunt. The tale required many hours to unfold when it screened on television in the nineteen-seventies, and the cinematic version is, by definition, a brisker quest; perhaps, however, a certain patient pedantry was essential to Smiley’s task, because the new adaptation seems duller and less enthralling. There are four main suspects, played by Toby Jones, Colin Firth, David Dencik, and Ciarán Hinds, but we don’t have a chance to assess them one by one: hardly a great buildup to the final revelation. Still, the cast is expert and formidable, with roles for John Hurt, Tom Hardy, and Mark Strong, and the set decoration is a terrifying reminder of an entire era that devoted itself to brown.— A.L. (In wide release.) 

 


W.E.


 The title refers to Wallis Simpson (Andrea Riseborough) and King Edward VIII (James D’Arcy)—the leading players, according to legend, in the dominant love affair of the last century, although it emerges from this new film, directed by Madonna, more as an ambitious flirtation that got out of hand. Edward barely registers, except as a consumer of cocktails; like all royal sagas, including “The King’s Speech,” this film is determined to present the British princes as handsome devils, whereas, in reality, they were bred to look like basset hounds with indigestion. Riseborough, meanwhile, clothed and bejewelled without a flaw, owns the movie entirely; if only the rest of it could match her cogent depiction of calculation and rapture. Old history is intercut throughout with the sorry modern tale of Wally Winthrop (Abbie Cornish), who lives in Manhattan and thinks about nothing but the Duke and Duchess of Windsor; we are asked to trail after her as she drools over their memorabilia at Sotheby’s and swoons under the gaze of a security guard. Madonna, it would seem, cannot meet a fantasy without wanting to indulge it, and the film fritters itself away in wisps of closeup and snatches of song.— A.L. (2/6/12) (In limited release.) 

 


 ALSO PLAYING 


 


 THE GREY: In wide release.  THE SECRET WORLD OF ARRIETTY: In wide release.  THE VOW: In wide release. 

 


 REVIVALS, CLASSICS, ETC. 



Titles with a dagger are reviewed above.


 

 


ANTHOLOGY FILM ARCHIVES


 32 Second Ave., at 2nd St. (212-505-5181)—“From the Pen Of: John Sayles.” March 1 at 6:45: “Smile” (1975, Michael Ritchie). | March 1 at 9: “The Loveless” (1982, Kathryn Bigelow and Monty Montgomery). | “Internationalist Cinema for Today.” March 3 at 5: Films by René Vautier, including “Frontline” (1976; in French). | March 3 at 9: “Behind the Lines” (1971, Margaret Dickinson). | March 4 at 4:30: “Sambizanga” (1972, Sarah Maldoror). 

 


BAM CINÉMATEK


 30 Lafayette Ave., Brooklyn (718-636-4100)—“Two by Werner Herzog.” March 1 at 7:30: “The White Diamond” (2004), introduced by the director. | March 2 at 3, 6, and 9: “Fitzcarraldo” (1982). | “Rendez-Vous with French Cinema.” March 3 at 6:30: “Pater” (2011, Alain Cavalier). | March 4 at 6: “Farewell, My Queen” (2012, Benoît Jacquot). | March 4 at 9: “The Screen Illusion (2011, Mathieu Amalric). | “60 Years of Positif.” March 3 at 9:30: “Moon Child” (2011, Delphine Gleize). | March 5 at 7: “A Few Days with Me” (1988, Claude Sautet). 

 


FILM FORUM


 W. Houston St. west of Sixth Ave. (212-727-8110)—“DCP: Digital Cinema Package.” March 2 at 4 and 7 and March 3 at 5:30: “Dr. Strangelove” (+) | March 2 at 9:20: “Taxi Driver” (1976, Martin Scorsese). | March 3 at 1 and March 4 at 4: “Bye Bye Birdie” (1963, George Sidney). | March 3 at 3:10: “From Here to Eternity” (1963, Fred Zinnemann). | March 3 at 7:50 and March 4 at 9:10: “Five Easy Pieces” (1970, Bob Rafelson). | March 3 at 9:50 “Goldfinger” (1964, Guy Hamilton). | March 5 at 1 and 6:50: “2001: A Space Odyssey” (1968, Stanley Kubrick). | March 5 at 3:40 and 9:30: “The Shining” (1980, Kubrick). | March 6 at 1:30 and 6:30: “The Red Shoes” (1948, Michael Powell and Emeric Pressburger). | March 6 at 4:10 and 9:10: “The Searchers” (1956, John Ford). 

 


FILM SOCIETY OF LINCOLN CENTER


 Walter Reade Theatre, Lincoln Center (212-875-5610)—“ Film Comment Selects.” Feb. 29 at 4:30: “Despair” (+). | March 1 at 9:30: “Alps” (2011, Yorgos Lanthimos; in Greek). | “Rendez-Vous with French Cinema.” March 1 at 7:30 and March 4 at 1:50: “Intouchables” (2011, Olivier Nakache and Eric Toledano). | March 2 at 3:45 and March 4 at 3:30: “Pater” (2011, Alain Cavalier). | March 2 at 6:30 and March 3 at 1:30: “Farewell, My Queen” (2012, Benoît Jacquot). | March 2 at 7: “38 Witnesses” (2012, Lucas Belvaux). | March 2 at 9:15 and March 4 at 1: “17 Girls” (2011, Delphine Coulin and Muriel Coulin). | March 4 at 6:15 and March 6 at 4: “The Screen Illusion” (2011, Mathieu Amalric). | March 5 at 2:00 and March 6 at 6:15: “Louise Wimmer” (2011, Cyril Mennegun). | March 6 at 8:30: “The Last Screening” (2011, Laurent Achard). 

 


IFC CENTER


 323 Sixth Ave., at W. 3rd St. (212-924-7771)—“Rendez-Vous with French Cinema.” March 1 at 7:30 and March 4 at 1:50: “Intouchables” (2011, Olivier Nakache and Eric Toledano). | March 2 at 9:15, March 3 at 9:30, and March 4 at 1: “17 Girls” (2011, Delphine Coulin and Muriel Coulin). | March 2 at 7: “38 Witnesses” (2012, Lucas Belvaux). | March 3 at 3: “Louise Wimmer” (2011, Cyril Mennegun). | March 3 at 7: “Farewell, My Queen” (2012, Benoît Jacquot). | March 4 at 4: “Free Men” (2011, Ismael Ferroukhi). | March 5 at 8: “The Screen Illusion” (2011, Mathieu Amalric). | March 6 at 7:45: “The Snows of Kilimanjaro” (+). 

 


JAPAN SOCIETY—THEATRE


 333 E. 47th St. (212-715-1258)—Through March 18: “Love Will Tear Us Apart.” March 2 at 7:30: “Kotoko” (2011, Sahinya Tsukamoto; in Japanese). | March 3 at 2: “Air Doll” (2009, Hirokazu Kore-eda; in Japanese). | March 3 at 4:30: “My Dear Enemy” (2008, Lee Yoon-Ki; in Korean). | March 4 at 5:30: “Vibrator” (2003, Kiroki Ryuichi; in Japanese). 

 


MUSEUM OF MODERN ART 


 Roy and Niuta Titus Theatres, 11 W. 53rd St. (212-708-9480)—“Cruel and Unusual Comedy Reprised,” a silent-film series. March 1-2 at 1:30: Short-film program, including “Shanghaied Lovers” (1924, Mack Sennett). | Through March 10: The films of Lucian Pintilie. All films are in Romanian. March 1 at 7: “Rëenactment” (1968). | March 2 at 4: “Sunday at 6 O’Clock” (1965). | March 3 at 7:30: “The Oak” (1991). 

 


MUSEUM OF THE MOVING IMAGE


 35th Ave. At 36th St., Astoria (718-784-0077)—“See It Big!” March 3 at 5: “The Sound of Music” (1965, Robert Wise). | Films by Chantal Akerman. March 4 at 4: “News from Home” (1977). | March 4 at 6:30: “The Captive” (+). 

 


92Y TRIBECA


 200 Hudson St. (212-601-1000)—Special screenings. March 1 at 7:30: “The Great Northfield Minnesota Raid” (1972, Philip Kaufman). | March 3 at 10: “Steel Magnolias” (1989, Herbert Ross). 
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GREENLIGHT BOOKSTORE


 The writers Hari Kunzru, Rebecca Mead (a contributor to this magazine), David Rakoff, Felix Salmon, and Sean Wilsey join Craig Taylor for a reading from his new book, “Londoners,” an oral history of that city. Taylor’s editor, Matt Weiland, will also be on hand. (686 Fulton St., at S. Portland Ave. 718-246-0200. Feb. 29 at 7:30.) 

 


BROOKLYN HISTORICAL SOCIETY


 Arthur Phillips, whose novel “The Tragedy of Arthur,” about the rediscovery of a long-lost Shakespeare play, discusses his work with James Shapiro, a Shakespearean historian. (128 Pierrepont St. 718-222-4111. March 1 at 7.) 

 


KGB BAR


 The latest issue of the literary journal Tin House is devoted to science, and some of the contributors, including Jared Harel, Michelle Legro, Justin Nobel, and Rachel Riederer, read from their work. (85 E. 4th St. 212-505-3360. March 4 at 7.) 

 


“LIVE FROM THE NYPL”


 The author Sharifa Rhodes-Pitts, whose latest book is “Harlem Is Nowhere,” joins the artist Simone Leigh for a discussion about black America, moderated by the writer Claire Barliant. (New York Public Library, Fifth Ave. at 42nd St. 212-930-0855. March 6 at 7.) 
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“THEIR EYES WERE WATCHING GOD”


 The Jerome L. Greene Space of WNYC and WQXR is celebrating the seventy-fifth anniversary of the Zora Neale Hurston novel with a series of events. On Feb. 29 and March 1 at 7, there will be a recording of a radio play based on the book. Directed by Ruben Santiago-Hudson and written by Arthur Yorinks, the piece will be performed by Phylicia Rashad, Santiago-Hudson, Brandon Dirdon, and Leslie Uggams. The blues musician Bill Sims, Jr., composed the score. The recording sessions are open to the public (the national broadcast will be in September). This will be followed by a literary salon with Carl Hancock Rux, on March 14 at 6, and a panel on female writers, with Alice Walker, Sonia Sanchez, and Ruby Dee (moderated by Hurston’s niece Lucy Anne Hurston), is scheduled for March 28 at 7. (44 Charlton St. For more information, visit thegreenespace.org.) 

 


“IT’S ALL DONE WITH MIRRORS”


 The character actor Anthony Zerbe performs his one-man show based on the poetry and prose of E. E. Cummings. (Abingdon Theatre Arts Complex, 312 W. 36th St. 212-868-2055. March 4 at 7.) 

 


AUCTIONS AND ANTIQUES



Christie’s shakes off the lethargy of the last month (when most of the interesting sales were taking place in London) to present an auction of American paintings and sculpture on March 1; most of its offerings consist of the usual nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century fare, representing all the major movements. Within a large group of works from a private collection, Jack Levine’s monumental “On the Block” stands out as a kind of roman à clef of the nineteen-eighties New York auction scene—a busy, crowded canvas that contains a Who’s Who of art-world types, recognizable portraits of such legendary figures as Leo Castelli, Andy Warhol, and the downtown gallerist Edith Halpert. (20 Rockefeller Plaza, at 49th St. 212-636-2000.) |  Swann holds a sale of books, manuscripts, and objects related to the African-American experience (March 1), including an ivory tusk from the wreck of a sixteenth-century slave ship recovered in the treacherous waters off of the Bahamas (along with a DVD documenting its discovery) and a preliminary print of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, inscribed with multiple notes and corrections by Representative Emanuel Celler, who was the chairman of the House Judiciary Committee. (104 E. 25th St. 212-254-4710.) 
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THE THEATRE



DON’T CRY FOR HER



March 12


“Evita,” Andrew Lloyd Webber and Tim Rice’s 1978 musical about the life of Eva Perón, Argentina’s celebrated and controversial First Lady, returns to Broadway, at the Marquis. Michael Grandage directs Ricky Martin, Michael Cerveris, and Elena Roger. (212-239-6200.) 

 


CLASSICAL MUSIC



BACH, IN STYLE



March 15 and March 31


Lincoln Center’s Great Performers series has been in hibernation for much of the winter. But Easter season brings back the music of Bach, which will be provided by the choral luminaries Ton Koopman and Philippe Herreweghe (leading the St. Matthew Passion). (212-721-6500.) 

 


ART



EARLY EDITION



March 16-July 8


The Brooklyn Museum exhibits the early work of Keith Haring, who died of AIDS-related causes, in 1990, at the age of thirty-one. More than a hundred and fifty works on paper, made between 1978 and 1982, are supplemented by the artist’s videos, journals, sketchbooks, and subway drawings. (718-638-5000.) 

 


NIGHT LIFE



EMERALD AISLE



March 17


“Voice of Ages,” the new album by the Chieftains, features vocal contributions from Bon Iver, the Decemberists, the Punch Brothers, Imelda May, and many other musicians. The venerable Irish band, which is celebrating its fiftieth anniversary, comes to Carnegie Hall for St. Patrick’s Day. (carnegiehall.org.) 

 


MOVIES



TOWN AND COUNTRY



March 23-April 1


Sara Driver’s two feature films, “Sleepwalk,” set downtown, and “You Are Not I,” filmed in rural New Jersey, are classics of New York’s independent-film scene of the nineteen-eighties. Anthology Film Archives presents them along with Driver’s short films and some classic movies that influenced her, including Jacques Tourneur’s “Cat People,” from 1942. (212-505-5181.) 
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Contributors





















William Finnegan (“The Storm” ), a staff writer, has published four books, including “Cold New World: Growing Up in a Harder Country.” 


Emily Eakin (The Talk of the Town ) is a former editor at The New Yorker. 


Stephen Dunn (Poem ) won the 2001 Pulitzer Prize for poetry for “Different Hours.” His latest collection, “Here and Now,” was published last June. 


Dan Guterman (Shouts & Murmurs ) is a staff writer for “The Colbert Report.” 


Jonah Lehrer (“Kin and Kind” ), the author of “How We Decide” and “Proust Was a Neuroscientist,” has a new book, “Imagine: How Creativity Works,” coming out next month. 


James Surowiecki (The Financial Page ) writes about business, economics, and finance for the magazine. He is the author of “The Wisdom of Crowds,” which is available in paperback. 


Roz Chast (Cover; Cartoon ), a longtime New Yorker cartoonist, is the author of “What I Hate: From A to Z,” which was published in October. 


Nick Paumgarten (“Magic Mountain” ) has been writing for the magazine since 2000. 


Nicholas Schmidle (“Disarming Viktor Bout” ) is a writer based in Washington, D.C., and the author of “To Live or to Perish Forever: Two Tumultuous Years in Pakistan.” 


Alice Munro (Fiction ) is the award-winning author of twelve short-story collections, with a thirteenth scheduled for publication in the fall. 


Ellen Bryant Voigt (Poem ), the author of “The Art of Syntax: Rhythm of Thought, Rhythm of Song,” has published seven poetry collections, including “Messenger: New and Selected Poems 1976–2006.” 


Emily Nussbaum (On Television ) is the magazine’s television critic. 


Adam Gopnik (Books ), a staff writer, is the author of, most recently, “The Table Comes First: Family, France, and the Meaning of Food.” 


Peter Schjeldahl (The Art World ) won a Clark Prize for Excellence in Arts Writing in 2008. “Let’s See: Writings on Art from The New Yorker” is his most recent book. 









THE MAIL

Mad Men




A letter in response to Jane Mayer’s article (February 13 & 20, 2012)















Jane Mayer, in her astute profile of Larry McCarthy, quotes the respected veteran newsman Wes Pippert on his impressions of McCarthy’s “free and easy spirit” as an Institute of Politics fellow at Harvard’s Kennedy School in 1987 (“Attack Dog,” February 13th & 20th). But, Mayer writes, Pippert noted a “ ‘profound contradiction’ between McCarthy’s geniality and his disregard for the truth” in crafting his work-for-hire. I was also a fellow at the I.O.P. that season, and have a vivid recollection of McCarthy, but minus any semblance of free and easy spirit or geniality. From our group sessions, I remember him as a lean-and-hungry operative, bristling with nervous energy and zeal, and eerily indifferent to the effect of his devil-may-care amorality on others in the room. I remember thinking, This is the new line of insider you’d better get used to: maestro of emerging electronic technologies, skilled at hit-and-run manipulation of content. That was well over a year before McCarthy came up with the Willie Horton ad. I thought then that we’d come a long way from amateur hour with the Nixon “dirty tricks” crew. But, as Mayer demonstrates, McCarthy and his colleagues have brought us a greater distance since! 

 


Michael Janeway



Lakeville, Conn.










THE MAIL

Technical Problems




A letter in response to James Surowiecki’s article (February 13 & 20, 2012)















As a Cherokee citizen and avid social-media user, I was disappointed by the illustration accompanying James Surowiecki’s recent article on the BlackBerry’s failure to adjust to consumer demands (The Financial Page, February 13th & 20th). Illustrating that message with a cartoon image of an Indian sending smoke signals perpetuates the stereotype that Native Americans are stuck in a time warp, when in fact many tribes are technologically savvy. The Cherokee Nation of Oklahoma has its own immersion school where students communicate entirely in Cherokee and often use their iPads or iPhones to do so. Cherokee is one of only fifty or so languages that Apple includes in its O.S. Not surprisingly, Apple doesn’t include smoke signals. May I suggest using Polybius with his torches to illustrate an article about outdated technology? 

 


Talia E. Myres



Tulsa, Okla.










THE MAIL

Sound Check




A letter in response to Jeremy Denk’s article (February 6, 2012)















Jeremy Denk’s wonderful piece about the arduous process of assembling from many takes an ideal recording of Charles Ives’s “Concord” Sonata reminded me why many great performers—Artur Schnabel and Otto Klemperer, to name two—hated the process of recording (“Flight of the Concord,” February 6th). Schnabel’s mix of analytical brilliance and enormous intensity of utterance always included fistfuls of wrong notes. But who cares? Would additional takes really have “improved” any of it? Klemperer would generally record entire movements, not small sections or “bits.” Denk’s search for the clinically pristine and the rapturous in a willful exercise of technological mix and match makes it easy to see why some artists and major orchestras—the Boston Symphony under James Levine among them—chose to record live performances, letting at least some of the chips fall where they may, and thereby restoring to the process a humanity that is in danger of becoming vestigial. 


Dan Farber



Portsmouth, R.I. 
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