


| @ b v NS4
2 Ve’ , RN
' ] iy

- I # 1 | - ’J k. )
\ i 2y \)}M.‘_,
g “HAUSER&WIRT PUBLISHERS

\ m_r_#_____.,-f-f"” ; :f A %
s p "DAVID . x
. HAMMONS

=

AY

f
/
f
Y 3 "~
/j 8
i i
&
P);JZer & Wirth Publishers
1

/
5
Cover of ‘David Hammons’ (20% (detail). Courtesy

ey

~ . k On view at Hauser & Wirth Down]:own Los Angeles
b ‘ New publication at shop. hauserwirth.com®"






Not all Als are created equal.

It’s just the spark of an idea, but in the
quantum playground of your mind,

a single synapse can unfold a universe
of creative possibilities.

Enter Claude: your Al companion,
built by trust & safety experts.

Code, write, analyze, create—

all with an Al as trustworthy as
it is powerful.

Claude was designed with humanity at its core.
See what'’s possible with you and Claude at claude.com

Claude RIITH ROP\C






SPONSOR CONTENT RANGE ROVER This content is made possible by our sponsor and is independent of The Atlantic's editorial staff.

WILL GUIDARA

Author, Unreasonable Hospitality
Former Co-Owner, Eleven Madison Park
Co-Producer, The Bear

Photo by Eric Ryan Anderson

e — =,




"“DRIVE "LEAD

Leadership.

Curiosity.

Leadership isn’t a destination reached—it's choices made. Will
Guidara embodies this truth, having transformed the restaurant
industry as former co-owner of Eleven Madison Park and inspiring
new and seasoned leaders alike through his best-selling memoir,
Unreasonable Hospitality.

Watching his father, Frank, a lifelong restaurateur, showed
Guidara that true leadership requires dedicated intention; every
decision and every interaction was an opportunity to demonstrate
what excellence looked like. Through these daily moments, a
powerful philosophy emerged: “Leadership isn't something you
have or don’t have,” he says. “It's something every day you choose
to pursue.”

Drawing from his own experience achieving the highest lev-
els of excellence, Guidara has distilled three timeless leadership
principles of his own: the conscious choice to lead, the transfor-

SPONSOR CONTENT

Connection.

mative power of investing in others, and the wisdom gained from
remaining a student of those around you.

Leadership’s terrain grows richer with each passing mile.
Even now, in conversations with his father and industry peers
such as Max Goldberg, Guidara proves that at any stage, there’s
opportunity to lead differently and invest more deeply. “No matter
where you are in life,” he says, “there’s opportunity to lead. And if
you are generous in your investments into relationships, and will-
ing to learn, you can achieve remarkable things.”

Continue the drive with Will Guidara.

Visit theatlantic.com/drivetolead
or scan here >
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SILENT AND EFFECTIVE

Our Al powered robots mimic natural
organisms and do not disturb sea life. They
operate without motors and move and sense
silently, without creating noise or acoustic
traces to interfere with the environment.

Softbotic systems are ideal for tracking

the health and quality of water and

are used by national and international
oceanographic agencies. They can also be
made biodegradable to eliminate waste and
protect the natural environment.

Bringing robotics into everyday life.

Carnegie Mellon University

College of Engineering

Learn more at: softhotics.org.
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AN EVENING WITH PRESIDENT

“LECH WALESA

NOBEL PEA(E PRIZE WINNER AND FORMER PRESIDENT OF POLAND

USA & CANADA GRAND LECTURE TOUR | AUGUST 31 - OCTOBER 30, 2025

(13
We, the people,

live in challenging times and face
a turning point in history. On this
lecture tour, I will reflect on our
past, confront our present and
offer ideas for a better future.
Join me for this historic
conversation. Together, we can
create the change we need.
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Meet the man who defended
freedom and became one

of the world’s greatest leaders.
His courage and vision inspired
millions to believe that a better
world is possible.
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who defeated communism and pushed
the world toward democracy,

will take you behind the scenes
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Behind the Cover: This month, our cover spotlights
four stories on threats to American democracy. George
Packer (p. 13) examines President Donald Trump’s Orwel-
lian tendencies. Anne Applebaum (p. 16) reports on the
right’s dangerous embrace of Viktor Orbdn’s Hungary.

Aziz Hugq (p. 18) recounts how the constitutional and

legal foundations of the Weimar Republic eroded. And
David Brooks (p. 48) describes the nihilism at the core of
the MAGA movement. For the cover image, the illustrator
Ricardo Tomds created an imperiled American flag, its
stars and stripes on the verge of collapse.

— Paul Spella, Senior Art Director

Stuck In

Place

In the March 2025 issue,
Yoni Appelbaum considered
why Americans stopped
moving houses—and why

thats a very big problem.

AN

Letters

Yoni Appelbaum’s “Stuck In
Place” accurately describes how
restrictive land-use policies in
America’s most economically
vibrant cities have choked off
opportunity for many Americans.
That said, I'm skeptical that
homeowners would be as open
to new development as Appel-
baum thinks. One person’s
exorbitant expense—money
paid for rent or to purchase
a home—is another person’s
income. Increasing the housing
supply to deliberately moderate
or even lower prices threatens
homeowners whose retirement
plans include cashing in on the
equity stake in their home.

Twenty-five years ago, Wil-
liam Fischel named this politi-
cal economy the “homevoter
hypothesis™: Voters lobby the
local land-use authorities to
protect their vested real-estate
interests, thereby excluding new-
comers from their communities.

Americans have grown
accustomed to rapidly rising
home values, and our federal,
state, and local governments
encourage this through zon-
ing, mortgage, and tax poli-
cies. It’s no wonder people
cagerly use the power of the
state to privilege themselves,
even if they couch it in lofty
terms such as opposing “greedy

developers” and “protecting
neighborhood character.”

Eric Fidler
Washington, D.C.

Yoni Appelbaum’s article on
the ills caused by progressives’
neighborhood preservation-
ism is thought-provoking, well
researched, and convincing to
a point. But it can’t serve as a
blanket explanation for all of
America’s current sociopolitical
ills—nothing fits that bill.

Arguments like these can
lead to scapegoating and a
backlash that itself goes too far.
Zoning laws should certainly be
loosened—but do we want to
open every last historical land-
mark to the wrecking ball and
allow every last green space in
America to be paved over just
so someone can make a quick
buck? Surely we can strike a
new, better balance.

Martin J. Berman-Gorvine

Potomac, Md.

I read Yoni Appelbaum’s lament
over decreasing American mobil-
ity with bemusement. Some
people value establishing and
maintaining deep bonds with
family, friends, and community
over chasing after money. Here
in rural northeastern Kansas, I
dwell among people who live
on the same land that their
forebears homesteaded in the
mid-19th century. They pos-
sess a sense of rootedness and
purpose as vital contributors
to their local community that
cannot be exchanged for cash.
They also tend to be thrifty
people who save, so other than
them tipping off friends about
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the latest sale at the fabric store,
I've never heard them mention
or complain about money.
Because of the quest for
upward mobility, I know many
couples whose grown children
choose to pursue lives in Cali-
fornia or Florida or New York
and then cram into airports
during the holidays. They
would have saved themselves
considerable time, money, and
stress if they'd never left home
in the first place. FaceTime and
texting cannot babysit for you,
mow your lawn, rescue you if
your car breaks down, or run
errands for you if you are sick.
Mindlessly moving from one
place to another in pursuit of
the next promotion is not only
extremely expensive—it has
contributed to the loneliness
epidemic. Neighbors no longer
know one another; newcomers
find themselves surrounded by
strangers. And if they are tran-
sients who will jump at the next
opportunity to relocate, I doubt
that they will try to establish
any meaningful connections.
‘The pursuit of more money
through mobility is a dominant
theme in our culture, but not
everyone buys into it. I've dis-
covered meaning and fulfill-
ment by staying in one place.

Margaret Kramar
Lecompton, Kan.

Here’s another reason fewer
Americans are moving far from
their hometowns: the increased

economic and social power
of women. Women do a dis-
proportionate amount of unpaid
work in the form of child care
and elder care. Women know
how difficult it is to raise kids
far away from the support of
extended family. For the men
who were the breadwinners
and decision makers of previ-
ous generations, caring for chil-
dren (to say nothing of aging
parents) was not their concern.
To modern couples who earn
money and make decisions more
equitably, the demands of child
care and elder care are powerful
incentives to stay close to home.

Emily Murbarger
Philadelphia, Pa.

Yoni Appelbaum’s theory that
progressives are to blame for
America’s housing crisis ignores
a far more obvious culprit:
greed. The reason no one is
building affordable housing is
that it simply isn’t as profitable
as luxury townhouses and con-
dos. Downtown Milwaukee,
for instance, teems with new
apartment complexes mar-
keted to those who can afford
the $2,000 rent. There needs to
be an incentive to build hous-
ing for the people who clean
and service these units, espe-
cially as wealthy Americans
turn their backs on the public
sphere. Otherwise, our cities
risk becoming hives of affluence.

David Southward
Milwaukee, Wis.

I wholeheartedly agree with
Yoni Appelbaum’s three prin-
ciples for restoring dynamism
and mobility to our cities. We
need more consistency and
less discretion in our land-use
rules. We need more tolerance
for the messy process of change
to the built environment. And
we need to embrace growth
and abundance.

But the correctness of
Appelbaum’s conclusions only
deepened my frustration with
the blame he placed on Jane
Jacobs. Although she deserves
criticism for inspiring a strain
of progressive NIMBYism,
Jacobs was no evangelist for
freezing cities in amber. She
famously attacked “separation
of uses”—then a key facet of
planning orthodoxy—in her
book The Death and Life of
Grear American Cities. She
advocated instead for mixed-
use streets where people and
businesses would age in and
out over time in a constant pro-
cess of urban self-regeneration.
Thats exactly the dynamism
that Appelbaum wants.

True, Jacobs’s prescription
was not as accurate as her diag-
nosis. It seems strange that she
thought historic-preservation
laws could be “zoning for
diversity” rather than zoning
for gentrification. But in the
’50s and ’60s, the government

invested enormously in sub-
urbanization, often by level-
ing neighborhoods to build
highways. Americans should
be a mobile people because we
choose to be, not because Uncle
Sam gives us an eviction notice.
Jacobs’s fight is more under-
standable in that context. The
problem isn't what she did then;
it’s that some self-described
progressives still insist on her
approach 70 years later in radi-
cally changed circumstances.
Fortunately, they are drowned
out more and more by a new
progressive movement that pro-
claims, “Yes in my backyard.”

Michael Whelan
Ann Arbor, Mich.

There are times when moving
house makes sense—say, a job
change, or a significant change
in the size of one’s family. But
there is also much to be said for
simply being satisfied with what
one has. I do realize that it is
not a typically American atti-
tude, but it is an attitude that
can bring about a fair degree
of happiness. Perpetual striv-
ing leads only to more striving.

Allen Murray
Mebane, N.C.

To respond to Atlantic articles or

submit author questions to The Commons,
please email letters@theatlantic.com.
Include your full name, city, and state.
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DISPATCHES

OPENING ARGUMENT

THE
HOLLOW
MEN

It takes a special talent
to betray an entire
worldview without

missing a beat.

BY GEORGE PACKER

n George Orwell’s 1984, at the climax of
ate Week, Oceania is suddenly no longer

t war with Eurasia, but instead is at war
ith Eastasia, and always has been. The
ivot comes with no explanation or even
nouncement. During a public harangue,
Party orator is handed a scrap of paper
d redirects his vitriol “mid-sentence, not
nly without a pause, but without even
reaking the syntax.”

Republican politicians in Donald
rump’s Inner Party faced a similar ver-
al challenge when the president changed
ides in Russia’s war against Ukraine. One
orning in late February, Republicans
in Washington greeted Ukraine’s Presi-
dent Volodymyr Zelensky as a hero for

The Atlantic
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Dispatches

continuing to resist Russian
aggression. By afternoon, fol-
lowing Zelensky’s meeting in
the Oval Office with Trump
and Vice President J. D. Vance,
the Ukrainian leader was an
ungrateful, troublesome, and
badly dressed warmonger who,
if he hadn’t actually started the
conflict with Russia, was the
only obstacle to ending it.

After this new line was
communicated to party lead-
ers, a pro-Zelensky social-media
post was taken down as swiftly
as the banners denouncing Eur-
asia. Secretary of State Marco
Rubio, Speaker of the House
Mike Johnson, and Senator
Lindsey Graham—all sup-
porters of Ukraine—were sent
out in front of the cameras like
the Hate Week orator, not to
explain a new policy but to pre-
tend that nothing had changed
while America switched sides.
Using nearly identical language,
Rubio, Johnson, and Graham
declared that Zelensky must do
Trump’s bidding, which is also
Vladimir Putin’s bidding, and
capitulate to Russia; otherwise,
Johnson and Graham added,
Zelensky should resign. Amer-
ica’s enemy isn't Russia. Amer-
ica’s enemy is Ukraine.

The philosopher Henri
Bergson observed, “The atti-
tudes, gestures and move-
ments of the human body are
laughable in exact proportion
as that body reminds us of a
mere machine.” The cause of
laughter is the “deflection of
life towards the mechanical.”
This insight explains why there
is something comical about
politicians when they substi-
tute programmed language
for speech that reflects actual
thought. They are besuited
contraptions, like another
orthodoxy-spouting ideologue
in 1984 whose spectacles catch
the light and seem to render

him eyeless while his jaw keeps
moving, as if “this was not a real
human being but some kind
of dummy.” Having emptied
themselves of the capacity or
will for independent judg-
ment, they become extremely
fluent automatons, able to put
together whole paragraphs of
logical-sounding arguments,
but with no connection
between brain and mouth.
Every politician is required to
speak like a robot some of the
time; it takes a special talent
to betray an entire worldview
without missing a beat.
Graham’s mechanical style
is to flit almost gleefully from
one position to its opposite

RITUALIZED
HUMILIATION
IS ESSENTIAL

TO AN
AUTHORITARIAN
REGIME.

while remaining a party insider,
which is his only consistent
position and the justification
for all his others. Johnson stares
through his glasses and gropes
for the appropriate words with
the unease of a simple man try-
ing not to screw up his lines:
“I can tell you that we are—we
are re-exerting peace through
strength. President Trump has
brought back strength to the
White House. We knew that
this moment would come, we
worked hard for it to come, and
now it’s here.” Rubio is a more
complex case. He sat mute
throughout the Oval Office
blowup while his principles
almost visibly escaped his body,
causing it to sink deeper into

the yellow sofa. Having made
his name in the Senate as a pas-
sionate defender of democracy
and adversary of authoritari-
anism, he must have suffered
more than others from the
inner contortions demanded by
the new party line—they were
written on his unhappy face.

But Rubio had already
begun the process of mechaniz-
ing himself weeks before, when
he shut down foreign-aid pro-
grams that he had always sup-
ported. Reappearing in public
after the meeting with Zelensky,
he denounced the Ukrainian
president with the overzealous
exasperation of a successfully
hollowed policy maker.

When a leader requires his
underlings to say what they
know isn't true—up is down,
Oceania has always been at
war with Eastasia, Ukraine is to
blame—it’s a test of loyalty and
a show of dominance. Ritual-
ized humiliation is essential to
an authoritarian regime. Trump
forces aides, advisers, and the
friendly press that he allows
into the room to utter absur-
dities on his behalf in order to
bind them closer to him, and
thereby frees himself from any
restraint. They know from the
example of more courageous
or less careful colleagues that
any quiver of independence
will doom them politically,
and perhaps even harm them
physically. Almost immedi-
ately, it seems, they cease to
be troubled by conscience or
even motivated by fear. As they
become more machinelike, they
forget that they ever held a dif-
ferent idea, or any idea at all.
You can see it in their relaxed
features and smoother delivery.

Trump alone is allowed
to say what he thinks. There’s
nothing laughably mechani-
cal about his abandonment of
Ukraine, Europe, and American

leadership of the free world; he
doesn’t embrace Russia like
an eyeless dummy. He never
sounded more natural, or truer
to himself, than when he told
Zelensky of his bond of sym-
pathy with Putin and mocked
the Ukrainian president for the
agony that Russia has inflicted
on his country. And if; a week
or two later, American policy
on the war flipped again, it
wasn't because Trump’s world-
view changed—he still prefers
dictators and wants to be one
of them. It only meant that the
leader can declare that Oceania
is at war with Eastasia or Eur-
asia on any given day.

At least from the time he
was 5 years old and, according
to Maggie Haberman’s biog-
raphy, Confidence Man, threw
rocks at a baby in a playpen,
Trump has admired strength
and despised weakness. Terms
used by Ukraine’s defenders,
such as sovereignty, democracy,
and shared values, obviously
disgust him, because they’re
the language of the weak. For
Trump, strength has nothing
to do with the classical virtues
of nobility and courage; its the
raw power to humiliate another,
whether a person or a country.
Zelensky’s physical and moral
courage, including his refusal
to be belittled on camera in the
Oval Office, enrages Trump, for
he’s accustomed to endless sub-
servience and flattery.

Trump’s decision in March
to halt the flow of arms and
intelligence to Ukraine doesn’t
follow a foreign policy of
isolationism. When Vance,
running for a U.S. Senate seat
in Ohio in 2022, said, “I don’t
really care what happens to
Ukraine one way or the other,”
he was expressing an isolation-
ist sentiment. This indifference
falls well short of Trump’s

contempt for Zelensky and

14
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OPENING ARGUMENT

long-standing attraction to
Putin. Trump wants Russia to
win and Ukraine to lose.
Some analysts argue that
Trump is turning American for-
eign policy toward “realism”: a
cold calculation that Ukraine
falls in Russia’s sphere of influ-
ence, not ours; that defend-
ing an embattled democracy
against a much larger and
more powerful dictatorship
depletes American resources
without serving its interests;
that, in an ever more multi-
polar world, the United States
is overcommitted; that the U.S.
should stop trying to uphold
global rules and democratic

values, and start acting like a

traditional great power that uses
its immense strength to secure
specific interests.

These sound like rational
claims, but they don't describe
Trump’s words and actions.
There’s nothing realistic about
aiding a dangerous adversary,
undermining allies, breaking
agreements, extorting conces-
sions, threatening annexations,
and destroying an order that
has expanded American influ-
ence and made the past eight
decades uniquely stable and
prosperous in modern history.
These are the policies of crude
power worship, not realism.
They are extensions of Trump’s
character around the world,

and they will destroy all that
Americans and others value
about this country, turning
the United States into a shin-
ier image of Putin’s Russia. It
doesn’t matter whether Trump
is an actual Russian asset; he’s
already doing the work of one.

A poll in early March by
the civic organization More in
Common shows that Ameri-
cans haven’t abandoned all
the values that Trump and his
sycophants are trashing. Nearly
two-thirds of respondents still
sympathize with Ukraine and
more want to continue arm-
ing it. Even among Republi-
cans, a majority believe that
Russia is to blame for the war

and consider Putin a dictator.
Support for Russia is in the
low single digits. The survey
shows that years of propaganda
and lies from Trump and the
MAGA right have failed to
poison the body politic with
cynicism. Although the elites
in power insist that might
makes right and that Oceania
has always been at war with
Eastasia, most ordinary Ameri-
cans haven’t yet thrown away
a worldview of true and false,
right and wrong. They might
be America’s last best hope. . 4

George Packer is a staff writer
at 'The Atlantic.

The Atlantic
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POLITICS

THE HUNGARIAN MODEL

MAGA conservatives love Viktor Orbdn.
But hes left his country corrupt, stagnant,
and impoverished.

BY ANNE APPLEBAUM

lashy hotels and
upmarket restau-
rants now domi-
nate the center of
Budapest, a city
once better known
for its shabby facades. New
monuments have sprung up in
the center of town too. One of
them, a pastiche of the Vietnam
War memorial in Washington,
D.C., mourns Hungary’s lost
19th-century empire. Instead
of war dead, the names of for-
merly “Hungarian” places—
cities and villages that are now
in Romania, Slovakia, Ukraine,
Poland—are engraved in long
granite walls, solemnly memo-
rialized with an eternal flame.
But the nationalist kitsch
and tourist traps hide a different
reality. Once widely perceived
to be the wealthiest country in
Central Europe (“the happiest
barrack in the socialist camp,”
as it was known during the
Cold War), and later the Cen-
tral European country that
foreign investors liked most,
Hungary is now one of the
poorest countries, and possi-
bly he poorest, in the European
Union. Industrial production is
falling year-over-year. Produc-
tivity is close to the lowest in
the region. Unemployment is
creeping upward. Despite the
ruling party’s loud talk about

traditional values, the popu-
lation is shrinking. Perhaps
that’s because young people
don’t want to have children in
a place where two-thirds of the
citizens describe the national
education system as “bad,” and
where hospital departments are
closing because so many doc-
tors have moved abroad. Maybe
talented people don’t want to
stay in a country perceived as
the most corrupt in the EU for
three years in a row. Even the
Index of Economic Freedom—
which is published by the Heri-
tage Foundation, the MAGA-
affiliated think tank that
produced Project 2025—puts
Hungary at the bottom of the
EU in its rankings of govern-
ment integrity.

Tourists in central Budapest
don’t see this decline. But nei-
ther, apparently, does the Amer-
ican right. For although he has
no critical mineral wealth to
give away and not much of an
army, Hungary’s prime minis-
ter, Viktor Orbén, plays an out-
size role in the American polit-
ical debate. During the 2024
presidential campaign, Orbdn
held multiple meetings with
Donald Trump. In May 2022,
a pro-Orbén think tank hosted
CPAC, the right-wing confer-
ence, in Budapest, and three
months later, Orbdn went to

Texas to speak at the CPAC
Dallas conference. Last year,
at the third edition of CPAC
Hungary, a Republican con-
gressman described the country
as “one of the most successful
models as a leader for conserva-
tive principles and governance.”
In a video message, Steve Ban-
non called Hungary “an inspi-
ration to the world.” Notwith-
standing his own institution’s
analysis of Hungarian gover-
nance, Kevin Roberts of the
Heritage Foundation has also
described modern Hungary
“not just as a model for mod-
ern statecraft, but #he model.”
What is this Hungarian
model they so admire? Mostly,
it has nothing to do with
modern statecraft. Instead it’s
a very old, very familiar blue-
print for autocratic takeover,
one that has been deployed by
right-wing and left-wing lead-
ers alike, from Recep Tayyip
Erdogan to Hugo Chdvez.
After being elected to a second
term in 2010, Orbdn slowly
replaced civil servants with
loyalists; used economic pres-
sure and regulation to destroy
the free press; robbed univer-
sities of their independence,
and shut one of them down;
politicized the court system;
and repeatedly changed the
constitution to give himself
electoral advantages. During
the coronavirus pandemic he
gave himself emergency powers,
which he has kept ever since.
He has aligned himself openly
with Russia and China, serving
as a mouthpiece for Russian
foreign policy at EU meetings
and allowing opaque Chinese
investments in his country.
‘This autocratic takeover is
precisely what Bannon, Rob-
erts, and others admire, and
are indeed seeking to carry
out in the U.S. right now. The

destruction of the civil service

is already under way, pressure
on the press and universities
has begun, and thoughts of
changing the Constitution
are in the air. But proponents
of these ideas rarely talk about
what happened to the Hungar-
ian economy, and to ordinary
Hungarians, after they were
implemented there. Nor do
they explore the contradictions
between Orbdn’s rhetoric and
the reality of his policies. Orbdn
talks a lot about blocking
immigration, for example, but
at one point his government
issued visas to any non-EU
citizen who bought 300,000
euros’ worth of government
bonds from mysterious and
mostly offshore companies.

He rhapsodizes about fam-
ily values, even though his gov-
ernment spends among the
lowest amounts per capita on
health care in the EU, controls
access to IVE and notoriously
decided to pardon a man who
covered up sexual abuse in chil-
dren’s homes.

Orbdn also talks a lot about
“the people” while using his
near-absolute power not to
build Hungarian prosperity
but to enrich a small group of
wealthy businessmen, some of
whom are members of his fam-
ily. In Budapest, these oligarchs
are sometimes called NER, or
NER-people, or NERistan—
nicknames that come from
Nemzeti Egytittmiikédés Rend-
szere or System of National
Cooperation, the Orwellian
name that Orbdn gave to his
political system—and they
benefit directly from their prox-
imity to the leader. Direkt36,
one of the few remaining
investigative—journalism teams
in Hungary, recently made a
documentary, The Dynasty,
showing, for example, how
competitions for state- and EU-
funded contracts, starting in
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about 2010, were deliberately
designed so that Elios Innovativ,
an energy company co-owned
by Orbdn’s son-in-law Istvdn
Tiborcz, would win them. The
EU eventually looked into
35 contracts and found seri-
ous irregularities in many of
them, as well as evidence of a
conflict of interest. (In a 2018
statement, Elios said that it
had followed legal regulations,
which is no doubt true; the
whole point of this system is
that it is legal.)

That story is just one
of many that Hungarians
recount to one another, just
not in public. 7he Dynasty also
describes the Kisfaludy Tour-
ism Development Programme,
which distributed 316 billion
Hungarian forints ($860 mil-
lion) in grants. Two-thirds of
those grants went to 0.5 per-
cent of the applicants; almost
one-fifth of them went to proj-
ects that were, or later became,
connected to Tiborcz. Not that
Tiborcz is the only recipient of
government largesse. Lérinc
Mészaros, at one time the rich-
est man in Hungary, a gas fitter
turned entrepreneur who is an
old friend of the prime min-
ister’s, once attributed his for-
tune to “God, luck, and Vik-
tor Orban.” Other beneficiaries
come and go, depending on
Orbdn’s whim. One Hungarian
businessman told me that “you
can tell who is in, who is out by
seeing whose companies begin
growing. If you are in, then
your company is growing. If
you're out, your company goes
from this big to this small. You
see it in a year or two.”

This kind of corruption is,
again, mostly legal, because the
laws, contracts, and procure-
ment rules are written in such
a way as to permit it. Even if
this activity were illegal, party-

controlled prosecutors would

not investigate it. But the
scale of the corruption is large
enough to distort the rest of
the economy. The Hungarian
businessman and a Hungarian
economist I spoke with—both
of whom insisted on anonym-
ity, for fear of retaliation—
had separately calculated that
NERistan amounts to about
20 percent of the Hungar-
ian economy. That means, as
the economist explained to
me, that 20 percent of Hun-
gary’s companies operate “not

on market principles, not on

merit-based principles, but
basically on loyalty.” These
companies don’t have normal
hiring practices or use real busi-
ness models, because they are
designed not for efficiency and
profit but for kleptocracy—
passing money from the state
to their owners.

Not that the regime ever
acknowledges the role that
the oligarchy plays in the sys-
tem, or even concedes that
Hungary might face a struc-
tural crisis. Another Hungar-
ian economist told me that
Orbén always predicts “very

bright days in the future; suc-
cess, unimaginable success.”
“Please trust us,” Orbdn
declared in his annual state-
of-the-nation speech in early
2023. “You can bet on it: By
the end of the year, we will
have inflation in single digits.”
In fact, annual average inflation
in 2023 was more than 17 per-
cent. In 2024, the government
predicted 4 percent growth; the
reality was 0.6 percent. Anyone
who contradicts this messaging
is unlikely to be widely heard.
Independent economists are

rarely invited to appear on
public television, or in any
media controlled by the rul-
ing party. In February 2024,
the regime created the Sov-
ereignty Protection Office,
a sinister body that harasses
and smears independent Hun-
garian organizations. It has
redoubled its efforts since the
U.S. election and the assault
on USAID. The office’s tar-
gets include the Hungarian
branch of Transparency Inter-
national, the anti-corruption
investigative group, as well as
an investigative-news portal,

Atlatszo.hu—any entity that
could tell the truth about how
the country really works.

But the truth is not hard to
perceive for anyone who cares
to look, because the beneficia-
ries of this corrupt system are
not shy about showing off their
wealth. When I mentioned the
shiny hotels in central Buda-
pest to a Hungarian friend,
he snorted. “Of course, that’s
where the NER-people live,”
he said. “They want it to look
nice.” Also, they own quite a
few of them. 7he Dynasty, the
documentary, includes footage
of the Hungarian elite partying
at clubs and in palaces, and gar-
nered more than 3 million views
within a month, a large num-
ber in a country of 9.6 million.
Thousands of comments under-
neath the video on YouTube
thank the Direkt36 reporters
for showing “true reality” not
available anywhere else.

In many ways, Hungary is
about as different from the U.S.
as it is possible to be: small,
poor, homogeneous. But I
watched the film with a sense
of foreboding. As Elon Musk, a
government contractor, sets fire
to our civil service and makes
decisions about the depart-
ments that regulate him; as the
FBI and the Justice Depart-
ment are captured by partisans
who will never prosecute their
colleagues for corruption; as
inspectors general are fired and
rules about conflicts of interest
are ignored, America is spin-
ning quickly in the direction of
Hungarian populism, Hungar-
ian politics, and Hungarian jus-
tice. But that means Hungarian
stagnation, Hungarian corrup-
tion, and Hungarian poverty lie
in our future too. .4

Anne Applebaum is a staff

writer at The Atlantic.
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THE LAW

A WARNING OUT OF TIME

How autocrats create spheres of lawlessness

n September 20,

1938, a man who

had witnessed the

rise of fascism

packed his suit-
cases and fled his home
in Berlin. He arranged to have
smuggled separately a manu-
script that he had drafted
in secret over the previous
two years. This book was a
remarkable one. It clarified
what was unfolding in Berlin
at the time, the catalyst for its
author’s flight.

The man fleeing that day
was a Jewish labor lawyer
named Ernst Fraenkel. He
completed his manuscript two
years later at the University of
Chicago (where I teach), pub-
lishing it as 7he Dual State, with
the modest subtitle A Contribu-
tion to the Theory of Dictator-
ship. The book explains how the
Nazi regime managed to keep
on track a capitalist economy
governed by stable laws—and
maintain a day-to-day nor-
malcy for many of its citizens—
while at the same time estab-
lishing a domain of lawlessness
and state violence in order to
realize its terrible vision of
ethno-nationalism.

Fraenkel offered a simple,
yet powerful, picture of how
the constitutional and legal

BY AZIZ HUQ

foundations of the Weimar
Republic eroded, and were
replaced by strongman-style
rule in which the commands
of the Nazi Party and its leader
became paramount. His per-
spective was not grounded in
abstract political theory; it grew
instead from his experience as
a Jewish lawyer in Nazi Berlin
representing dissidents and
other disfavored clients. Aca-
demic in tone, 7he Dual State
sketches a template of emerging
tyranny distilled from bloody
and horrifying experience.

As Fraenkel explained it, a
lawless dictatorship does not
arise simply by snuffing out
the ordinary legal system of
rules, procedures, and prec-
edents. To the contrary, that
system—which he called the
“normative state’—remains in
place while dictatorial power
spreads across society. What
happens, Fraenkel explained,
is insidious. Rather than com-
pletely eliminating the nor-
mative state, the Nazi regime
slowly created a parallel zone
in which “unlimited arbitrari-
ness and violence unchecked
by any legal guarantees”
reigned freely. In this domain,
which Fraenkel called the “pre-
rogative state,” ordinary law

didn’t apply. (A prerogative

power is one that allows a per-
son such as a monarch to act
without regard to the laws on
the books; theorists from John
Locke onward have offered
various formulations of the
idea.) In this prerogative state,

IT WAS A
MISTAKE TO
THINK THAT

EVEN THE

NAZIS WOULD
ENTIRELY
DISPENSE WITH
NORMAL LAWS.

judges and other legal actors
deferred to the racist hierar-
chies and ruthless expedien-
cies of the Nazi regime.

‘The key here is that this pre-
rogative state does not imme-
diately and completely overrun
the normative state. Rather,
Fraenkel argued, dictatorships
create a lawless zone that runs
alongside the normative state.
The two states cohabit uneasily

and unstably. On any given
day, people or cases could be
jerked out of the normative
state and into the prerogative
one. In July 1936, for exam-
ple, Fraenkel won a case for
employees of an association
taken over by the Nazis. A few
days later, he learned that the
Gestapo had seized the money
owed to his clients and depos-
ited it in the government’s cof-
fers. Over time, the prerogative
state would distort and slowly
unravel the legal procedures of
the normative state, leaving a
smaller and smaller domain for
ordinary law.

Yet, Fraenkel insisted, it
was a mistake to think that
even the Nazis would entirely
dispense with normal laws.
After all, they had a complex,
broadly capitalist economy
to maintain. “A nation of
80 million people,” he noted,
needs stable rules. The trick
was to find a way to keep
the law going for Christian
Germans who supported or
at least tolerated the Nazis,
while ruthlessly executing
the fithrer’s directives against
the state’s enemies, real and
perceived. Capitalism could
jog nicely alongside the bru-
tal suppression of democracy,
and even genocide.
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FRAENKEL WAS BORN in
Cologne in December 1898
in the comfortable home of
Georg Fraenkel, a merchant,
and Therese Epstein. After his
parents died, Ernst and his sis-
ter were taken in by their uncle
in Frankfurt, where Ernst
became interested in trade-
union activism. Despite his
socialist leanings, he joined the
German army and was sent to
Poland in April 1917. He later
wrote that hed hoped “the war
would mean the end of anti-
semitism.” Fraenkel survived
the trenches of the Western
Front. After his discharge in
1919, he earned a law degree,
and eventually secured work in
Berlin as a labor lawyer.

The war did not, of course,
end anti-Semitism, but his
military service did save his
livelihood, at least for a time.
On May 9, 1933—only a
few months after the Reich-
stag burned—Fraenkel and
other Jewish lawyers received
an official notice prohibit-
ing them from appearing in
German courts. But Nazi law
made an exception for Jew-
ish lawyers who had served in
World War I. And so, while
many fled, Fraenkel remained
in Berlin, representing litigants
such as members of the Ger-
man Freethinkers Alliance, a
leader of the Young Socialist
Workers, and a man arrested
for insulting a National Social-
ist newspaper as “old cheese.”

Often, he had to resort
to unorthodox strategies. In
the last of those three cases,
Fraenkel persuaded his client
to plead guilty, limiting his
arguments to the sentence’s
severity. This gambit worked:
The man was duly convicted,
and received a light sentence,
avoiding the fate of others
acquitted under similar cir-
cumstances. In at least one

case, a Gestapo agent appeared
as soon as the judge declared
a not-guilty verdict, took the
defendant into custody, and
said, “Kommt nach Dachan”
(“Come to Dachau™). Even-
tually, Fraenkel’s name made
it onto a Gestapo list. He and
his wife fled first to London,
then to Chicago.

TODAY, WE ARE witness-
ing the birth of a new dual
state. The U.S. has long had
a normative state. That sys-
tem was always imperfect.
Our criminal-justice system,
for example, sweeps in far too
many people, for far too little
security in exchange. Even so,
it is recognizably part of the
normative state.

What the Trump adminis-
tration and its allies are trying
to build now, however, is not.
The list of measures purpose-
built to cleave off a domain in
which the law does not apply
grows by the day: the pardons
that bless and invite insurrec-
tionary violence; the purges
of career lawyers at the Justice
Department and in the South-
ern District of New York,
inspectors general across the
government, and senior FBI
agents; the attorney general’s
command that lawyers obey
the president over their own
understanding of the Con-
stitution; the appointment
of people such as Kash Patel
and Dan Bongino, who seem
to view their loyalty to the
president as more compel-
ling than their constitutional
oath; the president’s declara-
tion that he and the attorney
general are the sole authorita-
tive interpreters of federal law
for the executive branch; the
transformation of ordinary
spending responsibilities into
discretionary tools to punish
partisan foes; the stripping of

security clearances from per-
ceived enemies and opponents;
the threat of criminal prosecu-
tions for speech deemed unfa-
vorable by the president; and
the verbal attacks on judges for
enforcing the law.

The singular aim of these
tactics is to construct a prerog-
ative state where cruel caprice,
not law, rules. By no measure
does the extent of federal
law displaced in the first few
months of the Trump adminis-
tration compare with the huge
tracts of the Weimar's legal sys-
tem eviscerated by the Nazis.
But it is striking how Donald

THE PERIL
OF THE DUAL
STATE LIES IN

ITS CAPACITY
FOR TARGETED
SUPPRESSION.

Trump’s executive orders reject
some basic tenets of American
constitutionalism—such as
Congress’s power to impose
binding rules on how spend-
ing and regulation unfold—
without which the normative
state cannot persist.

The CEOs who paid for
and attended Trump’s second
inauguration can look forward
to the courts being open for the
ordinary business of capitalism.
So, too, can many citizens who
pay little attention to politics
expect to be unscarred by the

prerogative state. The normal
criminal-justice system, if
only in nonpolitical cases, will
crank on. Outside the Ameri-
can prerogative state, much
will remain as it was. The nor-
mative state is too valuable to
wholly dismantle.

For that reason, it shouldn’t
come as a surprise that Trump’s
lawyers—despite running
roughshod over Congress,
the states, the press, and the
civil service—were somewhat
slower to defy the federal
courts, and have fast-tracked
cases to the Supreme Court,
secking a judicial imprimatur
for novel presidential powers.
The courts, unlike the legisla-
ture, remain useful to an auto-
crat in a dual state.

Building a dual state need
not end in genocide: Vladimir
Putin’s Russia and Lee Kuan
Yew’s Singapore have followed
the same model of the dual
state that Fraenkel described,
though neither has under-
taken a mass-killing opera-
tion as the Nazis did. Their
deepest similarity, rather, is
that both are intolerant of
political dissent and leave the
overwhelming majority of cit-
izens alone. The peril of the
dual state lies precisely in this
capacity for targeted suppres-
sion. Most people can ignore
the construction of the pre-
rogative state simply because
it does not touch their lives.
They can turn away while dis-
sidents and scapegoats lose
their political liberty. But once
the prerogative state is built,
as Fraenkel’s writing and expe-
rience suggest, it can swallow
anyone. <4

Aziz Huq teaches law at the
University of Chicago and is the
author of The Rule of Law: A
Very Short Introduction.
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VIEWFINDER

A New Force of Indian Country

Photograph by Bruce Davidson

This is the living room of the
800-square-foot house in Denver that
held our family of five in the mid-
1960s. Every night, my father turned
that tiny space into an office, sitting
cross-legged in a wide armchair,
hunched over the coffee table that
held our most valuable possession, a
new IBM Selectric typewriter. In the
morning, my mom stacked paper and
put things away, trying to make the
living room livable again.

In 1968, the writer Stan Steiner
published a book about a cohort of
young Native American activists he
called the “new Indians.” My dad,
Vine Deloria Jr., was one of them.
When he met Steiner, he was the exec-
utive director of the National Con-
gress of American Indians, founded
in 1944 to organize across tribal lines,
coordinate political strategy, and
lobby Washington. “Ten years ago,
you could have tromped on the Indi-
ans and they would have said, ‘Okay,
kick me again. 'm just an Indian,”
he told Steiner. Those days of acquies-
cence were over: My father demanded
instead that Americans honor their
treaties and recognize the political
sovereignty of tribal governments.

Steiner’s book sent New York pub-
lishers chasing after the new Indians
he’d identified, hoping to find the
voice of this activist generation. My
father was one of the few able to get a
manuscript between covers, the 1969
best seller Custer Died for Your Sins: An
Indian Manifesto.

As he transformed our living
room, my father transformed his life,
bringing it into line with what he imag-
ined a writer’s looked like. The transfor-
mation wasn't entirely smooth. At one
point, my father lost confidence in the
project, and tried to return his advance
to his publisher. His editor waved a
marked-up page of manuscript at him—
Norman Mailer’s, as he recalled—and
my dad realized he wasnt in it alone.
He soldiered on.

This portrait, by the Magnum pho-
tographer Bruce Davidson, accompa-
nied an excerpt from Steiner’s book pub-
lished in Vogue. The image captures the
writer’s infrastructure our home hosted
each night: chair, table, typewriter, scat-
tered books and newspapers, a ream of
fresh paper. And, of course, the stimu-
lants: a cup of cold coffee, a sugar bowl,
and a cigarette to keep him going.

My father is wearing a new pair of
Justin boots, stirrup-friendly, with the
sharp toe pointing in your face. He
was about a decade removed from the
Marines, and a new regime of travel
food and chair time is visibly filling out
his frame. He’s holding forth, because
my father spoke his book before he
wrote it, practicing his words in meet-
ings and interviews. My father is in the
room’s corner, but not at all cornered;
you can see in his face the new force of
Indian Country that exploded in those
years. My mom was there too, likely
asking him to clean things up before
the shutter clicked.

— Philip J. Deloria
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In 1999, the year I turned 16, there were
three cultural events that seemed to define
what it meant to be a young woman—
a girl—facing down the new millen-
nium. In April, Britney Spears appeared
on the cover of Rolling Stone lying on a
pink bed wearing polka-dot panties and
a black push-up bra, clutching a Tele-
tubby doll with one hand and a phone
with the other. In September, Dream-
Works released American Beauty, a movie
in which a middle-aged man has florid
sexual fantasies about his teenage daugh-
ter’s best friend; the film later won five
Academy Awards, including Best Picture.
In November, the teen-clothing brand
Abercrombie & Fitch released its holiday
catalog, titled “Naughty or Nice,” which
featured nude photo spreads, sly references
to oral sex and threesomes, and an inter-
view with the porn actor Jenna Jameson, in
which she was repeatedly harangued by the
interviewer to let him touch her breasts.
The tail end of the *90s was the era of
Clinton sex scandals and Jerry Springer
and the launch of a neat new drug called
Viagra, a period when sex saturated
mainstream culture. In the Spears profile,
the interviewer, Steven Daly, alternates
between lust—the logo on her Baby
Phat T-shirt, he notes, is “distended by
her ample chest”—and detached obser-
vation that the sexuality of teen idols is
justa “carefully baited” trap to sell records
to suckers. Being a teen myself, I found
it hard to discern the irony. What was
obvious to my friends and to me was that
power, for women, was sexual in nature.

There was no other kind, or none worth

having. I attended an all-girls school run
by stern second-wave feminists, who told
us that we could succeed in any field or
industry we chose. But that messaging
was obliterated by the entertainment we
absorbed all day long, which had been
thoroughly shaped by the one defining
art form of the late 20th century: porn.
By this point in history, pornography,
as Frank Rich argued in a New York Times
Magazine story in 2001, was American
culture, even if no one wanted to admit
it. Porn was a multibillion-dollar industry
in the United States—worth more money,
Rich suggested, than consumers in the
U.S. spent on movie tickets in a year, and
purportedly “a bigger business than pro-
fessional football, basketball and baseball
put together.” It was a cultural product few
people bragged about consuming, but it
was infiltrating our collective imagina-
tion nevertheless, in ways no one could
fully assess at the time. And things were
just getting started. Porn helped define
the structure and mores of the internet. It
dominated popular music, as the biggest
hip-hop stars of the era released hard-core
films and the teenage stars of my genera-
tion redefined themselves for adulthood
with fetish-tweaking music videos. In
2003, Snoop Dogg arrived at the MTV
Video Music Awards with two women
wearing dog collars attached to leashes that
he held in each hand, to minimal protest.
In 2004, the esteemed fashion photogra-
pher Terry Richardson released a coffee-
table book that predominantly featured
pictures of his own erect penis, and the
models hed cajoled into posing with it.

This period of porno chic arrived with
an asterisk that insisted it was all a game,
a postmodern, sex-positive appropriation
of porn’s tropes and aesthetics. But for
women, particularly those of us just enter-
ing adulthood, the rules of that game were
clear: We were the ultimate Millennial
commodity, our bodies cheerfully co-opted
and replicated as media content within the
public domain. If we complained, we were
vilified as prudes or scolds. This kind of
sexualization was “empowering,” every-
one kept insisting. But the form of power
we were being allotted wasn’t the sort you
accrue over a lifetime, in the manner of
education or money or professional expe-
rience. It was all about youth, attention,
and a willingness to be in on the joke, even
when we were the punch line.

What did growing up against this par-
ticular cultural backdrop do to me? What
did it do to all of us? I didn' start trying
to process this particular initiation into
adulthood until two decades later. A few
months into the coronavirus pandemic,
gave birth to twins, and becoming a parent
in almost complete isolation triggered a
kind of identity crisis. I was too exhausted
to read; I could no more sit through an
entire movie than I could sprout wings
and fly. When I went back to work, the
#MeToo movement had many women
parsing their own historical experiences
of assault and abuse. All of the subjects
wrote about seemed to be circling the same
theme: an environment that had been set
up against women from the beginning.

In 2022, when the Supreme Court
overturned Roe v. Wade, progress no longer
seemed inevitable. The recreational misog-
yny of the aughts was back, this time with
new technology and a cult figurehead,
Andrew Tate, whod briefly appeared on
the reality series Big Brother while under
investigation for rape. (In the years since,
Tate has been accused by multiple other
women of sexual misconduct and is now
under investigation for human trafficking.
He has denied all allegations against him.)
On TikTok, doll-like women murmured
in affectless monologues about living the
financially dependent dream of a “soft,
feminine life.” In 2024, when Kamala
Harris ran for president, she was subjected
to a targeted campaign of sexualized slan-
der, some of it broadcast personally by
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Donald Trump. And when Trump became | 4

president for the second time, his victory
was jubilantly claimed by misogynists,
who taunted women with a new catch-
phrase: “Your body, my choice.”

So much of this seemed familiar. It
was all too reminiscent of the beginning
of the 21st century, when feminism felt
similarly nebulous and inert, squashed
by a cultural explosion of jokey extremity
and Technicolor objectification. This was

the environment that Millennial women [§§

had been raised in. It informed how we
felt about ourselves, how we saw one
another, and what we understood women
to be capable of. It colored our ambitions,
our sense of self, our relationships, our
bodies, our work, and our art. I came
to believe that we couldn’t move forward
without fully reckoning with how the cul-
ture of the aughts had defined us.

But as I revisited the entertainment of
the ’90s and 2000s, what surprised me the
most was how much the murk of the era
came right from porn. It’s a more influen-
tial cultural genre than any other, and yet

its impact outside of people’s homes and |

hotel rooms has hardly been analyzed. I
should say here that I'm not opposed to
porn on principle. Some of it is liberating;
some of it is ethical; a tiny amount of it
is even devoted to understanding female
desire in a universe built on the male gaze
and money shots. Still, in studying porn’s
long cultural shadow, I've come to agree
with the radical feminist Andrea Dwor-
kin, who wrote in 1981 that “pornog-
raphy incarnates male supremacy. It is
the DNA of male dominance.” Porn has
undeniably changed how people have sex,
as researchers and anyone who has even
fleeting experience with dating apps can
attest. But it has also changed our cul-
ture and, in doing so, has filtered into our
subconscious minds, beyond the reach of
rationality and reason. We are all living
in the world porn made.

ORNOGRAPHY HAS tended
to be at the forefront of emerg-
ing technologies, for the
simple reason that titillation
mixed with novelty is a power-
ful draw. The porn industry adopted VHS
before many Americans had even heard
ofit. In 1977, when videocassette players

first went on the market, up to 75 percent
of the tapes being sold were pornographic.
Over the course of the 1980s, as AIDS
became an unprecedented public-health
crisis, both VHS adoption and porn con-

sumption surged, fueled by convenience

(movies you could watch alone, at home)
and fear (casual sex was much safer as a
solitary endeavor). Independent video
stores, which pragmatically stocked the
explicit tapes that chains such as Block-
buster refused to carry, also realized that
porn could shore up their bottom line—
in 1985, Americans rented 75 million
adult videos. A decade later, that number
had increased almost tenfold, according
to the trade magazine Adult Video News.
America’s adoption of hard-core porn
as a leisure pursuit happened so quickly
that its effect on popular culture was hard
to measure in the moment. But, as David
Friend writes in his book 7he Naughty
Nineties, the final decade of the 20th cen-
tury was consumed with sex, a subject that
dominated politics and art, but also pub-
lic health. By the end of 1990, AIDS had
claimed more than 120,000 lives in the
United States; one-fifth of the victims had
lived in New York City, the epicenter of

fashion, art, music, media, and advertising.
The idea that sex could kill you had led to
two wildly divergent schools of thought
in American culture. One, nicknamed
the New Traditionalism after a nostalgic
Good Housekeeping ad campaign, called
for a revival of old-fashioned family values,
suggesting that women go home and stay
there. (The 1987 movie Fatal Attraction
made this fear of a corrupted American
culture literal, in the form of Glenn Close’s
sexually adventurous, bunny-boiling career
woman, the fling who won't be flung,) The
other, the New Voyeurism, embraced
sex—as a spectator sport. “At a time when
doing it has become excessively danger-
ous, looking at i, reading about it, think-
ing about it have become a necessity,” a
Newsweek feature on Madonna declared in
1992. “AIDS has pushed voyeurism from
the sexual second tier into the front row.”

Already, the ’90s were a decade of
unprecedented sexual openness. Explicit
representations of sex were no longer
taboo; they were, in fact, now consid-
ered vital for public education. This shift
meant that artists could experiment with
pornographic tropes in plain sight. Near
the end of 1990, Madonna released a
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video to accompany her new single, “Jus-
tify My Love,” that set the tone for the
coming years: audacious, fiercely sexual,
a bit trollish. Madonna, shot in black
and white, is seen walking down a hotel
hallway toward an assignation, limping
slightly in heels and a black raincoat,
clutching her head as if in pain. As she
passes different doorways, we see fleet-
ing glimpses of the rooms” occupants,
watching us watch them. After she enters
a room, orgiastic flashes of different scenes
appear: Madonna with her lover (played
by her real-life boyfriend at the time, the
amiable lunk Tony Ward); a man lacing a
woman into a rubber corset; a dancer in a
unitard contorting into shifting positions;
Ward watching Madonna with another
partner, then getting trussed up in a fetish
harness. Finally, Madonna puts on her
coat and leaves, laughing, renewed and

jubilant, no longer tired.

The brazen sexuality of the video was
the whole point. Madonna had lost many
friends to AIDS, the artist Keith Haring
among them. But she was adamant that
sexual freedom, fantasy, and pleasure not
be sacrificed amid the devastation. What
some people call “sex positivity” today
was, in the "90s, understood by those
promoting it as an expression of defiance
and celebration. In 1990, HBO debuted
Real Sex, an unfiltered peek into the lives
of strippers, phone-sex operators, porn
directors, and exhibitionist couples look-
ing for an audience. The show, accord-
ing to HBO’s then—head of documentary
programming, Sheila Nevins, was a direct
response to fears about sexuality that had
been stoked by the AIDS crisis. Depicting
sex, she said, had become “much more
important because of all the terror that
surrounds it.” Four years later, Janet Jack-
son released a video for “Any Time, Any

Place” that teased the same voyeuristic
impulses at play in “Justify My Love™: An
elderly neighbor looks on, disapprovingly,
as Jackson pushes her lover’s head down
while he’s on top of her—a then-radical
assertion of sexual power and equality.
It was around this same time that
then—presidential candidate Bill Clinton
admitted on 60 Minutes, with his wife at
his side, to “causing pain” in his marriage,
referencing an affair with the TV reporter
Gennifer Flowers. “I have said things to
you tonight,” he acknowledged, “and to
the American people from the begin-
ning, that no American politician ever
has.” Clinton’s public acknowledgment of
scandal, nonspecific though it might have
been, was unprecedented, and it helped

| underscore how much his era would

embrace confession and self-exposure.
The Jerry Springer Show had debuted in
1991, offering Americans a space to air
their wildest secrets to a nation of rub-
berneckers. By the end of the decade, we
had been obliged to consider what stains
on a blue dress signified; what, exactly,
Hugh Grant was arrested for on Sunset
Boulevard; whether John Wayne Bobbitt
got what he deserved; and whether a per-
son might sell themselves for $1 million,
as Demi Moore’s financially struggling
Diana did in Indecent Proposal.

In the mid-"90s, D] Yella, of the hip-
hop group N.W.A, started directing
adult movies, kicking off a collaborative
relationship between hip-hop and porn.
In 1996, Lil’ Kim’s debut album, Hard
Core, opened with what sounded like
a recording of a man going to an adult
theater, purchasing a ticket to a porn
movie, unzipping his pants, and audibly
masturbating when Kim appeared as its
star. In 1998, the tired porn trope of
the sexy schoolgirl was defibrillated by
the video for “Baby One More Time,”
in which the 16-year-old Britney Spears
thrust her hips with an intensity that,
now, I find more unsettling than her
much-discussed exposed midsection.
The video works because Spears seems so
earnest, so unaware of how people might
be reading her. She looks so young. This
is teen sexuality as postmodern specta-
cle: a mishmash of transgressive allusions
transmuted into a product that can't pos-
sibly be interpreted as serious.
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In 2001, Snoop Dogg starred in the
top-selling hard-core pornographic video
in America, “Snoop Dogg’s Doggystyle.”
(Snoop didn’t perform explicit acts on
camera, but rather acted as a hype man
and an emcee, introducing performers
and providing the soundtrack.) For fans,
this was less a shift toward transgression
than a cultural crossover event. “We've
been using sex to sell music for years,”
Camille Evans, a magazine publisher,
told 7he New York Times. “Now we're
just flipping it to have music sell sex.”
At the beginning of the decade, the pro-
vocative, expressive experimentation of
artists like Madonna and Jackson had
foregrounded women’s desires. By the
end, the cultural dominance of porn was
pushing a much more regressive set of
sexual standards. And the technologi-
cal mechanisms that helped bolster this
dominance would come to underscore—
and exacerbate—a potent idea: that
women existed only for men’s pleasure.

HE IMPULSE to look at eroti-

cized pictures of other people,

of course, is as old as art itself.

What changed toward the end

of the 20th century was the
ease with which pornographic images and
videos could be made, disseminated, and
turned into profit. If you investigate the
origins of today’s most prominent online
platforms, a surprising number stem from
the equivalent impulse of an eighth grader
typing boobies into a search bar. Google
Images was created after Jennifer Lopez
wore a vivid-green jungle-print Versace
dress to the 2000 Grammy Awards, cut so
spectacularly low that it became the most
popular search query Google had seen to
date. Facebook was born in 2004, after
Mark Zuckerberg first experimented with
making a website dedicated to assessing
the relative hotness of Harvard under-
graduates. And when Jawed Karim,
Chad Hurley, and Steve Chen founded
YouTube in 2005, it was partly because
Karim had been searching for videos of
Janet Jackson’s “wardrobe malfunction” at
the Super Bowl and couldn’t easily find
one. “Sex is the one drive that can shape
immediate consumer response,” Gerard
Van der Leun wrote in January 1993, in
the first-ever issue of Wired, considering

the extent to which the early internet was
already being informed by sexual content.

In the mid-’90s, with porn now
firmly propping up the rest of the web,
and with shows such as Real/ Sex typifying
the kinds of footage Americans wanted to
watch, two women found themselves tra-
versing fresh technological terrain. Both
would end up determining the future of
the internet. One was Pamela Anderson,
who in 1997 became the first celebrity to
have sexually explicit footage of herself
disseminated on the internet without her
consent. Despite the fact that the video
in question was extremely private—made
by herself and her husband, Tommy Lee,
on their honeymoon, and stolen from a
safe in their Malibu home—millions of
people delighted at the opportunity to
see something wholly new: a celebrity, an
American icon, as exposed as anyone could
possibly be.

When Anderson sued Penthouse,
which was trying to profit from her
tape, the company’s lawyer told her that
because shed previously posed nude for
the magazine, she could not legitimately
claim that she was being victimized and
had “forfeited” her right to privacy. The
following year, exhausted and seven
months pregnant, Anderson agreed to let
a distributor broadcast the tape online

if he stopped selling physical copies on

VHS, not understanding that the inter-
net was already a thriving marketplace
for porn. The footage became the quint-
essential cultural product of the *90s:
One of the most famous women in the
world lost the right to a private sex life,
and countless more people learned how
to get online, enticed by a novel form
of public spectacle. That very same year,
Girls Gone Wild made its infomercial
debut, selling videos in which college girls
(and, often, high schoolers) revealed their
breasts, made out with one another, and
performed stripteases on camera, all for
the low, low compensation of branded
trucker caps and dubious street cred.
Just as Anderson was making futile
attempts to protect her own image, an
unknown college student was becom-
ing the first woman to allow the internet
unfiltered, unmediated access to her life.
In 1996, a 19-year-old student at Dickin-
son College named Jennifer Ringley
bought a webcam that she connected to
a computer in her dorm room. Ringley
was, in her words, a “computer nerd,” and
she wanted to see if she could write a pro-
gramming script that would take pictures
in real time and upload them to her web-
site. The script worked, and Ringley began
to post: regular, unposed, black-and-white
images that published first every 15 min-
utes, and then every three. The banality

BY THE END OF THE "908,
THE CULTURAL DOMINANCE
OF PORN WAS PUSHING A
MUCH MORE REGRESSIVE SET
OF SEXUAL STANDARDS.
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of the pictures seemed to be, for her, the
draw of the project: She sat at her com-
puter, she ate, she talked on the phone,
she slept. “I think the camera would be
a lot less interesting if I paid that much
attention to it,” Ringley told Ira Glass on
a 1997 episode of This American Life, by
which time her “JenniCam” was getting
upwards of half a million hits a day. “It
would be more of a staged show. And you
can go see a staged show anywhere.”

There was nothing particularly erotic
about these photos, but the majority of
visitors to her site, she said, were men.
Many people seemed interested in Jenni-
Cam less for its humdrum snapshots of
everyday life and more for the long-odds
hope that Ringley would do something
salacious while they watched her. The
first time she invited a date over who
didn’t flee as soon as he saw the camera,
so many viewers flocked to her site that
they crashed the server and ended up see-
ing nothing. Ringley’s intentions weren’t
to actively court what the film theorist
Laura Mulvey termed “the male gaze,” and
the camera didn’t deter her from doing
anything that she felt like doing. She was
opening up her life online to try some-
thing different, brokering a parasocial inti-
macy with the people watching her. But
what most of them wanted to see—and
what even well-meaning interpreters such
as Glass and David Letterman wanted to
talk about—was nudity and sex, the most
fascinating contours of private life turned
into public exhibition.

The internet, at this point, still felt
redolent with possibility. Going online was
an opportunity to experiment with iden-
tity, self-presentation, communication. For
women, though, what was becoming clear
was how much we were already the pri-
mary objects of the online age. As the *90s
went by, third-wave feminism was edged
out by postfeminism, a cheerful, consum-
erist movement arguing that feminism
had achieved what it needed to and now
women were largely free to behave just
like men, sexually liberated and socially
empowered. The catch was that we were
also subtly being conditioned to perform.

I'm fascinated by Ringley because in
her effort to find a new way to connect
online, she set a template for how women

would learn to act. Her experiments with

radical honesty influenced the confesso-
rial online writing of the 2000s. And her
willingness to become a living, breathing
character on people’s computer screens,
coupled with the expectations that porn
had already set, shaped the future of both
celebrity and sex work. Before Instagram
and TikTok and OnlyFans, even before
blogs and MySpace and reality television,
the internet had reaffirmed that women
were to be what Mulvey defined as “erotic
objects” whose bodies were very much in
the public domain. With no other direc-
tion to go in, 21st-century porn would
exploit this idea to new extremes.

Y THE TIME [wasin college,

porn was everywhere in popu-

lar culture, providing a recog-

nizable aesthetic that filtered

through fashion magazines,
advertising, independent film, and online
media. In 2004, the Deitch Projects gal-
lery, in New York City, debuted a splashy
exhibition of new work by Terry Richard-
son, accompanied by the publication of his
coffee-table book, both titled Zérryworld.
Richardson, by that point, was the torch-
bearer for a visual mode that was irresist-
ible at the beginning of the 21st century:
a tacky, sweaty genre of portraiture that
gave Hollywood stars and random pass-
ersby the same high-flash, semisurprised,
not-quite-human aura. Richardson’s book
included images of Dennis Hopper, Kate
Moss, and Pharrell Williams, as well as
the photographer’s erect penis, which
he captured in different settings: resting
on a brown teddy bear, pointing down
at the head of a seemingly passed-out
model whom Richardson holds by the
hair; choking another model whose eyes
display what appears to be discomfort.
(In 2017, Condé Nast finally ended its
working relationship with Richardson
after years of well-publicized allegations
by models that Richardson relentlessly
harassed, manipulated, and coerced them
into sexual activity during shoots; Rich-
ardson has always denied the allegations.)
The tone of Richardson’s work—
the way it flattens its subjects into two-
dimensional beings seen through the pho-
tographer’s leering, cynical lens—might
feel discomfiting now, but the substance
of it, in that moment, wasn’t unusual. In

the early 2000s, popular culture was doing
everything it could to emulate hard-core
pornography, playing with its tropes and
lack of boundaries. In 2003, the Brit-
ish photographers Rankin and David
Bailey (both of whom had previously
shot Queen Elizabeth II) collaborated
on a series devoted to explicit images of
female genitalia that was known officially
as “Rankin + Bailey: Down Under” and
unofficially as “the pussy show.” At the
Cannes Film Festival, the British film-
maker Michael Winterbottom—whod
previously directed a Thomas Hardy adap-
tation starring Kate Winslet—debuted
his movie 9 Songs, the story of a young
couple’s relationship that contained mul-
tiple scenes of unsimulated sex. In the
summer of 2004, Jenna Jamesons mem-
oir, How to Make Love Like a Porn Star,
spent six weeks on the New York Times
best-seller list. In October, stars including
Ben Stiller and Rachel Weisz attended the
opening of Timothy Greenfield-Sanders’s
XXX, a photographic series featuring porn
actors that was accompanied by an HBO
documentary—a project that captured the
porno-chic style of the moment. “Fashion
has tremendous influence on how the cul-
ture changes,” Greenfield-Sanders told a
Times reporter. “And porn has had a tre-
mendous influence on fashion.”

At the same time, porn was adapting
to a world in which it was no longer on
the margins. The more mainstream cul-
ture ripped off its imagery and its sexual
excess, the more pornographers had to
find new ways to stand out. The techno-
optimistic vision of porn saw the medium
as a sexually liberating force for every-
one. But as the industry adapted to the
jaded palate of the contemporary porn
consumer, it pushed boundaries further.
“The new element,” Martin Amis wrote
in 2001, reporting for 7he Guardian on
the business of porn, “is violence.” And
it was overwhelmingly being inflicted on
women, in content so degrading, it some-
times made even Larry Flynt, the Hustler
publisher, uncomfortable.

Porn was getting crueler, and so was
popular culture, as both met a growing
taste for extremity. In 1999, a documen-
tary was released about the porn actor
Annabel Chong, whod had sex 251 times
in a single 10-hour period and then went
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on The Jerry Springer Show to discuss her
experience, while audience members
gasped and cringed at the spectacle.
Chongs feat of endurance and the 2002
Gaspar Noé film Irréversible—which
included a nine-minute anal-rape scene
featuring the actor Monica Bellucci—
were arguably extensions of the same
idea: testing the limits of what men could
do to women for entertainment while the
cameras rolled.

As the decade progressed, photogra-
phers lay on sidewalks trying to get up-
skirt, genital-exposing pictures of actresses
whod only just turned 18, and female
celebrities psychologically disintegrated
in full view of the cameras; what remained
consistent was how people kept on watch-
ing. We had been conditioned to see peo-
ple on our computer screens not as human
beings but as characters in an ongoing,
multiplatform story, whose degradation
was all part of the grand spectacle. Male
aggression and female submission had
been coded into the ways women in pub-
lic were treated. The photographers who
haunted Princess Diana until her death,
in 1997, had supposedly used violent
language to describe their methods: They
“blitzed her” as a group, “whacked her,”
“hose[d] her down.” The overwhelmed
princess once reportedly shouted at them
to go “rape someone else.” In her 2023
memoir, 7he Woman in Me, Britney
Spears describes how she flipped out after
a photographer repeatedly harassed her
during a moment of crisis, attacking him
with an umbrella. “Later, that paparazzo
would say in an interview for a documen-
tary about me, “That was not a good night
for her ... But it was a good night for us—

3%

cause we got the money shot.

HE VIVISECTION OF
women peaked in 2007,
when, within the space of a
few months, Spears shaved
her head, Anna Nicole Smith
fatally overdosed on combined prescrip-
tion drugs, a sobbing Paris Hilton went
to jail, and a pantsuit-clad Hillary Clin-
ton announced that she was running for
president. All of this was documented
in what felt like real time, in a rolling
barrage of blog posts, paparazzi photos,
and cable-news clips. The cruelty and

disdain expressed toward women dur-

ing the aughts were, I'd argue, more sig-
nificant and enduring than they've been
given credit for. We were being asked to
see a woman as capable of occupying the
most powerful position in the world, in
a media landscape conditioned to view
us as high-definition train wrecks. Early
in 2008, when Clinton briefly welled up
in a coffee shop after a bruising loss in
the Iowa caucus, the moment was inter-
preted as being a melodramatic scandal fit
for TMZ and a cynical ploy for attention
that eventually won her New Hampshire.

The specter of a Hillary Clinton
presidency was immediately presented
by some pundits in objectified terms.
How else were women in this era to be
understood? “Will this country want to
actually watch a woman get older before
their eyes on a daily basis?” Rush Lim-
baugh asked on his radio show in 2007.

It’s no longer at all surprising to me that
a capable and experienced woman lost
to a reality-TV character and virulent
misogynist in 2016 (to say nothing of
2024). The overwhelming cultural mes-
sage that Americans had absorbed dur-
ing the decades leading up to Clinton’s
first presidential campaign enshrined the
idea that women fundamentally lacked
the qualities required to gain and exercise
authority: intelligence, morality, dignity.

Clinton tends to loom large in any
discussion of female political ambition in
this century, but there’s another woman
whose rapid, turbulent ascent fittingly
illustrates the cultural trends of this era. In
August 2008, when Senator John McCain
announced Sarah Palin as his presidential
running mate, the 44-year-old Alaska gov-
ernor was virtually unheard-of outside her
state. She had minimal political experi-
ence: two terms as the mayor of Wasilla,
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a town with fewer than 7,000 residents at
the time, and less than two years as gov-
ernor. But she was a woman—which the
McCain campaign hoped would ener-
gize voters—a conservative Christian,
and a mother. An early profile of Palin
in the 7imes highlighted the latter iden-
tity, describing her as someone who had
never had political ambitions of her own
but rather was drawn to office reluctantly,
out of a pragmatic desire to share her skills.
Her successor as mayor described her to
the newspaper as just “a RT.A. mom who
got involved.”

Palin also fit neatly into the decade’s
understanding of what a woman should
be. She'd won the title of Miss Wasilla and
had placed as a runner-up in the 1984
Miss Alaska pageant. Mere days after she
addressed the Republican National Con-
vention as a candidate for vice president—
the first woman ever to do so—Larry Fly-
nt’s production company posted an ad on
Craigglist requesting a “Sarah Palin look-
alike for an adult film to be shot in the
next 10 days.” Flynt had a history of trying
to unite porn and politics: In 1975, one
year after launching Hustler, he published
photographs of former First Lady Jacque-
line Kennedy Onassis sunbathing nude
in Greece, and in 1983, he attempted to
run for president himself as a Republican.
Who's Nailin’ Paylin?, which filmed over
a weekend in October, starred the porn
performer Lisa Ann as Serra Paylin, a
politician who thinks the Earth is 10,000
years old, struggles to keep from saying
“You betcha,” and participates in hard-core
group scenes, including one with satirical
versions of Hillary Clinton and Condo-
leezza Rice.

What did it mean, that American cul-
ture’s immediate response to a woman’s
political ascent was to put her on her
back? Who’s Nailin’ Paylin? was absurd,
but it made undeniable all the ways in
which porn had reset ideas about women.
“Porn does not inform, or persuade, or
debate,” Amia Srinivasan wrote in her
2021 book, The Right to Sex. “Porn
trains.” For the past few decades, it has
trained men to see women as objects—
as things to silence, restrain, fetishize, or
brutalize. But it has trained women, too.
In 2013, the social psychologist Rachel
M. Calogero found that the more women

were prone to self-objectification—the
defining message of porn and aughts
mass media—the less inclined they were
toward gender-based activism and the
pursuit of social justice. This, to me, goes
a long way toward explaining what hap-
pened to women and power in the early
21st century. For decades, male suprem-
acy was being coded into our culture, in
ways that were both outlandish and so
subtle, they were hard to question.

IVEN WHAT Millennials

had grown up with, it wasnt

surprising when they started

examining their own condi-

tioning through storytelling,
taking stock of what the first decade of
the new century had wrought. One of
the most prominent was Lena Dunham,
whose HBO series, Girls, debuted in
2012. The show reckoned with, among
other subjects, the indignities of sleep-
ing with 20-something men whose sexual
scripts and practices now tended to be
ripped right out of porn. (In the sec-
ond episode, while Dunham’s Hannah
is having sex with Adam Driver’s Adam,
he calls her a “dirty little whore” and puts
his hand around her neck before he ejacu-
lates. “That was so good—1I almost came,”
she says meekly in response.) By the time
Sam Levinson’s Euphoria debuted in
2019, explicit sexual imagery was omni-
present among teenagers, something
Zendaya’s protagonist, Rue, notes in a
voice-over: “I'm sorry. I know your gen-
eration relied on flowers and fathers’ per-
mission, but it's 2019, and unless you're
Amish, nudes are the currency of love, so
stop shaming us. Shame the assholes who
create password-protected online directo-
ries of naked, underage girls.”

Euphoria was provocative to a fault—
one locker-room montage featuring more
than a dozen full-frontal penises felt more
like a challenge to find premium cable’s
limits than a coherent piece of story-
telling. But the series was intent, in a
bleakly cynical kind of way, on exploring
what porn culture had passed down to the
next generation. In one scene, Rue, who
battles addiction throughout the series,
blithely offers a tutorial on the art of dick
pics; in another, she tears apart her house

looking for pills. Many of the show’s sex

scenes were unnerving: Kat (Barbie Fer-
reira) loses her virginity after being chal-
lenged by other high schoolers to prove
she’s not a prude, but she’s secretly filmed
and the footage is uploaded to PornHub;
she panics that she’ll become a social
pariah. Jules (Hunter Schafer) meets a
man online named “DominantDaddy”
who turns out to be the father of one of
her classmates, and when he meets her at
a motel to have sex, her pain and forced
submission are hard to watch.

Levinson has insisted that his show
was simply trying to convey how rapidly
the experience of adolescence was chang-
ing. By the time Euphoria debuted, porn’s
practices and mores had thoroughly
defined not just culture but sex itself.
That year, a survey found that 38 per-
cent of British women younger than
40 had experienced unwanted violent
behavior—including slapping, gagging,
spitting, or choking—during consensual
sex. A culture of unfettered male domi-
nance had simultaneously sprawled across
the rest of the web, as misogynistic abuse
and harassment manifested in different
communities and targeted campaigns,
and even culminated in episodes of real
violence. “Incels,” as certain disaffected
young men began calling themselves,
hate women for not being more sexually
agreeable, as though sex is a commodity
that should be redistributed to the needy
rather than a matter of personal desire.
That particular term was relatively new,
but the rest of their verbiage was familiar:
One 2021 study conducted by researchers
in Britain found that much of the lan-
guage used in incel forums is identical to
the language used in mainstream pornog-
raphy, routinely employed to dehumanize
and sexually humiliate women.

The impulse to subject women to
sexual violence obviously predates porn.
And not all porn is degrading or hateful
toward women, even if much of it is. But,
looking back across the past few decades,
it’s hard not to see that the explosion of
pornography as a cultural product dur-
ing the 1990s and 2000s changed the
terms of how women were to be viewed
and understood. The ramifications have
rippled throughout our on- and offline
lives. In 2014, two years before Trump’s
first presidential victory, approximately
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70 percent of American men ages 18 to
39 reported using pornography within
the past year. Trump’s election confirmed
how widespread and even tacitly accepted
the degradation of women had become:
Here was a winning candidate whod been
accused of sexual misconduct by dozens
of women (which he has denied); the first
“porn president,” as my colleague Caitlin
Flanagan wrote, for whom the reduction
of women to sexual objects was as natural
as breathing.

By 2024, the debasement of women
in public life had become so instinctive
that Kamala Harris was subjected to sex-
ual slurs in the lead-up to her presidential
campaign—even before she was officially
a candidate. On Fox Business, a guest
labeled Harris “the original Hawk Tuah
girl,” a reference to a viral video about blow
jobs; Trump himself reposted memes infer-
ring that Harris had used sex to further
her career. In October, a week and a half
before the election, a billboard appeared
in Ohio that depicted Harris on her hands
and knees, mouth agape, about to engage
in oral sex with a frenzied look on her face.
I spent much of the year with my head in
my hands. For a moment, it seemed possi-
ble, again, that Trump’s hateful rhetoric, his
nonsensical diatribes, his coalition of creeps
and podcast bros and internet-poisoned
trolls might be enough to make a capable
woman seem favorable by comparison.

But that wasn’t the case. And as he
returned to the presidency, I found myself
thinking less about men than about
women, particularly some of the women in
Trump’s orbit—the ones who trade power
for visibility, a high-definition, glaringly
enhanced veneer of public womanhood
that insists being seen is the same thing as
being significant. So much of this century’s
popular culture has presented women as
spectacles: chaotic, melodramatic, hyper-
sexualized recipients of attention.

Porn’s logic of male supremacy has
successfully saturated politics. The new
administration is in thrall to the mano-
sphere, and unabashed about its project
of white masculine domination; in 2025,
just 15 percent of Republican members of
Congess are women. Young men and boys
are growing up with misogynist influenc-
ers who assert that women are something
less than fully human. “One must believe

S0 MUCH OF THIS CENTURY'S
POPULAR CULTURE HAS PRESENTED
WOMEN AS SPECTACLES: CHAOTIC,
MELODRAMATIC, HY PERSEXUALIZED
RECIPIENTS OF ATTENTION.

in the existence of the person in order to
recognize the authenticity of her suffer-
ing,” Andrea Dworkin wrote in her 1983
book, Right-Wing Women, during another
period of anti-feminist backlash. “Neither
men nor women believe in the existence
of women as significant beings.”

The first part of her argument stands.
That the second part is questionable—
regarding how women see themselves,
at least—is a positive development. And
for all the ways in which popular culture
helped enshrine porn as the defining form
of modern entertainment, culture may be
turning into the one place where we no
longer want to be reminded of it. I keep
coming back to HBO’s 2023 miniseries
The Idol, a work to which Sam Levinson
brought all of Euphoria’s provocations
and none of its emotional intelligence.
The show starred Lily-Rose Depp as a
disgraced pop star in the Britney tradi-
tion and Abel “The Weeknd” Tesfaye as
the nightclub owner and cult leader who
seduces her with rough sex and BDSM;
its intentions seemed to be to marry
premium-cable aesthetics with the hol-
low transgressions of extreme porn. In
one scene, Tesfaye’s character suffocates
Depp’s Jocelyn with a scarlet silk robe,
then uses a knife to slash a hole so she
can breathe, reducing the character to a
bright-red slash, a pornographic crevice.
Jocelyn’s experiences, the show implied,

had empowered her, a suggestion so
absurd and anachronistic that viewers
could only cringe in response. 7he Idolwas
a critical failure that hardly anyone even
talked about—a possible sign of progress.
For me, the process of adulthood
has been less about lessons learned than
unlearned—the steady dismantling of
ideas I absorbed before I could really
think critically about them. But I still
believe that by understanding all of the
ways in which women have been dimin-
ished and broken down in the recent
past, we can identify and defuse those
same attacks in the present. Our culture
isn’t just entertainment—it’s the means
by which we understand and relate to
ourselves and one another. In moments
when I'm galled by how cyclical backlash
and progress are, it’s consoling to remem-
ber that most women have newfound
language and skepticism that I couldn’t
have imagined while watching Girls Gone
Wild or listening to “RI.M.P” Both of
those developments feed the kind of
unlearning, in other words, after which
power is real, change is necessary, and
wholly new stories can begin. . 4

Sophie Gilbert is a staff writer ar The Adantic.
This article was adapted from her new book,
Girl on Girl: How Pop Culture Turned a
Generation of Women Against Themselves.
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WHEN
IM 64

THE WORLD STILL
NEEDS RINGO STARR.

BY MARK LEIBOVIGH PHOTOGRAPHS BY DINA LITOVSKY
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Let’s start with something that ’'m not proud of but feels impor-
tant to disclose up front. Last spring, I was interviewing Ringo
Starr at the Sunset Marquis hotel, in West Hollywood, when I
committed an embarrassing breach of journalistic ethics: As we
were wrapping up, I asked Starr if he would pose for a photo
with me.

“Or is that grossly unprofessional?” I asked, trying to come off
as sheepish and apologetic.

Starr smirked.

“No, no, everybody’s unprofessional,” he said. “Dont feel special.”

He moved next to me and flashed a compulsory peace sign as
his publicist snapped our photo. “Everybody does it,” she said, and
then handed me a white “peace and love” bracelet as a parting gift.
Starr flashed another peace sign—a double this time.

Okay, end of disclosure. From here on, this will be a sober and
detached treatment of a seminal figure in the history of popular
music. (Also: The photo can be viewed on my Instagram.)

RINGO STARR 18 84 years old and has lived quite an extraor-
dinary life. I realize I am late to this story.

He is among the most scrutinized, fetishized, analyzed, and
catechized people in history. I admit to feeling out of my depth,
if this was not already clear. Usually, I write about politics. I
am not accustomed to interacting with Beatles. As opposed to,
say, congressmen.

That first day I met him, Starr had a new record to promote—a
solo record, it still feels necessary to say. I had been granted a brief

slot on his schedule around the release of Crooked Boy, a four-
track collection that features the Strokes™ guitarist Nick Valensi.
Starr had a packed interview dance card, with a procession of
podcasters, YouTubers, and other species that didn't exist when
he and his Liverpool mates first started doing this, back when
America’s chief influencer was Ed Sullivan.

Starr greeted me with a light fist bump, in keeping with his
hypervigilance about avoiding germs.

“You might be one of the most-interviewed people in the
world,” I felt the need to say.

“T am,” he confirmed.

I wondered how I could make this interesting. “Well, just
make it short,” Starr suggested, as we headed out onto the patio
adjacent to his suite.

“So, how short?” I asked. “Like, three minutes, two minutes?”

“You can have the whole three!” Starr said, and then punctu-
ated his sentence, as he punctuates many of his sentences, with
a dry and devilish giggle. Four quick “hah”s jackhammered in
succession. He tends to speak in quips, toggling between his
two dominant modes, seen-it-all sarcasm and glib nonchalance.

Born Richard Starkey, he became Sir Richard Starkey when
he was knighted in 2018. T asked his excellency whether I should
address him as “Ringo” or “Richard” (or “Richie,” as intimates
call him). “You'll call me Ringo, because I dont know you,” he
said. “A-hah-hah-hah-hah.”

“My family don’t call me that,” he added.

After a few minutes, the publicist started gesturing in my direc-
tion. I feared this was the universal “wrap it up” sign, but no, false
alarm (she was just trying to get a photographer’s attention). “This
is longer than three minutes, you know,” Starr took the opportu-
nity to observe, affecting a sneer. Or maybe he was not affecting it.

Starr looks remarkably well maintained for his age. This is a
testament to the preservative power of his fitness regimen, strict
sobriety, a vegetarian diet, and lots of hair dye. He is also one of
those rare figures whose face has been such a fixture of our cul-
tural lives for so long that his actual, three-dimensional presence
in front of you elicits a double take. Is this the genuine cargo or
some wiry wisp of a Ringo impersonator?

It feels perfectly suitable to describe him as “looking exactly
like Ringo Starr” and expect to be understood. He has the shaped
beard, the little red shades, and a peace-sign pendant on a neck-
lace. He appears just as he has in countless pop-art pieces and
wax museums, and that Simpsons episode in which Starr, playing
himself, turns out to be Marge’s artistic muse.

Everyone scurrying in and out of Ringo’s suite looks famous,
or almost famous. They include a swarm of well-wishers and
maybe some actual friends whom Starr has gotten by with a litde
help from. I was struck by how Starr’s presence arouses giddiness
even in other rock stars. Valensi told me that when people hear
that he worked with Starr, they tend to transform into elated
teenagers. “Everybody who I tell that to is just so phenomenally
cither excited for me, or is baffled, and kind of questioning, How
did that happen?” he said. “My wife and my mom, and my sisters,
and even close friends who are musicians—everybody just kind
of wants to know what the whole thing was like.”
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People who spotted Starr moving through the Sunset Marquis
kept shouting out “Peace and love” at him. This of course has
been Starr’s personal mantra, greeting, and aloha for most of his
post-Beatles decades.

“Peace and love, peace and love,” Starr said back to a cluster
of onlookers, sounding cheerfully bored. At one point, I watched
Starr pause and puff out his cheeks into an ostentatious deep
breath. I imagine that’s one of the hassles of immortality: It tends
to go on forever.

I HAVE ALWAYS been a Ringo guy. This was true long before
the Fab Four were reduced to an antique duo of Starr and Paul
McCartney, now 82. Starr had
seven straight top-10 singles after
the Beatles broke up, and those
early solo tracks were among the
first pop songs I remember hear-
ing on the radio when I was a
kid. “It Don’t Come Easy” was
released in 1971, when I was 6,
and played in heavy rotation on
the local pop station, WRKO-
AM, Boston. It was one of my
first favorite songs.

Starr always seemed like the
friendliest and most life-size
of the four Beatles. The oth-
ers felt less accessible than the
droopy-eyed drummer with
the cartoon-cowboy name
and childlike tunes. Ringo was
yellow submarines and octo-
pus gardens, the mascot little
brother, despite being the eldest
Beatle, and the best at flittering
above the feuds that afflicted the

STARR WAS
THE FASTEST
T0 GOMIG RELIEF
AND MOST
AVERSE TO
PRETENSION IN
ANY FORM.

Clearly, this is hyperbole. Starr has had his moments of
tribulation. As the Beatles were reaching their collective wits’
end in 1968, he up and left the band while the others kept
on recording what would become 7he White Album. It was
the first time a Beatle had quit, though as the journalist Rob
Shefhield writes in Dreaming the Beatles, “It later became one
of their favorite pastimes.” Ringo decamped to Sardinia, and
somehow the press didn’t hear about it. McCartney took over
on drums for “Dear Prudence,” a fact that would remain a secret
for nearly two decades.

For the most part, though, Starr is depicted as an unfailingly
positive force within the band. Starr, in Sheflield’s summation, is
“the guy who holds it together
because he can get along with
the high-strung divas up front.”

This idea of Ringo as a source
of solace, lowerer of tempera-
tures, and defuser of tensions
resonated with me. I spent much
0f2024 covering the bleak spec-
tacle of the U.S. presidential
campaign. Nothing was making
sense, and everywhere I went,
people seemed stuck in rival
camps of resentment. If “peace
and love” had been on the ballot,
it would have lost in a landslide.

But here was Ringo, still
banging around. It felt like a
small but significant win for
humankind, and one to be cel-
ebrated as often as possible.

On July 7, I went to Starr’s
birthday gala in Beverly Hills,
where celebrities of varying watt-
ages (Fred Armisen, the Eagles’

trio of geniuses around him.

Starr was the fastest to comic
relief and most averse to preten-
sion in any form. “There you go,
hiding behind a smoke screen
of bourgeois clichés,” he says in Richard Lester’s 1964 comedy,
A Hard Day’s Night, after a stagehand has accused Starr of being
“rather arbitrary” for not letting him touch his drum kit. I latched
on to this line immediately. In high school, when certain high-
falutin friends would try out their fancy SAT words, I would tell
them, “There you go, hiding behind a smoke screen of bourgeois
clichés.” (Admittedly, this itself was rather arbitrary on my part.)

“He’s the most sympathetic of all the Beatles,” T Bone Burnett,
the legendary producer and guitarist, told me. When I spoke with
him, Burnett had just produced a new Starr record, a country
album called Look Up, which came out in January and has since
become one of the biggest hits of his solo career. “Nobody has
generated more goodwill than Ringo,” Burnett added. “Not a
single person in the world.”

Joe Walsh) wished him well.
Starr has turned his birthday
into an international celebration
of peace and love; at noon local
time, Ringo fans in 34 nations
exclaimed “Peace and love,” as did NASA astronauts aboard the
International Space Station. I attended events tied to the release
of Starr’s two new records, and two concerts by his long-running
“Ringo Starr and His All Starr Band.” Throughout, the Ringo
habitat stayed blissfully sealed off from Donald Trump, Joe Biden,
national reckonings, crises of democracy, and things of that nature.

On the rare occasions when politics did intrude, the context
was fittingly fun-loving. “Tagree!” Starr announced last fall, as he
held up a RINGO FOR PRESIDENT 2024 placard that he had grabbed
from a fan in the audience during a show in Washington, D.C.

If only. Instead, Starr would be my roving ambassador of joy
and amity in an America that felt starved of such things.

“I can't force you to be peaceful and loving; I can only say,
‘Peace and love,”” Starr told me. But how wonderful it would be,
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I replied, if his “peace and love” birthday festivities kept grow-
ing and growing. The event might outlive him, and July 7 could
be a certified international holiday. One day a week should be
dedicated to peace and love, Starr countered: “I want Monday,
Tuesday, Wednesday, Peace and Love, Thursday, Friday.” (Natu-
rally, this would require eight days a week.)

STARR HAS a gift for coining oftbeat phrases. His fellow Beatles
referred to them as “Ringo-isms.” The phrases might sound askew
at first, and don’t always track precisely. But something about
them is just right. They fill a gap in the language you hadn’t real-
ized was there.

Starr once described a particularly grueling Beatles session as
being a hard days night. This presumably was meant to convey
a hybrid sense of fatigue, relief, and satisfaction. Everyone who
heard him seemed to know just what he meant. Soon enough, it
would be a song, a movie title,
and a universal refrain.

McCartney and John Len-
non were mesmerized by these
nonsensical yet lyrical coin-
ages. Starr has said that Lennon
would follow him around, pen-
cil at the ready, “waiting to hear
what I'd say next.” His quirky
phraseology was unpredictable
and did not keep normal hours.
Suddenly, inspiration would
strike. How to capture Father
McKenzie’s abject isolation
in “Eleanor Rigby”? Say he’s
“darning his socks in the night
when there’s nobody there.”
That was all Ringo.

(Eight days a week has been
credited as a Ringo-ism, but
Starr told me the phrase came
from an overworked cab-
driver, who said it to McCart-
ney. “At one time I did want to
take credit for it,” he admitted.
“I said all those other lines.”)

I first learned about Ringo-
isms last spring while sitting
in a Beverly Hills Starbucks

cramming for my first meeting

Ringo Starr, drummer for Rory Storm and the Hurricanes, circa 1959

in a bad space, rewind to the good space you were in,” he said.
“Like yesterday, an hour ago, or last year. And bring it forward.”
Starr said he loved the term rewind forward as soon as it popped
into his head and out of his mouth. “When I said it—Tlike /ard
day’s night—it made no sense,” he told me. But soon enough, it
made perfect sense. “Just, hey, bring it forward,” he said.

I instantly appreciated the notion of “rewind forward.” One of
the most powerful examples of this in my own life, in fact, involves
Ringo Starr.

It was the summer of 1991, and I was going through a bru-
tally difficult time. My little brother, Phil, had just died after a
terrible car crash and a six-year ordeal in a coma. I was 26; living
in Cambridge, Massachusetts; depressed as hell; and not able to
sleep, write, or do much of anything. Finally, a shrink prescribed
me an antidepressant—something far less common and more
stigmatized in those days, and I didn’t dare tell a soul. As the phar-
macist at the crowded CVS in
Harvard Square reviewed my
prescription, he said to me in
a very loud voice, “You will
be taking this to treat clinical
depression, right?” I cannot
emphasize how loud this was.

I stood there mortified,
while everyone in the long line
behind me cracked up. As did

I, after a few seconds. It was

my first moment of pure light-
ness in months. I will always
remember that episode, as
well as what was playing over
the CVS speakers at just that
moment: “It Dont Come Easy,”
that great Ringo tune about
persevering through darkness.
Looking back on that
period in my 20s, it now feels
less a dreary memory than
something to celebrate—a
testament to the miracle of
survival. Whenever I hear “Tt
Don’t Come Easy,” it inspires
an odd nostalgia for that
moment in CVS when bright-
ness peeked through. The song

offers a chance to connect with

with Starr. A few months ear-
lier, he had done an interview
with AARP the Magazine on the occasion of yet another record,
the EP Rewind Forward, which had come out in October 2023.
The title track is a great and uplifting song. I especially loved the
concept of “rewind forward,” a contemporary Ringo-ism that is
also something of a mental strategy for him.

Starr explained that when he’s in despair, he tries to transport
himself to a happier time in order to break his sadness. “If 'm

an old, surmounted pain.
Starr began working on
“It Don’t Come Easy” in the late 1960s, as tensions within
the Beatles were reaching their full boil. He has spoken of the
song in terms of his own self-doubt. The other three were much
more accomplished songwriters; how would he fare on his own?
“When I first started writing, I would play the songs to the boys,
and they would all be on the floor laughing their asses off,” Starr
told me. “Because I had just rewritten someone else’s song. I
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The Beatles, 1963. All four members endured gritty upbringings, but Starr overcame what one biographer called “a Dickensian chronicle of misfortune.”

just changed the words, but it had the same melody. And so I
had to get out of that.”

Starr had always been set apart from the other three, and not
just onstage, as drummers often are. Although all four Beatles
had endured gritty Liverpool upbringings, Starr was a true van-
quisher of long odds, overcoming a childhood steeped in poverty
and chronic illness—“a Dickensian chronicle of misfortune,” as
the Beatles biographer Bob Spitz has called it.

At age 6, little Richie Starkey contracted a ghastly case of
peritonitis. “They went in for my appendix, but, too late, it had
exploded; all the poison was in my body,” Starr told me. “And
they did actually say to my mother—three times they said to
her—He'll be dead in the morning.” And, hey, here I am.” He
spent several months in the hospital before he recovered. He then
contracted tuberculosis, endured another long hospitalization,
and nearly died of boredom until one fateful day.

“The teacher came with percussive maracas and triangles,”
he told me. “We weren’t doing school, so we learned to play a
percussive band. And I got a drum, and that was the moment.

[ hit that drum.” He was 13. “I only wanted to be a drummer
from then on.”

This is another reason I'm a Ringo guy—he projects a kind
of playful pathos. His hardships are never far from the surface,
which makes him feel approachable, perhaps more so than
he intends.

A few minutes after I'd met Starr for the first time, | heard myself
telling him the story about depressed 20-something me hearing “It
Don't Come Easy” in CVS. This was, | realize, a bit of an overshare
right out of the gate. “Every time I hear that song now, I feel joy,”
I told him. Starr said nothing at first. “But enough about me,” I
said to fill the silence. He did not respond for a second, which felt
more like an hour. Why is this man I just met baring his soul to me?
I imagined him thinking.

“No, but it’s a cool thing,” he finally said.

He gave me an empathetic look, the distinctly Ringo eyes.

Starr often conveys a sense of not wanting to linger or drag
out an obligation. Make it short. T Bone Burnett told me about
a listening party for Look Up that Starr hosted in L.A. “He said,
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“Well, it’s been wonderful having you all listen to the record.
Opver there is the food,”” Starr told his guests. “And over there
is the door.”” But he also has a knack for snapping into a quiet
mode of comforting contemplation.

“I think it goes back to that extraordinary scene in A Hard
Day’s Night,” Burnett told me. The band members spend much
of the movie being swarmed by fans and press, chased by girls,
and cloistered in their hotel room (with Starr receiving by far the
biggest stack of fan mail).

At one point, Starr grabs a camera and walks off on his own to
experience the world. He attempts, with mixed success, to avoid
detection. “He’s quiet; he’s thoughtful; he’s sensitive,” Burnett told
me. “You could feel in the film there’s all this madness around
him. But here’s this very thoughtful cat. And I think it goes back
to that. And there’s something—and you can feel—there’s a hurt
in him that he wears very gracefully.”

At various times, both Lennon and George Harrison spoke of
being in the Beatles as a burden. Starr, by contrast, always seemed
like the Beatle most fully grounded in graticude. He was lucky
to have survived his merciless Liverpool youth, the madness of

being in the Fab Four, years of addiction to drugs and alcohol
after the band’s dissolution, even the apparently quite danger-
ous status of having been a Beatle at all. (Lennon was murdered
by a deranged fan in 1980; Harrison was brutally stabbed by a
paranoid schizophrenic who invaded his home in 1999.)

Starr has not always hidden his annoyance at the hassles of his
hyper-fame. In 2008, he released an exasperated video begging
fans to stop sending him stuff in the mail to sign. (“Nothing!” he
railed. “Peace and love.”) For the most part, though, he has car-
ried himself like someone who won a long-shot bet and has been
playing with house money ever since. He seems eternally grateful

to have been tapped for the World’s Greatest Band, or any band.

“I’M A BAND GUY,” Starr has said, often. “I need a group of
guys,” he told me. “I need the bass player and the guitar players.”
It’s not like the drummer can go out and perform by himself.
Last June, I went to see Starr and His All Starr Band play the
Venetian in Las Vegas. Since 1989, Starr has been playing and
touring with a revolving cast of old musical buddies. The current
lineup comprises seven members, all in their 60s or older, including

Above: Fans watch Starr perform at the Grand Ole Opry, in Nashville, in February. Starr’s new

country album has been one of the biggest hits of his long solo career. Opposite page: Starr in 1965.
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Steve Lukather of Toto, Colin Hay of Men at Work, and Hamish
Stuart of Average White Band.
Starr’s people let me show up early for sound check. I watched

from the front section of an empty theater of soaring ceilings, bal-
conies, a massive chandelier, and pale-pink seats. Starr was wearing
a black tracksuit and holding a mic at center stage. “Testing, one,
two, three,” he said into the mic. “Hello, Mark.” I waved a peace
sign back at him and did my best to keep my composure and not
turn into a giddy groupie again. I failed. “Holy shit, he knows my
name,” I said, pathetically, to Starr’s publicist, who probably had
just reminded him of my name, and that I existed.

After rehearsing a few more songs, including “It Don’t Come
Easy,” Starr wandered over. “Hello,” he said. Fist bump. How did
he like Las Vegas? I asked. His 2024 spring tour included six dates
at the Venetian, of which this was the last.

“I don’t care; T'll play anywhere,” he said. “T’ll go where they
send me.”

Given the crowds, the chaos, the ad campaigns condoning
venial sin, I suggested that Vegas might be one of the least peace-
ful and loving cities in America. Starr pointed to the empty hall.
“Tonight, this space will be all peace and love,” he vowed.

I wondered why Starr was still subjecting himself to this
grind. If nothing else, it illustrated how being a “band guy”
remains essential to his center of gravity. “He loves musicians,”

“WHATEVER
REDEMPTION HE
GOT THROUGH
HIS DRUMMING
AS AKID, IT'S
STILL THERE.”

Lukather, of Toto, told me. “There’s something to be said with
going through the good and the bad with people, as opposed to all
by yourself. Because the highs are high and the lows are real low.”

Lukather has played guitar in the All Starr Band for 13 years.
Every one of those years, he said, Starr has insisted would be the
finale. “This is the last one, lads, the last one,” he says. No way,
Lukather replies. Starr will get restless in a month and come run-
ning back. “Here’s the deal with the circus,” Lukather told me.
“Once he joined the circus, he could never leave.”

Starr confirmed that he is a failed retiree, many times over.
“I've had enough; I've done enough,” he will say. “And I get a
phone call: “Well, we've got 10 gigs if you're interested.” ‘Okay.’
And we're on the road again.” It's much easier doing only 10 or
11 gigs a month, he said, compared with the 30 or so they used
to do. “It still gives me time to get my rocks off and play the
drums,” Starr told me. “With a band.”

Ringo’s All Starr Band shows last about two hours and feature
several of his best-known solo tracks, such as “Photograph” and
“Back Off Boogaloo.” The set also includes Beatles songs that
Starr did vocals on (“Octopus’s Garden” and “With a Little
Help From My Friends”). Interspersed throughout are songs
from each of the All Starrs’ primary bands: Lukather will lead
renditions of Toto’s “Africa,” and Hay will do Men at Work’s
“Down Under.”
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Starr wore a bright-red jacket over a black peace-sign T-shirt,
and split his stage time between front-man duties and drums.
He clearly preferred one role to the other. Holding a mic, Starr
looks stiff. On the drums, he looks 20 years younger. Valensi, of
the Strokes, has also observed how much looser he looks behind
the kit. “Whatever redemption he got through his drumming as
a kid, it’s still there,” he told me.

If the Beatles at Shea Stadium in ’65 was packed with shriek-
ing teenage fans, the All Starrs at the Venetian incubated quite a
different ambience about six decades later. About a third of the
sold-out audience looked old enough to have been at Shea. “When
[ first started doing this, there were a lot of high voices: “We love
you, Ringo,” Starr said from the stage, imitating a screaming girl’s
voice. “Now: “We love you, Ringo,” he said, affecting the labored
voice of an old-timer.

Forty minutes or so in, after “Yellow Submarine,” Starr leaves
for a break while the others keep performing their songs. “I'm
going to have a cup of tea,” he tells the audience as he heads off.
On one hand, this is a bit odd, the headliner just up and leaving
mid-show; what is he doing while he’s offstage? On the other
hand, does this octogenarian really need to hear another rendition

“THERE WERE
JUST FOUR
OF US THAT
KNEW HOW

IT FELT,
McGARTNEY
TOLD ME.

of Average White Band’s “Cut the Cake”? I say Ringo has paid
his dues and earned his rest.

After a few minutes, Starr jogs back onstage in a fresh T-shirt
and the same blazer. The first chords of “Octopus’s Garden” twang
out, and the crowd goes an aging version of nuts. Everyone sings
along. I sense some earnest effort in the theater to make this gath-
ering count for more than just nostalgia.

“Peace and love! Peace and love!” a group of women screamed
from behind me. They pretty much kept this up for two solid hours.

It was slightly annoying, but their conviction was undeniable.

PAUL MCCARTNEY was on the phone. It was late January, and
I was in Greenland, reporting on Donald Trump’s inauguration
from one of the foreign territories he was proposing to annex.
McCartney sounded intrigued by my whereabouts, or perhaps
merely amused that I was marooned there waiting out a predict-
ably bad run of snowy weather. I asked whether he'd ever been
to Greenland. “The only way would be if the plane had to stop
there,” McCartney allowed. “For refueling and stufl.” He had just
completed a global tour that featured 59 shows and lasted two
and a half years—but no date in Nuuk. I felt a swell of pride at
having found a spot on the globe that a Beatle had never been to.

Starr had joined McCartney onstage a few weeks earlier at
a concert at London’s O2 arena—the last stop on McCartney’s
tour. McCartney introduced him that night as “the mighty, the
one and only Mr. Ringo Starr.” They played a few Beatles tracks
(“Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band (Reprise),” “Helter Skel-
ter”) and shared an embrace, and the stadium rocked accordingly.

Starr told me he and McCartney keep in close contact. Starr
lives in Beverly Hills, where he’s owned a home since the 1990s,
and McCartney resides mainly in the U.K. But they FaceTime
regularly, and pop in on each other when proximity allows. “I
had dinner with him on Wednesday,” Starr mentioned during
our first meeting.

The Beatles have often spoken of one another as brothers. “I
was an only child, and then suddenly I had three brothers,” Starr
told me. He said he felt sorry for Elvis Presley, who had to go
through megastardom by himself. Harrison drew this contrast
as well. “There was only one Elvis,” he once said. “Nobody else
knew what he felt like.” He seemed to speak with a note of pity.

Many theories have taken hold about the Beatles—about their
genius, their rivalries, their time at the summit of the world. Few
bands have inspired such complicated or closely studied mythol-
ogy. But the truth will always reside in the exquisite space that
John, Paul, George, and Ringo inhabited together.

Only the four of them can understand. And now there’s just
two. Ringo and Paul, Paul and Ringo. “He’s the only one who
knows,” Starr said to me of McCartney.

I asked McCartney about Starr’s remark. What, exactly, does
only he know?

“Well, there’s nothing to mean by i; it’s just true,” McCart-
ney said. “It’s just simple truth. There were four of us. The
Beatles. And we worked together, we lived together, we were a
Beatles sandwich.” No other soul could ever fully comprehend
that sandwich.

42 MAY 2025 A



DINA LITOVSKY FOR THE ATLANTIC

Starr at the Grand Ole Opry. His life has always been steeped in country music; Hank Williams and Lightnin’ Hopkins were early idols.

“Nobody else,” McCartney continued. “People might have
been in the room, but they weren’t really in the room. There were
just four of us that knew how it felt.”

Ringo and Paul were roommates when the band went on the
road. “I never really roomed with anyone,” McCartney told me.
“I didn’t go to college. I had one brother—I have one brother—
but after a certain age, we got our own rooms.” Bunking with
Starr at that age strengthened their bond, McCartney said. “And
we were in a million vans, trains, planes, cars.”

Starr’s friends tend to speak about him in a particular key of
fascination. I also detect a note of protectiveness, especially against
the critics who have described Starr as the band’s weakest link. The
rap is that any drummer would have made it work with the Beatles.
McCartney mentioned Buddy Rich, the late jazz drummer, who
apparently once dismissed Starr as “adequate, no more than that.”
From a technical standpoint, McCartney said, Rich might have
been correct. “None of us would have passed a music exam,” he
said. “None of us ever could read or write music.”

Starr’s admirers say his genius lies in something far more intui-
tive than the likes of Buddy Rich could appreciate. Starr says
“I play to the song”; his drumming relies on feel more so than
technique or training,

McCartney recalls the first time that he, Lennon, and Harri-
son played with Starr in front of an audience, in the early 1960s.
“I remember just glancing at the other two guys, and we all had a
look in our eyes,” he said. “It was one of those magical moments,
you know; it was like, Shit, something just happened.”

"Then there is the matter of Starr’s extramusical contributions
to the group. He was an essential figure of cohesion.

“He’s glue, you know; he's the glue kind of thing,” McCartney
told me. “We were all what youd call ‘grammar-school kids,” he
continued, referring to Lennon, Harrison, and himself. “Ringo
was just University of Life.” Starr barely went to school. He had
his medical torments, and grew up in the “Dingle,” one of the
roughest, poorest sections of Liverpool. “You can’t be trained to
be like Ringo,” McCartney told me.

Starr was also older, the last to join the Beatles, and the
only one whod already played in another professional band,
Rory Storm and the Hurricanes. McCartney said that all of the
Beatles looked up to one another. They never dared to admit it,
but it was a driving dynamic. “I think we all kind of had that,”
McCartney said. “Quietly.”

Their reverence for Starr was perhaps the hardest to distill.
“Youd meet Ringo, and it would cut across everything youd ever
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learned,” McCartney told me. “Youd think, God, I've got to try to
be a little more like this. This guys cool.” Starr would sit and assess
and stay silent for long stretches. Then, periodically, he would
blurt out something “that comes out of left field”—a Ringo-ism.

“He’s actually making mistakes,” McCartney said. “But he
says it with such conviction that it works.” Starr would coin
something like hard day’s night, and grammar-school kids would
hear it and immediately want to correct the grammar. “T've
never heard it said like that,” McCartney told me. “And then
it’s basically, “Well, 'm not sure why no one’s said that before.
Because that’s the perfect phrase.’”

Once, McCartney told me, the Beatles were sitting in a restau-
rant, preparing to order. “And Ringo said, Tl have slight bread.”

Slight bread?

“Slight bread, yeah,” McCartney said.

What exactly is “slight bread”?

“Well, who knows?” McCartney said. “There’s no answer to
these questions. It’s just right.”

wHAT DOES “NorMAL” life look like for an 84-year-old
former Beatle? I was able to ascertain some details about Starr’s
day-to-day. Does he drive? (Yes.) Does he have a trainer? (Yes:

The Beatles in May 1967, at a party celebrating their new album, Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band

three days a week, weights, yoga, pilates, treadmill.) Stream-
ing? (“Yeah, I love TV,” he told me.) What shows?

“Well, 'm not going to plug anybody,” he said, and I with-
drew the question.

Naturally, Starr is a fan of Liverpool FC of the Premier
League, but also the Dallas Cowboys of the NFL. He saw me
wince when he mentioned the Cowboys and asked why. “Just
like everyone loves the Beatles, everyone hates the Cowboys,”
I explained. Starr objected—mostly to my choice of words.

“Why would you hate them?” he wondered. “That’s a strong
word, to hate. Dislike is a better word.”

Confronted with more inner-directed questions about what
it’s like to be Ringo Starr, the man can be stubbornly understated.
“My name is Ringo, and I play drums,” he said when he entered
the Rock & Roll Hall of Fame as a solo artist in 2015. On the
topic of how he came to join the Beatles, Starr is similarly laconic.
“They wanted me to join the Beatles,” he told me. “I got this
phone call, and that’s how it all happened.”

In 2022, Starr was given an honorary doctorate from the
Berklee College of Music, in Boston. “I don’t have a lot to say,
just “Thank you,”” he said.

“You know, I just hit them. That’s all I do. I just hit the
buggers,” he added, “the buggers”
being the drums. “In a way, it’s
like some strange fairy tale.”

Perhaps the strangest quality of
this fairy tale is that it’s still unfold-
ing. Starr’s country collaboration
with T Bone Burnett, Look Up,
is one of Starr’s most successful
albums in years, hitting No. 1 on
the U.K.’s Official Country Artists
Albums Chart and selling briskly
in the U.S. as well.

Coverage of Look Up has noted
that Starr is one of several pop acts
who have recently made country
albums, as if Starr has latched on to
some new crossover fashion, chas-
ing the likes of Beyoncé and Post
Malone. But Starr sounds genu-
inely oblivious to the bandwagon
he’s supposedly hopping on. “I
know Beyoncé made a record and
it was No 1,” Starr said in an inter-
view with 7he Times of London.
“But no, I haven’t heard it.”

In fact, Starr’s life and career
have always been steeped in country
music. As a boy, he loved Westerns
and worshipped Gene Autry, the
Singing Cowboy. His early music
idols were Hank Williams and
Hank Snows; later, he admired Wil-
lie Nelson and Waylon Jennings.
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Starr circa 1990, around the time he convened the All Starr Band and resumed touring

He dreamed of escaping the Dingle for Texas. He even wrote to
the Houston Chamber of Commerce after resolving to live close
to the country-blues icon Lightnin’ Hopkins. As a general rule, this
was not something poor Liverpool boys aspired to do.

Burnett says he always considered Starr to be the Beatles’ resident
country ambassador. He thought of him as “rockabilly.” Burnett
pointed to “What Goes On,” from Rubber Soul, and “Don’t Pass
Me By,” from 7he White Album. “Even ‘Octopus’s Garden’ is coun-
try,” Burnett told me. “It sounds like Chet Atkins playing guitar.”

Country also played an essential part in helping Starr adapt to
his post-Beatles life. The withdrawal was difficult at times: eight
years of manic, identity-warping hysteria and creative intensity.
Then, suddenly, nothing. Starr wallowed. He drank, a lot. The
plaintive strains of country music made for a fitting companion.
“The wife’s left, the dog’s dead, or I need some money for the juke-
box” is how Starr sums up the standard trajectory of country tunes.

“I sat in my garden, wondering what to do with myself,” Starr
told me. “And get over, really, missing and playing with the other
three boys. And I thought one day, Ive gor ro get up.”

He talked with Pete Drake, an American producer who worked
with Harrison on his album A/ Things Must Pass, about making

a country album. Beaucoups of Blues would be Starr’s second solo
release. Hearing it now, it’s striking how well suited Starr’s voice
is to country singing. He sounds playfully mournful—or mourn-
fully playful—like someone perfectly at home in the genre.

Starr has long been a casual acquaintance of Burnett’s, who
has won about a million Grammys (13). In November 2022, the
pair encountered each other at a reception for Olivia Harrison’s
book of poems about her late husband. Starr mentioned that he
was making an EP and asked Burnett if he wanted to contribute
a track. Sure, Burnett said. He came back with a song, and then
Starr asked for more. He sent nine, all of them country songs,
figuring Starr could pick one or two. Starr said he liked them all.

Look Up is a vibrant and gentle compilation with recurring
themes of despair, resilience, and, especially, gratitude. “Thankful”
(with Alison Krauss), the record’s second release, is an homage to
hard-won lessons and, in some ways, a countrified rendering of
Starr’s post-Beatles trajectory.

His descent into alcoholism and long path to sobriety is a clear
subtext. ““Thankful’ is the most personal song he’s ever written,”
Burnett told me. “It starts off, ‘T had it all and I started to fall,””
Burnett said. “It’s about being in the Beatles, and being on top
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“ARE YOU
WORRIED
AT ALLY”
JIMMY KIMMEL
ASKED HIM.
“WHY WOULD |
BE WORRIED?”
STARR REPLIED.

of the world, being the most famous person in the world. And
then being an addict.” A central figure of Starr’s recovery—and the
main object of his gratitude—is his wife of more than 40 years,
Barbara Bach. Together, they embraced sobriety in the late 1980s,
which was around the time Starr convened the All Starr Band and
resumed his touring career.

“Thankful” resonates with familiar Ringo refrains (“hoping for
more peace and love”) and contains echoes of some of his signa-
ture songs (“I needed a friend to help me along”). After I listened
a few times, I came to hear the song as an updated version of “It
Don't Come Easy,” conveyed by a blessed old soul, who had lived,
thankfully, to sing the tale.

IN THE MIDDLE of January, I dropped into Nashville to watch
Starr play the Ryman Auditorium, a converted downtown basil-
ica known as the “Mother Church of Country Music.” He
was joined by a lineup of country royalty: Emmylou Harris,
Brenda Lee, Molly Tuttle, Billy Strings, plus a few hybrids such
as Sheryl Crow and Jack White. Both the younger crowd and
the grandes dames betrayed an endearingly starstruck appre-
ciation for the Liverpool cowboy. “Oh man, this is extremely
cool,” said Tuttle, the Grammy-winning bluegrass player. “I
cannot think of a better way to spend my 32nd birthday than
to sing one of my favorite songs,” she said, and swung into a
fiddle-heavy rendition of “Octopus’s Garden.”

“Such a thrill to be playing with really one of the most
amazing people that ever was, but also right now,” Crow said
when she took the ancient stage. “Don’t we need this love?” she
asked. Trump’s inauguration was about a week away, and for a
moment, it seemed that politics might cast a shadow over the
evening. Instead, Crow and Tuttle launched into a vivacious
duet of “I Don’t Want to Spoil the Party.”

In my final conversation with Starr, I asked him about the title
track of Look Up. He’s complained that people are always look-
ing down—he sees them walking, eyes fixed on the pavement.
“You look up, your attitude changes,” he told me. “Youre look-
ing around.” Otherwise, “you’re just trapped in your head.” He's
been asked if there’s some religious message in the phrase: Several
people have said, “‘Oh, you're looking at God.”” But they have
it wrong, Starr said. “I'm looking up at the world.”

And what does he see? As Starr has made the media rounds
for Look Up, I've watched him get hit a couple of times with the
requisite questions about our parlous political moment. “Are you
worried at all?” Jimmy Kimmel asked him. “Why would I be wor-
ried?” Starr replied. He has no interest in playing the role of pundit,
or sounding a note of protest.

“You can only do what you do,” Starr told me, when I took
my own shot at asking him about the state of the world. “I can
only do what I do.” Starr flashed me another double peace sign,
which is him doing what he does. Maybe it will start something,
Maybe others will follow. Who can say? As a wise man once put
it, tomorrow never knows. . 4

Mark Leibovich is a staff writer at The Adantic.
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Trumpism has replaced conservatism’s core values with just one: the raw pursuit of power.

By DAVID BROOKS | lllustrations by Ricardo Tomds
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harles de Gaulle began his
war memoirs with this sen-
tence: “All my life I have had
a certain idea about France.”
Well, all my life I have had a
certain idea about America. I
have thought of America as a
deeply flawed nation that is
nonetheless a force for tre-
mendous good in the world.
From Abraham Lincoln to
Franklin D. Roosevelt to Ronald Reagan and beyond, Ameri-
cans fought for freedom and human dignity and against tyranny;
we promoted democracy, funded the Marshall Plan, and saved
millions of people across Africa from HIV and AIDS. When
we caused harm—Vietnam, Iraqg—it was because of our over-
confidence and naivete, not evil intentions.

Until January 20, 2025, I didn’t realize how much of my very
identity was built on this faith in my country’s goodness—on
the idea that we Americans are partners in a grand and heroic
enterprise, that our daily lives are ennobled by service to that
cause. Since January 20, as I have watched America behave
vilely—toward our friends in Canada and Mexico, toward our
friends in Europe, toward the heroes in Ukraine and Presi-
dent Volodymyr Zelensky in the Oval Office—I've had trouble
describing the anguish I've experienced. Grief? Shock? Like
I'm living through some sort of hallucination? Maybe the best
description for what I'm feeling is moral shame: To watch the
loss of your nation’s honor is embarrassing and painful.

George Orwell is a useful guide to what we're witnessing. He
understood that it is possible for people to seeck power without
having any vision of the good. “The Party secks power entirely
for its own sake,” an apparatchik says in 7984. “We are not inter-
ested in the good of others; we are interested solely in power.
Not wealth or luxury or long life or happiness: only power, pure
power.” How is power demonstrated? By making others suffer.
Orwell’s character continues: “Obedience is not enough. Unless
he is suffering, how can you be sure that he is obeying your will
and not his own? Power is in inflicting pain and humiliation.”

Russell Vought, Donald Trump’s budget director, sounds like
he walked straight out of 7984. “When they wake up in the morn-
ing, we want them to not want to go to work, because they are
increasingly viewed as the villains,” he said of federal workers,
speaking at an event in 2023. “We want to put them in trauma.”

Since coming back to the White House, Trump has caused
suffering among Ukrainians, suffering among immigrants who
have lived here for decades, suffering among some of the best
people I know. Many of my friends in Washington are evangelical
Christians who found their vocation in public service—fighting
sex trafficking, serving the world’s poor, protecting America from
foreign threats, doing biomedical research to cure disease. They
are trying to live lives consistent with the gospel of mercy and
love. Trump has devastated their work. He isn’t just declaring war
on “wokeness”; he’s declaring war on Christian service—on any

kind of service, really.

If there is an underlying philosophy driving Trump, it is this:
Morality is for suckers. The strong do what they want and the
weak suffer what they must. This is the logic of bullies everywhere.
And if there is a consistent strategy, it is this: Day after day, the
administration works to create a world where ruthless people can
thrive. That means destroying any institution or arrangement that
might check the strongman’s power. The rule of law, domestic or
international, restrains power, so it must be eviscerated. Inspectors
general, judge advocate general officers, oversight mechanisms,
and watchdog agencies are a potential restraint on power, so they
must be fired or neutered. The truth itself is a restraint on power,
so it must be abandoned. Lying becomes the language of the state.

Trump’s first term was a precondition for his second. His first
term gradually eroded norms and acclimatized America to a new
sort of regime. This laid the groundwork for his second term, in
which he’s making the globe a playground for gangsters.

We used to live in a world where ideologies clashed, but ide-
ologies don’t seem to matter anymore. The strongman under-
standing of power is on the march. Power is like money: the more
the better. Trump, Russian President Vladimir Putin, and the rest
of the world’s authoritarians are forming an axis of ruthlessness
before our eyes. Trumpism has become a form of nihilism that
is devouring everything in its path.

THE PATHETIC THING is that I didn’t see this coming even
though I've been living around these people my whole adult
life. T joined the conservative movement in the 1980s, when I
worked in turn at National Review, The Washington Times, and
The Wall Streer Journal editorial page. There were two kinds of
people in our movement back then, the conservatives and the
reactionaries. We conservatives earnestly read Milton Friedman,
James Burnham, Whittaker Chambers, and Edmund Burke.
‘The reactionaries just wanted to shock the left. We conservatives
oriented our lives around writing for intellectual magazines; the
reactionaries were attracted to TV and radio. We were on the
political right but had many liberal friends; they had contempt
for anyone not on the anti-establishment right. They were not
pro-conservative—they were anti-left. I have come to appreciate
that this is an important difference.

I should have understood this much sooner, because the reac-
tionaries had revealed their true character as far back as Janu-
ary 1986. A group of progressive students at Dartmouth had
erected a shantytown on campus to protest apartheid. One night,
a group of 12 students, most of them associated with the right-
wing Dartmouth Review, descended on the shanties with sledge-
hammers and smashed them down.

Even then I was appalled. Apartheid was evil, and worth
opposing. A nighttime raid with sledgehammers seemed more
Gestapo than Burkean. But conservative intellectuals didn’t take
this seriously enough. In large part, I think this was because we
looked down on the Dartmouth Review mafia, whose members
had included Laura Ingraham and Dinesh D’Souza. Their intel-
lectual standards were so obviously third-rate. I dont know how
to put this politely, but they just seemed creepy—nakedly ambi-
tious in a way that I thought would destroy them in the end.
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Instead, history has smiled on them. A prominent publisher of
right-wing authors once told me that the way to sell conservative
books is not to write a good book—it’s to write a book that will
offend the left, thereby causing the reactionaries to rally to your
side and buy it. That led to books with titles such as 7he Big Lie:
Exposing the Nazi Roots of the American Leff, and to Ann Coulter’s
entire career. Owning the libs became a lucrative strategy.

Of course, the left made it easy for them. The left really did
purge conservatives from universities and other cultural power
centers. The left really did valorize a “meritocratic” caste system
that privileged the children of the affluent and screwed the work-
ing class. The left really did pontificate to their unenlightened
moral inferiors on everything from gender to the environment.
The left really did create a stifling orthodoxy that stamped out
dissent. If you tell half the country that their voices dont matter,
then the voiceless are going to flip over the table.

But although Trump may have campaigned as a MAGA popu-
list, leveraging this working-class resentment to gain power, he
governs as a Palm Beach elitist. Trump and Elon Musk are bil-
lionaires who went to the University of Pennsylvania. J. D. Vance
went to Yale Law School. Pete Hegseth went to Princeton and
Harvard. Vivek Ramaswamy went to Yale and Harvard. Stephen
Miller went to Duke. Ted Cruz went to Princeton and Harvard.
Many of Musk’s DOGE workers, according to 7he New York
Times, come from elite institutions—Harvard, Princeton, Mor-
gan Stanley, McKinsey, Wharton. These are the Vineyard Vines
nihilists, the spiritual descendants of the elite bad boys at the
Dartmouth Review. This political moment isn’t populists versus
elitists; it is, as 've written before, like a civil war in a prep school
where the sleazy rich kids are taking on the pretentious rich kids.

The MAGA clite rode to power on working-class votes,
but—trust me, I know some of them—they don’t care about
the working class. Trump and his crew could have taken office
with actual plans to make life better for working-class Ameri-
cans. An administration that cared about the working class
would seek to address its problems, such as the fact that the
poorest Americans die an average of 10 to 15 years younger
than their higher-income counterparts, or that by sixth grade,
many of the children in the poorest school districts have fallen
four grade levels behind those in the richest. An administration
that cared about these people would have offered a bipartisan
industrial policy to create working-class jobs.

These faux populists have no interest in that. Instead of helping
workers, they focus on civil war with their left-wing fellow elites.
During Trump’s first months in office, one of their highest priori-
ties has been to destroy the places where they think liberal elites
work—the scientific community, the foreign-aid community,
the Kennedy Center, the Department of Education, universities.

IT TURNS oUT that when you mix narcissism and nihilism,
you create an acid that corrodes every belief system it touches.
This Trumpian cocktail has eaten away at Christianity, a faith
oriented around the marginalized. Blessed are the meek. Blessed
are the poor in spirit. The poor are closer to God than the rich.
Again and again, Jesus explicitly renounced worldly power.

But if Trumpism has a central tenet, it is untrammeled lust for
worldly power. In Trumpian circles, many people ostentatiously
identify as Christians but don't talk about Jesus very much; they
have crosses on their chest but Nietzsche in their heart—or, to
be more precise, a high-school sophomore’s version of Nietzsche.

To Nietzsche, all of those Christian pieties about justice, peace,
love, and civility are constraints that the weak erect to emasculate
the strong. In this view, Nietzscheanism is a morality for winners.
It worships the pagan virtues: power, courage, glory, will, self-
assertion. The Nietzschean Ubermenschen—which Trump and
Musk clearly believe themselves to be—offer the promise of domi-
nation over those sick sentimentalists who practice compassion.

Two decades ago, Michael Gerson, a graduate of Wheaton
College, a prominent evangelical institution, helped George
W. Bush start the U.S. President’s Emergency Plan for AIDS
Relief, which has saved 25 million lives in Africa and elsewhere.
I traveled with Gerson to Namibia, Mozambique, and South
Africa, where dying people had recovered and returned to their
families, and were leading active lives. It was a proud moment
to be an American. Vought—Trump’s budget director, who
also graduated from Wheaton—championed the evisceration
of PEPFAR, which has now been set in motion by executive
order, effectively sentencing thousands to death. Project 2025, of
which Vought was a principal architect, helped lay the ground-
work for the dismantling of USAID; its gutting appears to have
ended a program to supply malaria protection to 53 million
people and cut emergency food packages for starving children.
Twenty years is a short time in which to have traveled the long
moral distance from Gerson to Vought.

Trumpian nihilism has eviscerated conservatism. The people
in this administration are not conservatives. They are the oppo-

site of conservatives. Conservatives once believed in steady but
incremental reform; Elon Musk believes in rash and instantaneous
disruption. Conservatives once believed that moral norms restrain

IT TURNS OUT
THAT WHEN YOU
MIX NARCISSISM
AND NIHILISM,
YOU CREATE
AN ACID THAT
CORRODES EVERY
BELIEF SYSTEM
IT TOUCHES.
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and civilize us, habituating us to virtue; Trumpism trashes moral
norms in every direction, riding forward on a tide of adultery,
abuse, cruelty, immaturity, grift, and corruption. Conservatives
once believed in constitutional government and the Madiso-
nian separation of powers; Trump bulldozes checks and balances,
declaiming on social media, “He who saves his Country does not
violate any Law.” Reagan promoted democracy abroad because
he thought it the political system most consistent with human
dignity; the Trump administration couldn’t care less about pro-
moting democracy—or about human dignity.

How DOES THIS END: Will anyone on the right finally stand
up to the Trumpian onslaught? Will our institutions withstand
the nihilist assault? Is America on the verge of ruin?

In February, about a month into Trump’s second term, I spoke
at a gathering of conservatives in London called the Alliance for
Responsible Citizenship. Some of the speakers were pure populist
(Vivek Ramaswamy, Mike Johnson, and Nigel Farage). But others
were center-right or not neatly ideological (Niall Ferguson, Bishop
Robert Barron, and my A#lantic colleague Arthur C. Brooks).

In some ways, it was like the conservative conferences I've
been attending for decades. I listened to a woman from Senegal
talking about trying to make her country’s culture more entre-
preneurial. I met the head of a charter school in the Bronx that
focuses on character formation. But in other ways, this confer-
ence was startlingly different.

In my own talk, I sympathized with the populist critique of what
has gone wrong in Western societies. But I shared with the audience
my dark view of President Trump. Unsurprisingly, a large segment
of the audience booed vigorously. One man screamed that [ was a
traitor and stormed out. But many other people cheered. Even in
conservative precincts infected by reactionary MAGA-ism, some
people are evidently tired of Trumpian brutality.

As the conference went on, I noticed a contest of metaphors.
The true conservatives used metaphors of growth or spiritual
recovery. Society is an organism that needs healing, or it is a
social fabric that needs to be rewoven. A poet named Joshua
Luke Smith said we needed to be the seeds of regrowth, to plant
the trees for future generations. His incantation was beatitudi-
nal: “Remember the poor. Remember the poor.”

But others relied on military metaphors. We are in the midst of
civilizational war. “They”—the wokesters, the radical Muslims, the
left—are destroying our culture. There were allusions to the final
epochal battles in 7he Lord of the Rings. The implication was that
Sauron is leading his Orc hordes to destroy us. We are the heroic
remnant. We must crush or be crushed.

‘The warriors tend to think people like me are soft and naive.
I tend to think they are catastrophizing narcissists. When I look
at Trump acolytes, I see a swarm of Neville Chamberlains who
think they’re Winston Churchill.

I understand the seductive power of a demagogue who tells
you that the people who look down on you are evil. T under-
stand the seductive power of being told that your civilization
is on the verge of total collapse, and that everything around
you is degeneracy and ruin. This message gives you a kind of

terrifying thrill: The stakes are apocalyptic. Your life has mean-
ing and urgency. Everything is broken; let’s burn it all down.

I understand why people who feel alienated would want to
follow the leader who speaks about domination and combat, not
the one who speaks about healing and cooperation. It doesn’t mat-
ter how many times you've read Edmund Burke or the Gospel
of Matthew—it’s still tempting to throw away all of your beliefs
to support the leader who promises to be “your retribution.”

America may well enter a period of democratic decay and
international isolation. It takes decades to develop strong alli-
ances, and to build the structures and customs of democracy—
and only weeks to decimate them, as we've now seen. And yet
find myself confident that America will survive this crisis. Many
nations, including our own, have gone through worse and blood-
ier crises and recovered. In Upheaval: Turning Points for Nations
in Crisis, the historian and scientist Jared Diamond provides case
studies—]Japan in the late 19th century, Finland and Germany
after World War II, Indonesia after the 1960s, Chile and Aus-
tralia during and after the 70s—of countries that came back
stronger after crisis, collapse, or defeat. To these examples, I'd add
Britain in the 1830s and ’40s, and the 1980s, and South Korea in
the 1980s. Some of these countries (such as Japan) endured war;
others (Chile) endured mass torture and “disappearances”; still
others (Britain and Australia) endured social decay and national
decline. All of them eventually healed and came back.

America itself has already been through numerous peri-
ods of rupture and repair. Some people think we're living
through a period of unprecedented tumult, but the Civil War
and the Great Depression were much worse. So were the late
1960s—assassinations, riots, a failed war, surging crime rates, a
society coming apart. From January 1969 until April 1970, there
were 4,330 bombings in the U.S., or about nine a day. But by the
1980s and "90s—after getting through Watergate, stagflation, and
the Carter-era “malaise” of the "70s—we had recovered. As brutal
and disruptive as the tumult of the late 1960s was, it helped the
country shake off some of its persistent racism and sexism, and
made possible a freer and more individualistic ethos.

But the most salient historical parallel might be the America of
the 1830s. Andrew Jackson is the American president who most
resembles Trump—power-hungry, rash, narcissistic, driven by
animosity. He was known by his opponents as “King Andrew”
for his expansions of executive power. “The man we have made
our President has made himself our despot, and the Constitu-
tion now lies a heap of ruins at his feet,” Senator Asher Robbins
of Rhode Island said. “When the way to his object lies through
the Constitution, the Constitution has not the strength of a cob-
web to restrain him from breaking through it.” Jackson brazenly
defied the Supreme Court on a ruling about Cherokee Nation
territory (a defiance, it should be noted, that Vice President Vance
has explicitly endorsed). “Though we live under the form of a
republic,” Supreme Court Justice Joseph Story wrote, “we are in
fact under the absolute rule of a single man.”

But Jackson made the classic mistake of the populist: He
overreached. Fueled by personal hostility toward elites, he
destroyed the Second Bank of the United States, an early
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precursor to the Federal Reserve System, and helped spark an
economic depression that ruined the administration of his cho-
sen successor, Martin Van Buren.

In response to Jackson, the Whig Party arose in the 1830s
to create a new political and social order. Devoutly anti-
authoritarian, the Whigs were a cultural, civic, and political force
all at once. They emphasized both traditional morality and pro-
gressive improvements. They agitated for prison reform and for
keeping the Sabbath, for more women’s participation in politics
and for a strong military, for government-funded public schools
and for pro-business government policies. They were opposed to
Jackson’s monstrous Indian Removal Act, and to the Democratic
Party’s reactionary, white-supremacist social vision. Whereas Jack-
sonian Democrats emphasized negative liberty—gez your hands off
me—the Whigs, who would turn into the early Republican Party
of Abraham Lincoln, emphasized positive liberty, empowering
Americans to live bigger, better lives with things such as expanded
economic credit, free public education, and stronger legal protec-
tions including due process and property rights.

Though we've come to call the early-to-mid-19th century the
Age of Jackson, the historian Daniel Walker Howe notes that
it was not Jackson but the Whigs who created the America we
know today. “As economic modernizers, as supporters of strong

national government, and as humanitarians more receptive than

their rivals to talent regardless of race and gender,” Howe writes,
the Whigs “facilitated the transformation of the United States
from a collection of parochial agricultural communities into a
cosmopolitan nation integrated by commerce, industry, infor-
mation, and voluntary associations as well as by political ties.”
Looking back, Howe concludes, we can see that even though
they were not the dominant party of their time, the Whigs
“were the party of America’s future.” To begin its recovery from
Trumpism, America needs its next Whig moment.

YES, WE HAVE REACHED a point of traumatic rupture. A
demagogue has come to power and is ripping everything down.
But what’s likely to happen is that the demagogue will start mak-
ing mistakes, because incompetence is built into the nihilistic
project. Nihilists can only destroy, not build. Authoritarian nihil-
ism is inherently stupid. I don’t mean that Trumpists have low
1Qs. I mean they do things that run directly against their own
interests. They are pathologically self-destructive. When you cre-
ate an administration in which one man has all the power and
everybody else has to flatter his voracious ego, stupidity results.
Authoritarians are also morally stupid. Humility, prudence, and
honesty are not just nice virtues to have—they are practical tools
that produce good outcomes. When you replace them with greed,
lust, hypocrisy, and dishonesty, terrible things happen.

The DOGE children are doubtless bril-
liant in certain ways, but they know as much
about government as I know about rock-
etry. They announced an $8 billion cut to
an Immigration and Customs Enforcement
contract—though if they had read their own
documents correctly, they would have real-
ized that the cut was less than $8 million.
They eliminated workers from the National
Nuclear Security Administration, apparently
without realizing that this agency controls
nuclear security, and had to undo some of
those cuts shortly thereafter. Trump seems to
be trying to give a bunch of Sam Bankman-
Frieds access to America’s nuclear arsenal and
IRS records. What could go wrong?

When Trump creates an unnecessary
crisis, it’s unlikely to be a small one. The
proverbial “adults in the room” who con-
tained crises in Trump’s first term are gone.
Whatever the second-term crisis—runaway
inflation? a global trade war? a cratered
economy and plummeting stock market? an
out-of-control conflict in China? botched
pandemic management? a true hijacking of
the Constitution precipitated by defiance of
the courts?—it is likely to crater his support
and shift historical momentum.

But although Trumpism’s collapse is a
necessary condition for national recovery,
it is not a sufficient one. Its demise must be
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followed by the hard work necessary to achieve true civic and
political renewal.

Progress is not always a smooth or merry ride. For a few decades,
nations live according to one paradigm. Then it stops working and
gets destroyed. When the time comes to build a new paradigm,
progressives talk about economic redistribution; conservatives talk
about cultural and civic repair. History shows that you need both:
Recovery from national crisis demands comprehensive reinvention
atall levels of society. If you look back across the centuries, you find
that this process requires several interconnected efforts.

First, a national shift in values. In the late 19th century, for
example, as the country went through the wrenching process of
industrialization, America was traumatized by severe recessions
and mass urban poverty. In response, social Darwinism gave way
to the social-gospel movement. Social Darwinism, associated with
thinkers such as Herbert Spencer, valorized survival of the fittest
and claimed that the poor are poor because of inferior abilities.
The social-gospel movement, associated with theologians such as
Walter Rauschenbusch, emphasized the systemic causes of pov-
erty, including the Gilded Age’s concentration of corporate power.
By the early 20th century, most mainline Protestant denomina-
tions had signed on to the Social Creed of the Churches, which
called for, among other things, the abolition of child labor and
the creation of disability insurance.

Second, nations that hang together through crisis have a strong
national identity—they return to their roots. They have a leader
who replaces the amoralism of the nihilists, o, say, the immorality
of slavery, with a strong redefinition of the nation’s moral mission,
the way Lincoln redefined America at Gettysburg.

Third, a civic renaissance. After the social gospel took root,
Americans in the 1890s and early 1900s launched and partici-
pated in a series of social movements and civic organizations:
United Way, the NAACP, the Sierra Club, the settlement-house
movement, the American Legion.

Fourth, a national reassessment. As Jared Diamond notes,
nations that turn around don’t catastrophize. Rather, they develop
a clear-eyed view of what's working and not working, and they
pursue careful, selective change. According to Diamond’s research,
the leaders of successful reform movements also take responsi-
bility for their part in the crisis. For instance, Germany’s lead-
ers accepted responsibility for the country’s Nazi past; Finland’s
leaders took responsibility for an unrealistic foreign policy before
World War II, when they had to deal with a looming Soviet Union
on their border; and Australia’s leaders took responsibility in the
1970s for a political culture and foreign policy that had become
overly dependent on Britain.

Fifth, a surge of political reform. In 1830s and ’40s Britain—
racked by social chaos, bank failures, a severe depression, riots,
and crushing wealth inequalitcy—Prime Minister Robert Peel, a
leader of great moral rectitude, built the modern police force,
reduced tariffs, pushed railway legislation that literally laid the
tracks for British industrialization, and helped pass the Factory
Act of 1844, which regulated workplaces. In early-20th-century
America, Progressives produced a comparable flurry of effective
reforms that pulled the country out of its industrialization crisis.

IN THE LONG TERM,
TRUMPISM IS
DOOMED. POWER
WITHOUT PRUDENCE
AND HUMILITY
INVARIABLY FAILS.
THEN COMES THE
HARD WORK OF
POLITICAL RENEWAL.

Part of political reform is an expansion of the circle of power.
What that would require in America today is, among other
things, a broad effort to include working-class and conservative
voices in what have traditionally been cultural bastions of elite
progressivism—universities, the nonprofit sector, the civil service,
the mainstream media.

Finally, economic expansion. Economic growth can salve many
wounds. Pursuing a so-called abundance agenda—a set of policies
aimed at reducing government regulation and increasing investment
in innovation, and expanding the supply of housing, energy, and
health care—is the most promising way to achieve that expansion.

IN THE LONG TERM, Trumpism is doomed. Power with-
out prudence and humility invariably fails. Nations, like people,
change not when times are good but in response to pain. At a
moment when Trumpism seems to be devouring everything, the
temptation is to believe that this time is different.

But history doesn’t stop moving. Even now, as I travel around
the country, I see the forces of repair gathering in neighborhoods
and communities. If you're part of an organization that builds trust
across class, you're fighting Trumpism. If youre a Democrat jetti-
soning insular faculty-lounge progressivism in favor of a Whig-like
working-class abundance agenda, you're fighting Trumpism. If you
are standing up for a moral code of tolerance and pluralism that
can hold America together, you're fighting Trumpism.

Opver time, changes in values lead to changes in relationships,
which lead to changes in civic life, which eventually lead to changes
in policy and then in the general trajectory of the nation. It starts
slow, but as the Book of Job says, the sparks will fly upward. . 4

David Brooks is a contributing writer at The Atlantic. His most
recent book is How to Know a Person: The Art of Seeing Others
Deeply and Being Deeply Seen.
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The Making of
Dwyane Wade
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On a Sunday in October, a group of
spectators gathered outside the Kaseya
Center, the home of the Miami Heat.

They sat in rows of chairs, arranged in a half circle. The crowd was
there for the unveiling of a statue of Dwyane Wade, the superstar
who had led the team to three NBA championships.

I wasn't enough of a VIP to get a seat, so I found a spot on a
gate during the unveiling, behind Wade and his family. I knew he
had been anxiously awaiting the day. I'd watched, eight months
carlier, as he'd paced around an early clay model in the sculp-
tors’ studio, asking detailed questions—about the definition of
his arms and legs, the way his jersey would be rendered. I knew
how much this statue meant to him. And I knew he thought it
captured him, as a player, perfectly.

The statue was made by Rotblatt Amrany Studio, a firm that
has designed monuments to some of the most well-known athletes
in America: Ernie Banks, Barry Sanders, Michael Jordan, Kobe
Bryant. When I'd visited the studio, in the Chicago suburbs, the
sculpture of Wade ended at the wrists. I'd asked a member of
the studio’s team where the hands were; he'd explained that the
sculptors still needed more reference photos. “Wade has really,
really big hands,” he'd said. “The biggest hands on a human that
I ever saw.”

At the unveiling, flames shot up into the air and two black pan-
els that had been concealing the statue slid apart. When the smoke
cleared, there it was: a bronze behemoth, muscles rippling, Heat
jersey clinging to the torso, hands appropriately disproportionate.
‘The sculpture was based on a moment in a 2009 game against the
Chicago Bulls. In the second overtime, Wade stole the ball and
made a running, game-winning three-pointer as time expired. He
then leaped onto the scorers’ table and yelled, “This is my house!”
The face of the sculpture was a rictus of fury, with furrowed eye-
brows and bared teeth. It also looked nothing like Dwyane Wade.

Wade took the podium and shook his head in awe. “Who is
that guy?” he said. The comment was intended as a statement of
humility—/ cant believe thats me—but laughter rippled through
the crowd. “I don’t know who that guy is either,” someone near
me whispered. On social media, the statue was immediately
mocked. “Why they make Dwyane Wade look like Laurence
Fishburne?” one sports reporter posted on X. Others compared
the likeness to Thanos, or to the villain from 7he Mask.

To Wade, if the sculpture looked strange or monstrous, it befit-
ted that moment in his career: an outburst of raw competitive
energy, a pure expression of the rage that had driven him on the
court. “It’s not a beauty shot of me,” he later told me.

Wade took the response to the statue in stride. “I saw some
funny shit along the way about it,” he said. “That’s just the world
we live in, man.” But perhaps behind the jokes was a recognition
of a different kind of dissonance. Wade’s public image today is
far removed from that 2009 moment, so much so that the two
can be hard to reconcile. Maybe it wasn't just the statue that was
strange. Maybe people didnt quite recognize the person the statue
was meant to immortalize.
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year earlier, as I prepared to meet Wade for the first

time, my usual barber took his wife on a cruise. I

needed a cut, so I had to do the unthinkable: trust

a stranger with my thinning hairline. I wandered

into an unfamiliar barbershop in my hometown of
Baltimore. The vibe of the spot was revolutionary; the walls
were lined with faded posters of Malcolm X, Huey P. Newton,
Chuck D, Nas. The barbers all wore dashikis or T-shirts that
celebrated the motherland.

‘The man who stepped up to cut my hair told me his name was
Power. Just Power. We made small talk, other guys chiming in.
Eventually, as barbershop conversations do, the talk drifted to the
NBA, and how the NBA of today is nowhere near as hard as it used
to be. We talked about the days when Michael Jordan would get
assaulted by the “Bad Boy” Pistons and still drop 50, about how you
can barely touch another player nowadays without being ejected.

“Them kids softer than baby shit!” a UPS driver with a tight
gray afro said. “7 can play in the league now!” We all laughed.

I couldn’t help myself. I mentioned that I had an interview
scheduled with Dwyane Wade. On the court, Wade had been
one of the last avatars of the old-school way of hooping we'd just
been reminiscing about, a warrior who played hurt and held
grudges. But at the mention of Wade, the mood in the room
immediately shifted; all around me, eyebrows raised. “Be careful
around those Hollywood Negroes, brother,” Power warned me in
alow tone. “Wade used to be a good brother. He hit Hollywood
and he changed.”

Wade has the kind of NBA origin story that would ordinar-
ily make him a hero in a room like that one. He grew up on the
South Side of Chicago, at the corner of 59th Street and South
Prairie Avenue. His mother, Jolinda, struggled with drug addic-
tion. The police raided their apartment so often that it became
a familiar routine: Wade and his older sister Tragil Wade would
escape through a back door and scale an outdoor stairway to their
grandmother’s back porch, on the top floor of the same build-
ing, where they could hide. Other times, Jolinda wouldn’t come
home. Wade could never sleep well when she was in the street, so
even as a kid, he would sit outside late at night, waiting for her.

He was too young to understand why chaos reigned in his home
and community, but Wade found early on that basketball was the
perfect way to disappear, to get lost in something that demanded all
of his body and mind. At first, he was too little to play on the South
Side courts for real, so he would go with his dad to the playground
and use anything he could as a hoop. He scored on baby swings,
between the rungs of monkey bars, on milk crates.

That’s how it started. Now Wade has seen the highest reaches
of American athletic success: All-Star, All-Star MVD, scoring
champion, NBA champion, Finals MV, Olympic gold medal-
ist. Yet as intense as he may have been on the basketball court, in
the six years since his retirement, he has presented a different face
to the world—one that doesn't fit with a certain narrow way of
thinking about how a Black man should carry himself.

Wade and his wife, the actor Gabrielle Union, talk about their
marriage as an equal partnership. For a long time, they insisted
on splitting their finances 50-50. (Once, during an argument,

Wade hugs his mother, Jolinda Wade, after the Miami Heats victory in Game 4
of the Eastern Conference Semifinals against the Toronto Raptors, in 2016.

Wade reminded Union that they were in “my house that I paid
for.” She looked at her husband and replied, “You will never say
that to me again.”) In 2020, Wade’s daughter Zaya came out as
transgender, and he has very publicly supported her; last year,
he won a Daytime Emmy as an executive producer on a short
documentary about the fathers of trans kids. And those massive
hands, which once authored ferocious dunks, are now immacu-
lately manicured, the nails often painted. When Power said Wade
had changed, this is what he meant.

ONE NIGHT LAST YEAR, I satin a plush room at Fiserv
Forum, in Milwaukee, and watched a woman empty the larg-
est Chick-fil-A bag I'd ever seen onto a countertop: sandwiches,
boxes of nuggets, packs of waffle fries. A nearby fridge was stocked
with juices, sparkling water, and white wine. Fiserv is Marquette
University’s home court. A group of school employees, sitting in
leather chairs around the room, fidgeted while they waited for
Dwyane Wade to arrive.

In 2003, Wade led Marquette to the Final Four, its first trip
since the team had won its sole championship, in 1977. Wade’s
team lost in the semifinals to the Kansas Jayhawks, but he left
Marquette as a legend. In 2007, the school retired his jersey. Now,
nearly two decades later, he was being honored for a $3 million
donation, which would support a reading program, scholarships,
and an expansion of the men’s-basketball facilities.

Wade arrived with a small entourage (the Chick-fil-A was for
them), and the room buzzed. He greeted me and leaned in for a
shake; his hand eclipsed mine, almost reaching my wrist. He was
dressed in black from neck to toe—Dblack shirt, flared black pants,
black socks, and black sneakers. On his head sat a cream cap with
ablack D in the center. Chin up, with perfect posture, he walked
down a long hall toward the donor dining hall, where some of
Marquette’s wealthiest alumni awaited him.

Wade, towering over everyone, was greeted by applause. He
started his brief remarks with a joke about how he had finally
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given enough money to enter this room. Wade spoke passionately
about his love for Marquette and how the school had changed
his life. He didn’t, however, say much about what that life had
been like before he got to college.

I imagined how strange it must be for Wade: all these white
faces celebrating you as one of their own. No one else in that
room had once been a skinny Black kid who lived where Wade
lived and saw what he saw. He gave them a story they could
comprehend—the truth, but not the ruzh.

I had struggled, at first, to get past such carefully constructed
surfaces with Wade. In many respects, my own background is
similar to his. He’s from the hood. I'm from the hood. We came
of age around the same time, in places that many white people
talk about like they’re alien worlds. It might sound strange, but
I've found that Black people from poverty are often more cagey,
more on guard, when talking with a Black writer from poverty.
Maybe it’s because I know what's beneath the success stories that
get packaged for white audiences. Or I could be there with an
ulterior motive, trying to prove that Wade has sold out—that he
is “Hollywood” now. I've come to think of this kind of reluctance
as the “Black Wall.”

Slowly, though, the wall started to come down, and I gota very
different account of Wade’s life from the one hed shared with the
Marquette donors. When Wade was about 8 years old, he went
to live with his father in Robbins, a small town on the outskirts
of Chicago. Despite everything he'd gone through on the South
Side, Wade didn’t want to leave; he was protective of his mother.
His sister Tragil, then 12, had to trick him into leaving. She told
her younger brother that he was just going to Robbins for a visit.
He went for a ride, and that was that.

In Robbins, Wade lived with his father, stepmother, and four
stepsiblings. Robbins was mostly Black, a place built by Black
people who were tired of racial conflict in Chicago. One of Wade’s
best friends in town, though, was white. “I'd never had a white
friend before,” he told me. “It was different going over to his
house after school some days and shit, you know what I mean? It
was way different than my house. After school, there was food
waiting for him, and the house was clean.” Wade commuted to
a racially diverse school in Chicago, where he was quiet and shy.
“My confidence was low because my shoes got holes in them,”
he told me. When he wore white socks with his black shoes, he'd
use a black marker to darken the sock where it showed through
the holes.

Wade’s father was a standout baseball player in high school,
and he'd dabbled in just about every sport except basketball. But
after a stint in the Army, he came back to a Jordan-era, basketball-
crazed Chicago and decided to be good at hoops. He dominated
pickup ball around the city and its suburbs, and the boys in his
house took after him. They played on a hoop their father had
built in the driveway beside their house in Robbins. Dwyane
Wade Sr. was a relentless coach. “He 6 foot 3, muscles, had a
mean streak,” Wade told me. “Damn right, I'm listening to my
dad. I had no choice. I was scared of my dad.”

“He brought that military background to everything we did,”
Wade said. If Wade Sr. got it in his head that his son had to make

a certain number of shots, he wouldn’t let it go. “We could be
out there all night,” Wade said. “And I would cry through it; he
didn’t care.” He often resented the pressure. “I'm talking about
my shoulder hurting, my hand hurting, I'm hungry, I'm thirsty,
whatever; he didn’t give a fuck. And so that was tough as a kid,
because at that time, you want to do it, but you dont want to do
it that long. You don’t want to act like you're training and really
working at the game. You just want to play it.”

Tragil often visited the house in Robbins. She saw how hard
her father pushed her brother. Wade Sr. made his son play against
kids who were older and bigger than he was. In one game, play-
ing as a fifth grader against eighth graders, Wade missed an casy
shot. “Dwyane missed that left-hand layup; he couldn’t go left,”
Tragil told me. “So Daddy made him stay out on the court until
he got it right. He was crying and everything, but he learned to
use that left hand.”

Growing up, Wade saw competing versions of what a man
was supposed to be. He saw men putting their hands on women,
men fighting each other, men drawing guns. He also saw his own
father get up at five in the morning every day to take the train
to make deliveries for a printing company. Wade Sr. demanded
that the kids use maam and sir in the house. He made them
clean the bathrooms and wash the dishes. Wade Sr. took pride
in providing for his family. But Wade never recalls hearing him
say the words / love you. “It was a lot of tough love as a Black
man in America,” Wade told me. “At that time, wasn’t a lot of
hugs going around for a lot of young boys in the community
that I had.”

Even as Wade grew into his powers as a high-school player, his
father continued to push him. “My dad was so intense that by
the time Dwyane got in high school, he wasn't allowed to come
inside the gym,” Tragil said. “He was always trying to coach from
the sidelines, so they ended up banning him from home games.”

Although Wade dreamed of playing college ball at Michigan,
the school didn't recruit him, because his ACT scores were too
low. But Tom Crean—Marquette’s head coach, who was in his
second year of transforming the program into a contender—had
heard stories about the all-state shooting guard from Chicago, and
decided to reach out. On June 25, 2000, just as the window to
call high-school players officially opened, Crean contacted Wade
at the home of his high-school sweetheart, Siohvaughn Funches.
Funches's mother told Wade to pick up the phone, and Crean sold
him on becoming the cornerstone of the team he was building.

Wade wasn't academically eligible to play as a freshman, and
had to spend the year getting his grades and test scores up. That
same year, his mother was incarcerated on drug charges related
to crack. He wrote to her in secret, never telling anyone what
was going on.

At first, Wade said, he used all the adversity as motivation.
On the court and, for the first time, in the classroom, he tried
to channel his anger and hurt: “He’ not this; he’s not that. He will
never be this; he will never be that.” Wade drilled and studied. He
spent hours overhauling his shot. He wasn't allowed to travel
with the team, but Crean sat him on the bench during home
games and made him take notes. Wade was allowed to practice
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During his junior season atr Marquette, Wade led the

team to its first Final Four in more than three decades.

with the team, and it was clear that, even as a freshman, he was
the best player out there.

“I was doing stuff that they couldn’t do,” Wade told me, “and
I was like, Ob, wait, I'm different, you know what I mean?” His
mother got clean in prison and was released just in time to see
him play his first game, his sophomore year. Jolinda started her
first ministry in prison, and years later Wade would buy her a

church on the South Side.

ade was 20 years old, a sophomore at Marquette,
when he became a father himself. Funches gave
birth to their son, Zaire, in 2002, and Wade and
Funches married a few months later. Fatherhood
overwhelmed Wade at first. Every bit of his finan-
cial aid went to diapers and baby food. “I was broke as hell in
college, bro,” he told me. “I'm talking about éroke broke.”

But Wade knew money was coming. The Miami Heat drafted
him after his junior year. In that crowded class of prospects, each
star had his own identity. LeBron James was the chosen one;
Carmelo Anthony was the tough Baltimore kid who could get a
bucket anywhere. Wade was the ruthless, hard-driving warrior.

“I don’t give a fuck. I'm a savage,” he told me. “Especially if I felt
like you crossed me or you said something to me I don't like. ’'m
out here to win. I get dirty if we gotta get dirty.”

Before drafting Wade, the Heat had suffered two consecutive
losing seasons, prompting the head coach, Pat Riley—whod never
had a single losing season before—to resign. But in Wade's rookie
season, the team advanced to the second round of the playoffs,
where it faced the Indiana Pacers. Wade announced his arrival as
a star by slashing through the lane, leaping over the Pacers’ center
Jermaine O’Neal, and slamming the ball like he wanted to tear
the rim off the backboard.

Though James is the most decorated player of his era, Wade
was the first of his contemporaries to achieve team success in the
NBA. In his second year, he made the NBA All-Star and All-
NBA teams, and he and his new teammate Shaquille O’Neal
led the Heat to the Eastern Conference Finals. The next season,
in June 2006, with Riley back on the sidelines, Wade carried the
Heat to the NBA Finals.

For me, the moment Wade became Wade was in that series,
when the Heat played Dirk Nowitzki and the Dallas Mavericks.
Miami went down by two games early, and nobody thought they
would win the series. From the third game on, though, Wade
seemed possessed. He hit mid-range jumpers; he got to the basket;
he dunked on defenders’ heads; he made his free throws. Wade
scored 157 points over the last four games, all Heat wins, and
turned in a damn-near-perfect performance in the elimination
game, playing with relentless energy on both sides of the ball.
He brought Miami its first championship trophy and became
one of the youngest NBA Finals MVDPs ever. In just a few years,
Wade had gone from an underrecruited high schooler to one of
the highest-profile stars in the NBA.

When Wade had entered the league, baggy, untucked dress
shirts and oversize suits were the style on draft night; on game
days, players draped 5XL sweat suits and Mitchell & Ness throw-
back jerseys over their lanky frames. At the beginning of the 2005
season, then—-NBA Commissioner David Stern implemented a
dress code. It was unpopular and even deemed racist by many—a
white commissioner forcing a league of predominantly Black
millionaires to wear business casual. Wade, however, embraced
the new restrictions. The next year, his tailored suits and taste for
designer fashion landed him on Esquire’s best-dressed list.

Today, the NBA’s “tunnel walks” are like runways, with
avant-garde couture, designer bags,
and, yes, painted nails. But Wade
recalls how the media jumped on
him when he started to experiment
with his fashion. “I remember in the
carly stages, if I wore a color, if I wore
pink pants, they were talking about
it like it was the worst thing ever,”
he told me.

Wade wanted to be presentable,
whether he was wearing sneakers

and sweats or expensive sandals. But,
like dancers, professional basketball

Wade in the eighth grade
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players tend to have twisted and mangled feet, often crowned
with discolored and bruised toenails. Wade had a solution for
getting his feet together—he started to get pedicures, and had
his toenails painted.

In 2007, Wade and Funches had another child, Zaya, but
then separated that same year. Their divorce was a bitter tabloid
saga, and their custody proceedings were among the longest in
the history of Cook County. In 2011, Judge Renee G. Goldfarb
granted Wade sole custody of both children, and they moved in
with him. Zaire struggled with the change; he had been, he told
me, “a mommas boy,” and he worried that he was abandoning
his mother. Basketball often kept Wade away from home, a fact
that Goldfarb had considered. “But, to posit that he does not have
the time to be a primary parent is incorrect,” she wrote. “He has
the time if he makes the time.”

Dwyane, Zaire, and Zaya were all young, all still learning
how to talk to one another. “I just was like, A/ right, I don’t
know what the hell I'm doing” Wade told me. He thought of his
father’s emotional distance. He wanted to do things differently.
“Me, I'm kissing you on the forehead,” Wade said. “I'm coming
in there, 'm tucking you in at night. 'm coming off the road
at three in the morning. I'm coming in to show you love.” He
bought Zaire, then about 11, a blank notebook and told him to
write down his feelings. Zaire told me, “I would leave it under
his door, and then, whenever he would get back from a road trip,
he would see it, open it, write his own thing, leave it back under
my door.” Zaire, now 23, thinks the diary was crucial in helping
him through his preteen years. “It was good,” he said, “’cause I
never really knew how to express by talking.”

When Wade was in his mid-20s, his NBA career at its peak,
he met Gabrielle Union, who'd starred in Bring Ir On, Bad
Boys II, Daddys Little Girls, and Deliver Us From Eva, at a Super
Bowl party. “She was different,” Wade said. Union was already
an established presence in Hollywood, and he liked her confi-
dence and independence. “She had her own bread, you know
what 'm saying? She had her own swag.” During a break with
Union, Wade had another son, Xavier, with a different woman.
Eventually he and Union reconciled, and they were married in
2014; Union became a bonus parent to Zaire and Zaya. (Xavier
is primarily raised by his mother.) That year, Wade was awarded
full custody of his nephew Dahveon Morris. Four years later,
Wade and Union welcomed a daughter, Kaavia James.

When Zaya first came out to Wade and Union as transgen-
der, Wade was confounded. Nothing in his upbringing had
prepared him for the experience of having a trans daughter. After
Zaya was born, he had started planning for another generation
of Wade basketball dominance. “When I had two boys, I was
like, 7 gor two chances ar the NBA,” he said. Unlike Zaire, who
dreamed of playing basketball, Zaya had never been interested
in it. Sometimes, she'd come home, take off her school clothes,
and put on a wig, heels, a dress. Back then, Wade admitted, he
didn’t really know what being transgender meant.

Zaya, who turns 18 this year, told me she was afraid of what
her father would think. “I was so scared,” she told me. “Everyone’s
scared about coming out to their parents, and yeah, my parents

are from Chicago. Chicago’s not the most, you know, I mean,
you know ... Like, in that moment, he had to make a choice:
Do [ stay in my beliefs from my childhood, or do I grow and expand
and evolve in order to be a better dad for my kid?”

It took Wade time to fully understand Zaya’s identity, and
how to be her dad. He thought about how impossible her life
would have been under the circumstances of his childhood. “I
thank God all the time that I was able to be in a position in life
that I was able to be in, but also that I was put in a position to
be Zaya’s dad,” Wade told me. “If she grew up in my situation,
forget about it. You're either going to kill yourself, hurt yourself,
or you're going to keep that shit tucked in when you're growing
up like that; you're not telling everybody.”

Duwyane and Zaire Wade catch Game 5 of the 2010 NBA Finals,
between the Los Angeles Lakers and the Boston Celtics.

Wade and Union called their friends Magic and Cookie John-
son for advice. Their son, EJ, had come out to his family as gay
when he was 17, and Wade remembered watching Magic talking
about EJ in an interview with Ellen DeGeneres. “Weell, I think
it’s all about you not trying to decide what your daughter or son
should be, or what you want them to become,” Magic had told
DeGeneres. “It’s all about loving them, no matter who they are,
what they decide to do.” He continued: “If yox don't support
them, who's going to support them and love them?”

Wade recalled thinking that Magic had navigated these inter-
views gracefully. “It was about EJ; it wasn't about Magic,” he told me.

‘The Johnsons encouraged Wade and Union to relocate from
Florida to California, where Zaya would have more community
and a friendlier environment. The Wades decided to make the
move, and the Johnsons helped them find a school that would
be comfortable for their daughter.

After Zaya came out to the public, in 2020, Wade also went
on 7he Ellen DeGeneres Show to express his support for her. Later,
he talked about what it had felt like for him to see the fear in her
face when she told him she was trans. “I had to go look myself
in the mirror and ask myself: Why was my child scared, scared to
tell me something about herself”

The Atlantic
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Bug, elsewhere within the family, the news did create turmoil.
Shortly after Zaya came out publicly, her mother attempted to
block her legal name and gender change until she turned 18. In
court documents, Funches claimed that Wade was “positioned
to profit from the minor child’s name and gender change with
various companies through contacts and marketing opportuni-
ties.” She expressed her concern that Wade might have pressured
Zaya into coming out, and said media attention would exacerbate
that pressure. (Funches and her lawyers did not return requests
for comment.)

It is true that as Wade’s daughter, Zaya might be one of the
most visible young trans people in the world (she walked the run-
way during Paris Fashion Week in 2023, and landed the March
2025 cover of Seventeen magazine), but that prominence has also
often made her a target. When she came out, the rapper Boosie
BadAzz was incensed. “Like, don't address him as a woman, dog,”

Wade says his father, Dwyane Wade Sr., gave him
the tools he needed to succeed in the NBA.

he said in an Instagram video. “He 12 years old. He don’t, he’s
not—he’s not up there yet.” The rapper Young Thug also weighed
in on Twitter: “All I wanna say to dwade son is ‘GOD DONT
MAKE MISTAKES’ but hey live your true self.”

Wade does his best to tune out the bullshit, but he can’t stop
his kids from seeing every slight or attack. Yet Zaya says that he’s
made their home a sanctuary for her, and in doing so has given
her the comfort to succeed. “If a father wants some advice,” she
told me, “it’s all about making sure your kids feel loved and they
feel accepted and they’re protected and they’re safe.” For Zaya,
this is a basic tenet of fatherhood, no matter who your children
are, or what happens in their life.

The challenges of protecting a world-famous trans daughter
aside, Wade is trying to navigate the basic father-teen dynamics.
One day, he decided to surprise Zaya by picking her up at school.
“I was coming from a meeting and I was dressed rather nice and
I was in my Maybach,” he said. Zaya was outside with all of her

friends; Wade was blasting music with his windows down and got
out of the car. “I was just hanging on the car, like, ‘Hey, Zaya.””
She and her friends saw him and laughed. When she got in the
car, Wade said, “I was like, ‘Did I look cool?’ She’s like, “Yeah,

3%

Dad, you looked cool.

ONCE, LONG AFTER Wade had left 59th and South Prairie,
his mother told him a story. Back in those early years, when she
was dealing with drug addiction, Wade’s father would drive to
her neighborhood after work, looking for her. When he found
her out on the streets, he'd sit with her for a bit and ask her if she
needed anything before he went home. As bad as their relation-
ship was, she was his kids’ mother, and he wanted to make sure
she was okay.

It took Wade a while to fully appreciate his father, to under-
stand why he'd been the kind of parent he was. Wade Sr. drilled
into his son the competitive drive necessary to become an elite
athlete, and his ex-Army toughness taught Wade about respect.
“When I got coaches—when I got high-school coaches, eventu-
ally college coaches, NBA coaches—I already had that respect
built in, and it was built in from my dad being my first coach.”

In 2023, when Wade was inducted into the Naismith Memo-
rial Basketball Hall of Fame, he gave a speech thanking his team-
mates, his coaches, Marquette, his family. Finally, he asked his
father to stand up. “The hard work I put in is because I didn't want
to let you down,” he said. “Those countless hours in the backyard
where we would compete against each other like strangers—it
built me to last.” In the audience, Wade Sr. nodded slowly, his
hands clasped. “I admired you as a kid,” Wade said. “I admire
you now.” Then he invited his dad to join him onstage. “This
one is for my father,” he said. “I love you, and I'm thankful for
you.” They pulled each other into a hug. “I love you too, man,”
Wade Sr. said.

A few months after the Hall of Fame ceremony, I spoke with
Wade Sr. over Zoom. He still seemed to be reeling from that
speech. “I wasn't prepared for it,” he said. “That was an incred-
ible, surreal moment.” We talked about how, when his son was
growing up, priorities seemed clear-cut: “Staying away from the
gangs, which is, you know, on the next block, and then, you know,
the next block, and the next block.” For Wade Sr., the primary
goal was staying alive. He tried to teach discipline above all. “T've
always wanted to be a strong father,” he told me.

But there is plenty about Wade’s life that his father can’t quite
grasp. Wade Sr. knows that his son goes to therapy, which he still
can’t wrap his mind around. “I'm not going to talk to nobody
about Dwyane; that’'s who I am,” he said, referring to himself.
“If I can’t understand me, how I'mma expect somebody else to
understand me? So [ try to keep it in-house.” But some men are
just built differently, Wade Sr. tells himself. With his son, he said,
“I've always tried to instill: Be bester than me. | really think that,
in a way, he took his own path.”

There’s still no shortage of old-school discipline and hard-
ness about Wade. In January, he publicly revealed that he'd
had surgery to remove a cancerous tumor from his kidney in
December 2023. “I think it was the first time that my family,
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my dad, my kids, they saw me weak,” Wade said on his pod-
cast. “That moment was probably the weakest point I've ever
felt in my life.” He had carried that weakness privately, never
mentioning it to me over the course of our many conversations,
or to anyone outside his family.

I thought back to the barbershop, where so many people had
opinions on how Wade went about his career and his life. Every-
one in the shop knew how they would handle marriage, father-
hood, and a post-NBA career if they were in Wade’s shoes. They
would be better Dwyane Wades than Dwyane Wade.

ust a couple of weeks after Wade had that secret surgery,

we loaded into a black SUV and drove to the South Side.

We were going to Wade’s childhood home, where

hed lived with his mother. The higher the street num-

ber, the more abandoned the blocks seemed to be. And

I don’t mean abandoned by the people—they were out,

even though it was freezing. I mean abandoned by the

city. Well-manicured businesses and beautiful homes on clean,

trash-free streets slowly turned into fast-food chains, and then

run-down local storefronts, and then not much of anything—a
different Chicago.

I was riding in the back seat with Dwyane and Tragil. Both
were in a reflective mood. Tragil recalled how Dwyane, at age 4,
had figured out how to cross a busy street and walk to a corner
store called Miss Pearl’s so he could buy Little Debbies.

“Look to the left,” Tragil said. “You see that garage?”

“Yooooo, the garage,” Dwyane said.

“That was Miss Pearl’s,” they said, nearly in unison, laughing.

The darker memories came, too. Dwyane talked about the
fights he got into with different boys in the neighborhood; the
police raids where cops busted into their home, arresting every
adult inside. As they passed another building, Dwyane motioned
out the window. “This is where I used to watch my mom—and,
like, she ain’t know I used to see her; she used to be shooting up.”

Dwyane rested his chin on his hand.

“We coulda stayed here, and we coulda struggled,” Tragil said.

Dwyane nodded. “This coulda just been our life.”

We arrived at 5901 South Prairie Avenue, a big three-story
building that sat on a corner. Its black gate was wide open.

“They didn’t have this gate when we lived here,” Tragil said.
“Remember how the cops always tripped on that top step because
it was never fixed?”

“Remember the time we were running from the cops, and you
fell?” Dwyane said. “I looked back and you was gone.”

We jumped out of the SUV. Tragil pointed to a spot where
there'd once been a bush in which dealers used to hide drugs.
Dwyane walked around the outside of the building, taking pho-
tos. Brother and sister kept sharing flashbacks, finishing each
other’s stories as their eyes welled. They paused, wiped their tears,
and continued to bask in nostalgia. We walked through the gate
up onto the porch. Even though the step had been fixed, some-
how I still tripped on it, just as the cops had.

Wade showed me a scar on his head, and gestured toward
a railing he'd once fallen from. “I didn’t go to the hospital,” he

Duwyane and Zaya Wade in 2024

laughed. “I was told to put some water on it, maybe a little alco-
hol, even though I had a concussion.”

I tried the building’s front door, and to our surprise, it was open,
so we went in. Like excited kids, we ran up and down the central
staircase, trying doors on each landing, but they were all locked.
On the middle floor, where Wade’s cousins used to live, a Ring
camera had been installed. Wade looked directly into it and said
hello multiple times, pressing the button, but no one answered.
After trying every other door in the building, we went back outside.

Tragil looked up the rent for one of the building’s apartments:
$1,400 a month. “They tryin’ to gentrify,” Wade said.

We got back in the car. In those South Side days, Wade said,
“I just felt out of control of my life.” He reminisced about how
he used to sit on the building’s porch, watching the rain. “I saw
the same things I just seen. Like, it doesn’t look that different,” he
said. “But my thoughts were different. I was, you know, thinking
of a better life.” He wouldn’t relive those years for anything. But
he believes they taught him patience, how to work hard and wait.
Now hes trying to teach his kids the same thing. Its not easy: “They
don’t have it,” he said. “Like, my son wanted to be in the NBA at
18. And he expected that. He has no patience.”

Years ago, he'd taken Zaire to see 5901 South Prairie, though
they hadn’t gone inside; theyd taken a photo on the front steps.
Dwyane wondered aloud how his younger children—whose lives
couldn’t be further away from this place—might react to seeing
it now. “I would love for them to walk through it.”

Wade gazed out the window at the South Side as we rode
back to the other side of town, past the empty lots and the run-
down buildings. “That’s what the American dream is, though,”
I said. “You bust your ass. And then your kids get to have a
different experience.”

Wade smiled wide and nodded. “Yeah,” he said. . 4

D. Watkins is an editor at large at Salon, and an assistant professor at
the University of Baltimore. He is the author of Black Boy Smile and
was a screenwriter for the HBO limited series We Own This City.
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The Anti-Rockwell

R. Crumb’s comics dredged the depths of
his own subconscious—and tapped into
something collectively screwy in America.

By Gal Beckerman

Certain great artists are synonymous with their
kinks. Egon Schiele had his thing for gaunt girls and
their undergarments. Robert Mapplethorpe was par-
tial to bulging muscles wrapped in leather. And then
there is the legendary cartoonist R. Crumb—Tlover
of solid legs, worshipper of meaty thighs, champion
of the ample backside. To truly know his art is to
know what turns him on.

For the man who effectively invented underground
comics in the 1960s, rubbing his readers’ faces in his
sexual proclivities was always the point. If Crumb,
now 81, was helpless against his own desires—and
there he was on the page, quivering and sweating
behind his thick glasses as he beheld one of his zaf-
tig goddesses—he suspected that, somehow, every-
one else was also helpless against theirs. His comix,
as he renamed them, epitomized the hippie turn of
the decade because he dove to the depths not just of
his own subconscious, but of something collectively
screwy, bringing up all the American muck.

He was the anti-Norman Rockwell the culture was
craving. But this was also the gamble of his art. Div-
ing down like that, he risked derision—Dbeing called
a sicko, a misogynist, a racist (all labels he indeed
could not escape).

In a loving biography, Crumb: A Cartoonist’s Life,
Dan Nadel begins with a childhood memory that
Crumb preserved in a 2002 comic, “Don’t Tempt
Fate.” A slouchy young Crumb is standing in a junk-
yard next to a boy who is hurling pieces of cement
over a cinder-block wall. Crumb is appalled by the
“total obliviousness” of the boy, who doesn’t care
that he might really hurt someone. To demonstrate
the danger, Crumb then does “the crazy thing” and
walks to the other side of the wall, where a chunk
immediately hits him in the mouth, knocking out a
front tooth with a perfect comic-book “BAM!” The
crux of Crumb, Nadel writes, can be found in this
anecdote, where “the compulsions of masochism,
sadism, and martyrdom are conjoined.”

He made

art out of the
kinds of
insecurities
and brutal
Jfantasies that
today might
live on

a subreddit

for incels.

Crumb’s gawky, eccentric persona was first revealed
to the wider public in a 1994 documentary made by
his friend Terry Zwigoff, which portrays the cartoonist
with all of his incongruities. On the one hand, he’s a
man who seems of another era: dressing in a fedora
and suit jacket, obsessively collecting blues and coun-
try records from the 1920s and ’30s, and using a crow-
quill pen to draw in a meticulous crosshatch style
reminiscent of Thomas Nast’s 19th-century political
cartoons. On the other hand, he’s flagrantly free of
inhibition; unabashed in his sex-craziness; creating
preposterous characters, such as an urbane, horny cat
named Fritz and a pleasure-loving pseudo-guru with
along beard, Mr. Natural. Crumb is both a recluse in
need of frequent monk-like retreats from the world
and a man with a fetish for requesting piggyback rides
from women he has just met.

If the documentary presented him as a sort of
accidental artist, with little other than his id propel-
ling him from drawing to drawing, a more inten-
tional drive emerges in the biography. Crumb found
his audience in the late *60s after he arrived in San
Francisco, escaping the violence and mental illness
of his dysfunctional Philadelphia family and the
dead-end job drawing greeting cards in Cleveland
that followed.

With LSD fueling his visions, he began drawing
bizarre, big-footed figures in absurd comics, many
of them disjointed, grotesque, as if Samuel Beckett
were expressing himself with a Sharpie on the wall of

a bathroom stall. Here’s Nadel on one of Crumb’s first
breakout strips, “Har Har Page,” from 1966:

It begins with a rotund male wiping snot on a
nude woman, then chasing her with a bus, which
multiplies to infinite buses. He attempts to assault
the woman, who in turn throws a toilet at him; he
finally manages to capture her, only to be swept
away by a janitor. Reappearing, the man drags the

woman and eats her foot.

Crumb desecrated sleek American surfaces in a
way that felt disturbing and profound, especially
to the many young people also dropping acid. The
title of another strip from this era neatly captured
his critique of a society that he felt still needed to
shake off its ’50s conformity: “Life Among the Con-
stipated.” By 1969, he had drawn the cover for the
album Cheap Thrills, at the request of the band’s lead
singer, Janis Joplin; started one of the first under-
ground comic books, Zap Comix; and signed a deal
with a major publisher for a collection of his strips.

Though Crumb and his many fans have always
called his creations sharp social satire, he made art
out of the kinds of insecurities and brutal fantasies

The Atlantic
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that today might claim a niche porn category or
live on a subreddit for incels. In his 1969 strip “Joe
Blow,” a standard-issue 1950s nuclear family joy-
fully descends into depraved acts of incest, father
and daughter, mother and son. In an early-"90s strip,
“A Bitchin’ Bod,” Crumb presents a woman, “Devil
Girl,” whose body has all of his favorite features, but
no head—available for sex and incapable of speech
or thought. Is Crumb here revealing the culture’s vio-
lent misogyny, or his own? It’s honestly hard to tell.

In a 1994 issue of his comic book Weirdo, Crumb
drew a pair of visions that were meant to illustrate
the fears that he imagined lived within white Ameri-
cans: “When the Niggers Take Over America!,” which
featured Black men killing white men and raping
white women, and “When the Goddamn Jews Take
Over America!” in which shady cabals use psycho-
analysis to subvert the Christian population. Even Art
Spiegelman, the most famous of Crumb’s subversive-
cartoonist progeny, admitted that it didn't really work
as satire, and a white-power newsletter soon reprinted
a bootlegged copy of both in its pages, very much
proving Spiegelman’s point.

Crumb became aware early in his career of a
dynamic that any online shitposter today is all too
familiar with: The darker he got, as he noted in a
long entry in one of his 1975 sketchbooks, the more
positive reinforcement he received. The moment was
right for an artist so willing to reveal his “own sub-
conscious yearnings,” as he put it. But a spiral fol-
lowed: “Then when they love you for it, make a hero
out of you and interview you to death, you (me)
over-react and start drawing socially irresponsible and
hostile work which you (I) then feel guilty about.”

Crumb mellowed his approach over the decades,
perhaps having stretched nearly to its breaking point
the kinetic power of comics to illustrate transgressive
thought, emotion, and fantasy. His work grew more
introspective and psychological. In a less constipated
America, he was free to explore his own neuroses.
And he took on subjects for the sheer technical chal-
lenge. Who would have predicted 40 years carlier
that his last great work, published in 2009, would be
a faithful illustration of the entire Book of Genesis,
the decadent Mr. Natural replaced by the moral force
of the Old Testament God?

Aline Kominsky-Crumb, his partner of half a cen-
tury and a comics artist in her own right who died
in 2022, was also clearly a stabilizing force. Rob-
ert and Aline often drew together and had the rare
open marriage that seemed to have been relatively
serene—they knew that they needed each other, and
that being a couple was never going to be enough.
They also knew that they needed escape, much as
they both appreciated provocation. They ended up in

R. Crumb, posing here for a portrait in the early 1980s,

took a mellower approach over the decades. His

comics grew less socially and sexually transgressive

and more introspective and psychological.

CRUMB: A
CARTOONIST’S
LIFE

Dan Nadel

SCRIBNER

Sauve, a village in the south of France, where Crumb
still lives, surrounded by his daughter, Sophie, and
three grandchildren.

Despite his stature now as a founding father of
the graphic novel, there is a strong case for placing
Crumb’s signature work in the groaning file labeled
“problematic.” We live in a moment awash in just the
sort of winking sarcasm that could be read as genuine
hate or a joke or both—the Pepe the Frog meme that’s
maybe racist, the wave that’s maybe a Hitler salute.
But what saves Crumb is the shakiness of his hand—
in being creepy or dark or dangerous, he was also

making himself terribly vulnerable, and he knew it. . 4

Gal Beckerman is a staff writer at The Adantic.
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MUSIC

What Is Classical Music?

The term is applied to radically
different compositions across more
than 1,000 years of history.

We need a better definition.

By Matthew Aucoin

If most music lovers were asked to identify the defin-
ing characteristics of their favorite genre—jazz, folk,
rock, hip-hop—1I would guess that they might sim-
ply say, “Well, it sounds a certain way.” It’s music,
they might go on, that tends to have a particular
rthythmic feel, or that usually features, say, the saxo-
phone, or the electric guitar, or the sitar. Presented
with exceptions to these patterns—what about a
cappella jazz ensembles? what about “unplugged”
rock albums?—most listeners would likely offer some
variant of / know it when I hear it!

But, counterintuitive though it might seem, I
don’t think sound is always a helpful way to under-
stand genre. I'm a composer and conductor in the
field that’s broadly known as Western classical music,
a term that’s routinely applied to radically different
idioms across more than 1,000 years of musical his-
tory. Within this huge array, you'll find the engulfing
sonorities of William Byrd’s choral music; the inti-
mate revelations, too private for words, in chamber
works by Franz Schubert and Anton Webern; the
majestic topography of Jean Sibelius’s orchestral
landscapes; and, more recently, a multitude of works
by composers as different from one another as Chaya
Czernowin, Tyshawn Sorey, and Thomas Ades.

The unruly and elusive entity known as classical
music does not sound like any one thing, and the
sheer abundance of the tradition might invite the
conclusion that trying to define it at all is a hope-
less exercise. But that would be a mistake, especially
at this moment. Like every other sector of cultural
life, classical music has been roiled over the past
decade by intense debates about the field’s ongoing
lack of diversity, among performing artists, com-
posers, and leaders of musical organizations. The
stakes of these discussions—which have involved
charges of Eurocentrism, head-in-the-sand elitism,
even white supremacy—have at times felt existen-
tial, given many institutions” financial straits. Main-
taining a 90-piece orchestra is generally a money-
losing proposition in America today, and as a result,

classical-music organizations lean heavily on private
donations. Why, many onlookers have asked, should
an orchestra or opera company gobble up millions
of dollars from wealthy sponsors to subsidize the
salaries of musicians who mainly perform music
by white men from centuries past, music for which
(judging by ticket sales) demand is limited? What
is classical music, whom is it for, and what about it
is worth defending?

Our answers to these questions will depend on
what exactly we love about this music, and what we
care about preserving, enriching, and expanding.
Claiming that classical music deserves a prominent
place in American culture merely because we want
to safeguard a particular sound, style, or cultural or
ethnic lineage—"“music that sounds like Brahms,”
or “music from one of three Central European
countries”—would be a losing cause.

But a better answer is out there. Rather than
defend the “classical” in classical music, I want
to champion a particular creative process. What
links Hildegard von Bingen and Kaija Saariaho,
Johann Sebastian Bach and George Benjamin, is not
a specific sound or aesthetic but a shared technol-
ogy of transmission. At its core, classical music isn’t
“classical.” It is written music.

BY “WRITTEN MUSsIC,” | mean music that comes
into being through the act of composition. Music
from practically any tradition can, of course, be writ-
ten down. If you're a Beatles fan, you can buy a col-
lection of Beatles sheet music, and if you want to
plunk out your favorite jazz standard, you can order
a copy of The Real Book, which contains the essential
harmonic and melodic information for hundreds of
well-traversed tunes. (Both a Real/ Bookand a 1,136-
page tome called 7he Beatles: Complete Scores are sit-
ting on my piano as I write this.)

Though all music can be documented and expe-
rienced in multiple ways—scores, recordings, live
performances—one approach to distinguishing
musical traditions is to ask which form a given tra-
dition treats as authoritative. It would be odd, for
instance, to claim that a collection of printed scores
constitutes a definitive document of the Beatles
canon, because the unquestioned reference point
is the band’s studio albums. My Beatles compen-
dium proudly declares its own contingency: Printed
on the front cover is an all-caps proclamation that
its pages contain FULL TRANSCRIPTIONS FROM THE
ORIGINAL RECORDINGS.

In other words: albums first, scores later. Taylor
Swift’s 2019 decision to rerecord her earlier albums
was a potent gesture, even a radical one, precisely
because in pop music, the studio album typically
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possesses an authority upon which all subsequent
iterations—whether live performances or written
transcriptions—are based. Only by returning to the
studio could Swift achieve control over her master
recordings and literally set the record(s) straight.

Jazz musicians and aficionados tend to have a dif-
ferent perspective. Even though certain albums (Kind
of Blue, A Love Supreme) have attained the status of
holy relics in the minds of many listeners, I think
most jazz lovers would agree that the genre is not
defined by the worship of specific studio recordings.
Fans are more likely to value the evanescent moment
of live performance, with its potential for spontane-
ous expression, for the very reason that a familiar
tune can sound different every time it’s performed.
A major artist such as Miles Davis might have per-
formed and recorded a certain song—“My Funny
Valentine,” for example—many times throughout
his career, and there’s no reason to automatically
treat a particular performance as the authoritative
version. In spite of 7he Real Book’s name, jazz musi-
cians rarely consider the printed score to be “the real
thing” either. No self-respecting jazz musician would
play a Real Book score exactly as written.

Western classical music is an unusual case. The
reference point for a given piece of music is the
score, rather than a studio recording or a live perfor-
mance. Beethoven’s symphonies have been recorded
hundreds—if not thousands—of times, and they've
been performed many more times than that, but every
one of those performances and recordings refers to the
same score. For a composer, the score is the founda-
tional site of creativity, and the act of score-making links
together artists who could hardly sound more differ-
ent from one another—say, an Italian composer of the
late Renaissance and early Baroque period like Claudio
Monteverdi and a 20th-century American avant-gardist
like John Cage. Even an extreme case, such as Cage’s
famous 4’33”—a work in which performers refrain
from playing their instrument for four minutes and
33 seconds—depends on its score, a simple and playful
set of written instructions. (In fact, to a greater degree
than most notated music, 4’33” is inconceivable as a
work of art without those directions.)

If we let ourselves be guided by this basic
question—which musical artists regard the score as
a creative starting point?—we arrive at the broadest
and most welcoming definition of “classical” music.
All kinds of unexpected affiliations and affinities
emerge beyond music that’s typically thought of as
belonging to the tradition. Many of the big-band
masterpieces of Duke Ellington and Billy Stray-
horn, for instance, strike me as indistinguishable,
in their creative genesis, from orchestral works by
Igor Stravinsky and Aaron Copland that were being

Counterintuitive
though it may
seem, I don’t
think sound

is always a
helpful way to
understand a
musical genre.

written around the same time: They are notated in
exquisite detail, usually for large ensembles, and
Strayhorn’s gorgeously balanced wind and brass
voicings remind me in particular of Stravinsky’s.
To my ear, Strayhorn is a symphonist at heart. His
work—in its fundamental writtenness—has more
to do with that of many so-called classical compos-
ers than it does with, for example, that of an art-
ist like Ornette Coleman, a free-jazz master who
ostensibly hails from a tradition that is continuous
with Strayhorn’s, but whose method could hardly
be more different.

WRITTEN MUSIC MATTERS for the same reason
written language does: To write s to free oneself from
the constraints of memory. It’s possible, in a novel
or an essay or a nonfiction narrative or a book of
poems, to devise an aesthetic structure full of details,
depths, and digressions that would be far harder to
construct in a purely oral storytelling tradition, one
in which verbal transmission works through either
memorization or improvisation. When you write,
you don’t simply set down your thoughts; in the
process of writing, your thoughts are transformed,
and allowed to assume a newly complex shape—the
miraculous scaffolding that emerges from the accu-
mulation of thoughts on the page.

Our world is awash in written language, but not
written music. The musical genres that dominate
mainstream American culture are all more or less oral
traditions. Most pop songs can be taught through
verbal communication (Play this chord, then that
chord) and demonstration (Here, listen; the melody
goes like this). In the 19th century, by contrast, the
best way to widely disseminate a piece of music was
to write it down; many music lovers in the emerging
middle class had at least basic proficiency as singers
or instrumentalists. If you were such a music lover,
you might buy scores of the latest songs or cham-
ber music so that you and your friends could read
through them around the piano at a party.

Audio recording, which emerged in the second half
of the 19th century and became ever more inescapable
in the first few decades of the 20th, changed the land-
scape. The technology is its own kind of writing, a direct
transcription of sound itself. And by cutting out the
intermediate step of translating one’s musical ideas onto
the page, it forged new pathways of transmission—
radio broadcasts, records, CDs—and exponentially
sped up the process through which music could be
shared. To be clear, I think audio recording is a miracle;
aworld without recorded music is unimaginable to me.
But, because a musician no longer had to be literate to
gain worldwide acclaim, the technology had the col-
lateral effect of sidelining musical literacy.
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The influence on the music itself was transfor-
mative. Mainstream music was soon pervaded by
miniature forms that could be memorized—the
four-minute song, not the 40-minute symphony.
Reading and writing music once again became an
activity for specialists, a modern-day equivalent of
medieval monks laboriously copying out illuminated
manuscripts. Sure, any kid who takes piano lessons
or plays in their school’s concert band will still learn
the fundamentals of musical notation. But our cul-
ture doesn’t offer many incentives to stick with nota-
tion as a primary means of creative expression. Why
expend the crushing effort to write music down in
detail when you can capture sound with uncanny
clarity and ease using your iPhone?

Whether the turn away from musical literacy was
inevitable is open to debate; recording technology
enabled not only music but also spoken language to
be broadcast worldwide, yet verbal literacy was spared
a similar fate. Doomsayers warned for decades that
radio and TV would eclipse books, print media, lit-
eracy itself—but the written word is as prevalent today
as it ever was.

We should be wary of the seemingly unassailable
cultural preeminence of oral musical traditions
because, in music as in language, the medium shapes
the message. Mainstream musical culture privileges
brevity and harmonic simplicity; ’'m surely not the
only composer who has had the songwriter Har-
lan Howard’s peerless definition of a country song,
“three chords and the truth,” quoted at them as a
kind of challenge. (Bob Dylan and Bob Marley didn’t
need more than a few chords to make musical bistory;
why do you?) The very act of writing down a piece
of music can be viewed with suspicion. In 2 2018
interview with 7he Guardian, the multidisciplinary
artist Christian Marclay offered a dispiritedly reduc-
tive version of this perspective. “I don’t write notes.
I can’t read or write music in the traditional way,”
he declared. “I'm not one of those fascist composers
who says, ‘Play this!””

This is a curious claim. I've never seen authors
called “fascist” simply because they insist that we
read their words one after the other, in the order they
wrote them. And yet Marclay’s misplaced scorn for
notated music reflects implicit assumptions that a lot
of us carry around: Because relatively few people can
fluently decipher the gnomic hieroglyphs of musical
notation, the thinking goes, the music that’s trans-
mitted that way must itself be forbidding, abstruse,
redolent of ancient hierarchies.

But what I love about the act of writing music
down is precisely the freedom it affords. Though a
piece of music is a temporal structure, composing
it takes place not in real time, but outside time. The

process is one of unearthing sound by delving into
silence. A composer can make certain musical dis-
coveries only after weeks or months spent inhabit-
ing an imagined sonic world, just as a writer might
experience certain epiphanies only years into work
on a book. In music, as in language, you can learn
a lot about yourself by wrestling with a blank page.

All of this is made possible through the elegant,
limitlessly expressive writing system that is musi-
cal notation, which is as miraculous as the alphabet
itself, and can be used for purposes every bit as var-
ied. Notation doesn’t just open the way to the cre-
ation of unbounded musical universes; it also enables
astonishing forms of human communication. An
orchestra, a chorus, a jazz big band, a marching
band—these are complex macroorganisms whose
inner workings require formidable feats of inter-
active precision, all of which depend on information
encoded in a written score. I can’t think of another
comparably intricate form of social coordination
outside the military.

Musical literacy is a highly specialized skill; to
become a fluent reader of music, a student needs to
be given the kind of focused instruction that not all
public schools have the funding to provide. Exposure
to music education, beyond the rudiments, all too
often becomes a question of whose family can afford
expensive private lessons. We can react to this fact
by feeling guilty about it, and letting notated music
be tainted by its association with elitism, or we can
push for an expansion of musical education. We all
understand that to teach a child to read and write is
to endow them with potent means of expression and
self-discovery. Why should musical literacy be any
different? Even a basic grounding in musical notation
can transform a child’s sense of what can be commu-
nicated to another human being, especially—and this
is crucial—if notation is treated as a tool of creativity
rather than simply an unpleasant test of the ability to
play all the right notes or e/se.

If we understand that writing, in music as in lan-
guage, has the potential to be a force for liberation,
and that it can transcend localized questions of style
and aesthetic, we might come to a fuller sense of what
music can be in our lives—the many forms it can take,
the many truths it can tell. And if I could prescribe
one thing for our world at this moment, it would be
to deepen and expand our understanding of what it is
to listen. .4

Matthew Aucoin is a composer and conductor. His vocal
symphomy, Music for New Bodies, based on the poetry of
Jorie Graham, will be featured at the Tanglewood music
festival this summer.
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Who Needs Intimacy?

Influential novelists are imagining what women’s
lives might look like without the demands of
partners and children.

By Jordan Kisner

\
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Over the past decade or so, an influential set of female novelists
has been circling a shared question: Given how often women are
forced to understand themselves as fundamentally i relation to
others (most commonly a child and/or a partner, but also par-
ents, extended family, friends), is it possible for a woman to have
an authentic, independent self? If a female narrator is extracted
from her core relational ties, what kind of consciousness is left?

I am thinking here of Rachel Cusk’s Outline trilogy, whose
narrator, divorced and currently apart from her children, travels
and observes the world with a sense of self so hollowed out as to
render her more a conduit for the musings of her interlocutors
than a full-fledged character. I also have in mind Jenny Offill’s
alienated wife in Depr. of Speculation, as well as Ottessa Mosh-
fegh's parodically disaffected protagonist in My Year of Rest and
Relaxation. Katie Kitamura’s last two novels, A Separation and
Intimacies, are exemplars of this form. Her female protagonists
lack the normal trappings of selthood: They have no names,
ages, or detailed backgrounds. They are loners, dispassionate
and disassociated, floating through foreign places in dreamlike
Woolfian internal monologue. They recall Emerson’s turn of
phrase “I become a transparent eyeball.” Who are they? They’re
rarely sure.
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“I don’t really know what ‘authentic’ means,” Kita-
mura said in a recent interview about her new novel,
Audition. “When you take away all of the role-playing,
all of the performance, what is left? I don’t know if
that’s your authentic self; or if it’s a profoundly raw,
destabilized, possibly non-functioning self.” Audition,
which Kitamura describes as the final entry in a loose
trilogy, lingers over this curiosity about the instability
of the “self,” and her bafflement at how authenticity
could have anything to do with something so clearly
assembled and performed.

'The narrators of A Separation and Intimacies are
translators, one who specializes in contemporary fic-
tion and the other who works as a simultaneous inter-
preter. Her latest is yet another woman whose job is
to become a vessel for other people’s words: She is a
stage actor. This is a kind of stakes-raising for Kita-
mura. Translators are intended to be, at least in theory,
impersonal transmitters of language, but an actor is
someone for whom the performance of emotional
authenticity is paramount, someone who is supposed
to make the words convincingly #heir own. The actor’s
career s itself a string of alter-selves.

Kitamura’s narrator is again nameless, and we
learn almost nothing of her childhood, family of
origin, or race, though we're given clues that she is
not white and that she is middle-aged. Her voca-
tion requires the skill of transformation and self-
abnegation, as well as a receptiveness to language and
emotion not her own. Accordingly, she feels attuned
to the ways in which selthood can be permeable and
subject to manipulation by persuasive narrative. The
actor finds that an all-consuming story is a thrill,
but “also a danger for a person of my disposition,
for whom the managing of these borders was not
always easy.”

This instability is a signature of Kitamura’s
women. They tend to be encased in rigid profes-
sional or class structures that they observe and enter
through language—a medium that Kitamura por-
trays as forceful but morally ambiguous. The narrator
of Intimacies, who serves as an interpreter in trials of
war crimes—her job, she reflects, is “to repeat the
unspeakable”—comes to think that she’s neutralizing
the crimes, or causing them “to recede further and
further into some state of unreality.”

AUDITION’s PLOT revolves around a rupture in the
border between reality and unreality for the narrator:
A young man, Xavier, shows up when she’s rehears-
ing a new play, introduces himself, and confesses that
he’s been looking for her. An article he'd read about
her described her “giving up a child” many years ago,
and he thinks he was that child. The actor stares at
him. “He was evidently in the grip of some serious

What are the
repercussions
of allowing
yourself to be

a vessel—for
language,

for art, for a
child, for a
beloved’s needs

and desires?

delusion,” she thinks, “or else he was a grifter of some
kind, it was one or the other.”

As he talks, she acknowledges to herself that his
story, if misguided, is also “a little bit comprehensi-
ble.” Back when she was single, she'd had an abortion,
which had been obfuscated in the article. And she'd
had another brush with maternity: Much later, after
marrying her husband, Tomas, she became pregnant
again. Tomas had grown emotionally attached to their
future as parents and was quietly devastated when she
miscarried. She was comparatively cool about the end
of the pregnancy, a difference in responses that silently
drove a wedge between them.

"The encounter with Xavier highlights these facts of
her life—she never gave birth, never became a mother—
while also stirring a sense of doubt. She had noticed the
way that Xavier sits back in his chair and gives a little
sigh. “I realized with a growing sense of horror that I
myself had made that exact gesture, had utilized it, to be
more precise, many times in my work.” It is the kind of
twinning of small gestures that occurs between parents
and children, those epigenetic tics that subconsciously
signal that two people are family. Not that she has con-
crete reason to question her own life history, but the
assuredness with which she has just declared Xavier to
be delusional or manipulative begins to waver.

This tiny reflex draws attention to how little we
know of this actor’s body (except that it has seemingly
never carried a child to term)—a distancing of corpo-
real experience shared across the recent fictional array
of silvery, cerebral female consciousnesses. Writing in
The Atlantic about Cusk’s 2024 novel, Parade, the critic
Nicholas Dames described this variety of fiction as a
slow process of almost ascetic, transcendent self-erasure:
“No more identities, no more social roles, even no more
imperatives of the body—a clearing of the ground that
has, as Cusk insists, particular urgency for writing by
women, who have always had to confront the limits
to their autonomy in their quests to think and cre-
ate.” Kitamura’s actor has been constrained by both
her gender and her race. As a woman of color, she has
been forced repeatedly to play “only parts that were
commensurate with erasure,” characters who “were
quite literally silent, a moving image, and nothing else.”

The trend of alienated and disembodied female
narrators can be read as a collective rejection of the
social “imperatives” of the body, allowing, as the nov-
elist Heidi Julavits suggested in her review of Cusk’s
Outline, “a more complex portrait of a person—a self
instead of a set of gender stereotypes.” This is a Pyrrhic
victory, one that seems to preclude the possibility that a
woman could create and think i concert with her body.

What's more, these narrators commonly achieve
their spectral detachment only in the ambivalent or
ruinous aftermath of procreation. Offill’s narrator in
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Dept. of Speculation decided in her youth to skip mar-
riage and motherhood in favor of being “an art mon-
ster;” and the novel tracks her struggle, after reversing
her earlier decision, to reconcile herself to the life of
a mother-wife-writer. In Outline, the narrator reveals
that she has recently moved from the countryside
to London, bidding farewell to “our family home,”
after having “stayed to watch it become the grave of
something I could no longer definitively call either
a reality or an illusion.” Kitamura’s actor, too, has
achieved a kind of creative and professional zenith
only after renouncing the prospect of such a home,
and Xavier’s claim suddenly confronts her with the
alternative reality of being a very different kind of
character: a mother.

His declaration/question is destabilizing precisely
because it is in some way seductive. Kitamura has talked
about her abiding interest in the “psychological and
ethical repercussions of allowing yourself to be a vessel
for language,” and one can detect in her work a broader
query: What are the repercussions of allowing yourself
to be a vessel at all—whether for language, for art, for
a child, for a beloved’s needs and desires?

This becomes the through line of Audition, which
plays again and again with the idea that the shared
reality of intimate relationships is merely the result
of the performances that unfold between people and
the flawed interpretations they invite. For the actor,
what transpires is not an escape from the motherhood
plot, but a vertiginous, possibly delusional slide into
it. Unsure of who she and Xavier are to each other,
she also begins to lose her grip on what Tomas actu-
ally knows and feels about her, and she about him.

As the novel progresses, this sense of unreality
sharpens. On arriving at her apartment,

I felt as if I were entering a space long uninhabited,
for a brief moment it was as if I had come into an
apartment that looked exactly like my home in every
last particular, down to the vase on the table in the
hall and the coats hanging from the rack, and yet was
not my home at all.

When she later runs into Xavier on her way to
rehearsal, he seems to have completely forgotten about
his claim on her and behaves warmly but profession-
ally, explaining that the play’s director has taken him
on as an assistant. “I found myself wondering if I
had misunderstood or misinterpreted or even mis-
remembered the entire unlikely thing,” she confesses.
A pattern emerges: She is sure of her interactions, and
sure of herself, until she is not.

4upITION 18 broken into two parts. At the end of the
first, the actor and Tomas are approaching a moment

AUDITION

Katie Kitamura

RIVERHEAD

of confrontation. Part two opens with a feeling of
déja vu: The actor and Xavier are sitting across from
cach other in a restaurant, as they were earlier in the
book. Months have passed, rehearsals are over, and the
show has become a smash hit. Now Tomas is at the
table and Xavier is her son—is #heir son. He's asking
to come live at home with her and Tomas. Tomas is
making a toast. “As he lifted his glass I gazed at Tomas
and then at Xavier, their faces soft and smiling in the
light, united in the same expression, each an echo of
the other.” When she hugs Xavier later, she remem-
bers “what it was like to embrace him as a child, the
animal scent of the skin at his neck.”

This disjuncture—a total reassembly of the terms
of the story—goes unremarked upon and unex-
plained. The actor carries on in the same stream-of-
consciousness style as before, acknowledging no mem-
ory of the terms of part one. Are we in a parallel uni-
verse? Are we in the same universe, and the narrator
has somehow become psychologically destabilized? Is
this a game?

As interactions among the actor, Tomas, and
Xavier spiral into an ever more baroque and unset-
tling drama, another option suggests itself: Perhaps
the three of them have embarked upon a shared per-
formance, constructing a family where there was none,
and doing it so faithfully that they never, not even in
their own thoughts, break character. In a moment of
strain, the actor realizes that all along, they

had been playing parts, and for a period—for as long
as we understood our roles, for as long as we partici-
pated in the careful collusion that is a story, thatis a
family, told by one person to another person—the

mechanism had held.

But the glamour between the actor and Xavier has
dissipated, “as if it had suddenly occurred to both of
us that his lines were insufficient, my characterization
lacking, the entire plotline faulty and implausible.”

This is the revelatory moment that these novels of
female alienation inevitably confront: the dissolving
of any illusion that intimacy is possible, the failure of
the narratives that unify a family, the crumbling of the
relational identities (mother, wife) that have pinned
her in place. Instead of floating uneasily through the
world of the book, the narrator rises skyward, like a
balloon, totally untethered.

‘The formal moves by which Kitamura delivers the
actor to this place are unusual and interesting, yet the
trajectory toward giddy estrangement is familiar—such
a staple of all these plots that it arguably now defines a
subgenre of the contemporary literary novel. Why has
this become a “type” of fiction, and this narrator a kind
of woman with whom the literary world is preoccupied?
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The untethered narrator enacts, to a degree, a wel-
come fantasy: that the alienation generated inside long
marriages and complex parent-child relationships—
or intrinsic to living in a fraying social and political
world—can both provide inspiration for profound art
and also be left behind entirely. In the same way, this
arc imagines that the body’s burdens, demands, and
constraints can be readily abandoned for an escape
into pure consciousness. “I wondered also if that
wasn't the point of a performance,” the actor reflects:

that it preserved our innocence, that it allowed us to
live with the hypocrisies of our desire ... We don't
want to see actual pain or suffering or death, but its
representation. Our awareness of the performance is
what allows us to enjoy the emotion, to creep close to
it and breathe in its atmosphere, performance allows

this dangerous proximity.

But one can’t—women especially can’t—elude
embodiment and entanglement in the end. Not in this
country, not anywhere—not even in novels, however
attenuated their characters become. We are ensnared in
the real, as much as we might wish it were otherwise.
The booK’s end finds the actor reassembling her mar-
riage, hoping to make peace with Xavier, and attempt-
ing to create art from inside the confusing mess of a self
that she could not escape. No matter how lost in her
mind or subsumed in a fiction she becomes, she must
return, over and over, to her own life, home, and mar-
riage. The tethers don't actually vanish simply because
she feels untethered.

She is once again up on a stage, speaking into a the-
ater’s waiting dark, following “a chain of words, sturdy
as a cable, a voice that has been given to me.” She is
playing a character patterned after her, “a woman who
can no longer distinguish between what is real and
what is not real.” But this space of performance—of
generating something and someone new out of the
material of herself—is where she feels the most real:
“Here, it is possible to be two things at once,” she rec-
ognizes. “Not a splitting of personality or psyche, but
the natural superimposition of one mind on top of
another mind.” I won't give away who has written the
monologue. And Kitamura pulls back, too, declining
to forecast a next chapter of the actor’s marriage or what
new creation she might forge with her layered selves.
But the question that could carry us beyond this spate
of novels about the untethered woman beckons: What
will this woman make once she’s back in her body and
back on the ground? . 4

Jordan Kisner is an assistant professor of English ar Bowdoin Col-
lege and the author of Thin Places: Essays From In Between.

For the Duration
By Katie Ford
For Jay Hopler

The philosophers I love believed in things

they didn’t want to convert to; the isolation

of the thought, of the shattering idea,

lonelied them into a truth that would tremble too much
were it carried from desk to window,

its outermost manifestations too loosened,

too far specified to seem much other than frailty now.
And what I think they feared,

or what I fear when tempted to tell you

of something I saw, how it moved in me this way or that,
what relief, what chiding need

for a little sturdy peace this sight allowed, or that touch,
and of what, or with whom, is that such confiding

could draw down the paradox

that although it has no mass, light does strike.

What we don’t say

is bright as metal bells. And were

my friend still alive, I'd want to make

a meal for him, something not all that skilled, but not all
that terrible, lit with forefire and the lateness of the hour.
The giant peony erupting its skull from the center

of the table would gather in us an enormity

of conviction so thorough, we’d want to carry it elsewhere,
the risk of its complete disheveling, its dropping open,
requiring us to resist the second thought that wants so badly
to follow the first, that conviction

itself pulls behind it a mender’s care—, mustn’t it?

Better just to look at what the ludicrous
spring had done, not saying much of it,
speaking instead of anything else, certainly least of all
trying to outlive it

by saying there will be more—not now, but come next spring.

Katie Ford is the author of four collections of poetry, including, most recently,
If You Have to Go. She teaches ar UC Riverside.
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'The New King of Tech

How Jensen Huang built Nvidia
into a nearly $3 trillion business

By James Surowiecki

Another day, another new Al large language model
that’s supposedly better than all previous ones.
When I began writing this story, Elon Musk’s xAl
had just released Grok 3, which the company says
performs better than its competitors against a wide
range of benchmarks. As I was revising the article,
Anthropic released Claude 3.7 Sonnet, which it
says outperforms Grok 3. And by the time you read
this, who knows? Maybe an entirely new LLM will
have appeared. In January, after all, the Al world
was temporarily rocked by the release of a low-
cost, high-performance LLM from China called
DeepSeek-R1. A month later, people were already
wondering when DeepSeek-R2 would come out.

The competition among LLMs may be hard
to keep track of, but for Nvidia, the company
that designs the computer chips—or graphics-
processing units (GPUs)—that many of these
large language models have been trained on, it’s

also enormously lucrative. Nvidia, which, as of
this writing, is the third-most-valuable company
in the world (after Apple and Microsoft), was
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started three decades ago by engineers who wanted
to make graphics cards for gamers. How it evolved
into the company that is providing almost all the picks
and shovels for the Al gold rush is the story at the core
of Stephen Witt's 7he Thinking Machine. Framed as
a biography of Jensen Huang, the only CEO Nvidia
has ever had, the book is also something more inter-
esting and revealing: a window onto the intellectual,
cultural, and economic ecosystem that has led to the
emergence of superpowerful Al

‘That ecosystem’s center, of course, is Silicon Valley,
where Huang has spent most of his adult life. He was
born in Taiwan, the son of a chemical engineer and a
teacher. The family moved to Thailand when he was 5,
and a few years later, his parents sent him and his older
brother to the United States to escape political unrest.
Eventually, his parents relocated to the U.S. as well, and
Huang grew up in the suburbs of Portland, Oregon. In
the early 1980s, after majoring in electrical engineer-
ing at Oregon State (which at the time didnt offer a
computer-science major), he got a job at Advanced
Micro Devices. The company—then the poor cousin
of the chip giant Intel—was headquartered in Sunny-
vale, California, near US 101, the highway that runs
from San Jose to Stanford. Since then, Huang’s career
has unfolded within a five-mile radius of that office.

Huang soon left AMD for a firm called LSI Logic
Corporation, which built software-design tools for
chip architects, and then left LSI in 1993 to start
Nvidia with the chip designers Curtis Priem and Chris
Malachowsky: He was right on target “to run some-
thing by the age of thirty,” as held told them he aimed
to do. The company was entering a crowded mar-
ketplace for developing graphics cards, the computer
hardware that’s used to render images and videos.
Nvidia didn’t have a real business plan, but Huang’s
boss at LSI recommended him to Sequoia Capital.
One of the Valley’s most important venture-capital
firms, Sequoia helped the company get off the ground.

The graphics-card business was built on a perpet-
ual upgrade cycle that forced developers into a never-
ending game of performance improvement: A company
was only as good as its last card. At various points in
those early years, Nvidia was one misstep away from
bankruptcy, and its unofficial motto became “Our com-
pany is thirty days from going out of business.”

One gets the impression that Huang liked it that
way. He says his heart rate goes down under pressure,
and to call him a relentless worker is to understate mat-
ters. “I should make sure that I'm sufficiently exhausted
from working that no one can keep me up at night,”
he once said. His reading diet features business books
(which he devours). He has no obvious politics (or at
least never discusses them). He’s not a gaudy philan-

thropist. Though devoted to his family, hes also honest:

Nvidia’s
employees see
Huang as
“a prophet
who made
predictions
about things.
And then
those things
came true.”

“Lori,” he says of his wife, “did ninety percent of the
parenting” of their two children. For the past 30 years,
his life has clearly revolved around Nvidia.

HUANG’S RELUCTANCE to talk about himself makes
him a challenging subject for Witt to bring to life. But
Nvidia’s employees, who almost all refer to Huang by
his first name, are effusive. They “worship him—I
believe they would follow him out of the window of a
skyscraper if he saw a market opportunity there,” Witt
writes. He later adds that they see Huang “not just as
a leader but as a prophet. Jensen was a prophet who
made predictions about things. And then those things
came true.” He has a ferocious temper—referred to in
the company as “the Wrath of Huang”—and is notori-
ous for publicly reprimanding, at length, workers who
have made mistakes or failed to deliver. But he rarely
fires people and, in fact, inspires intense devotion. One
of his key subordinates says, “I've been afraid of Jensen
sometimes. But I also know that he loves me.”

Huangs greatest strength as a CEO has been his
willingness to make big, risky bets when opportuni-
ties present themselves. The first of those came when
he changed the architecture of Nvidia’s chips from
serial processing to parallel processing. Witt calls this
move “a radical gamble,” because up to that point,
no company had been able to make selling parallel-
processing chips a viable business.

Serial computing is the way your computer’s cen-
tral processing unit works: It executes one instruction
at a time, very, very fast. Witt likens it to telling one
delivery van to drop off packages in sequence. By con-
trast, “Nvidia’s parallel GPU acts more like a fleet of
motorcycles spreading out across a city,” with the driv-
ers delivering each package at roughly the same time.
The coding required to make parallel processing work
was much more complex, but if you could do it, you
had access to enormous amounts of computing power.

Inidally, all that power was used mainly to make
computer games look and perform better. But then
Huang took another big risk, remaking Nvidias GPUs
so that they could also process massive data sets, of the
kind scientists might use. As one Nvidia executive puts
it, “You have a video game card on one side, but it hasa
switch on it. So you flick that switch, and turn the card
over, and suddenly the card becomes a supercomputer.”

The fascinating thing about this decision was that
Huang didn’t know who might want to buy a super-
computer in the guise of a graphics card, or how many
such people were out there. He was just betting that
if you make powerful tools available to people, they
will find a use for them, and at a scale to justify the
billions in investment.

‘That use—and it was big—turned out to be artificial
intelligence, in particular neural-network technology.
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As Witt notes, just as parallel processing was revolution-
izing computing, a similar revolution was happening
in Al research—though no one at Nvidia was paying
attention to it. Al had gone through a series of boom-
and-bust cycles as researchers tried different techniques,
all of which ultimately failed. One of those methods
was neural networks, which tried to mimic the human
brain and allow the Al to evolve new rules of learning
on its own. When you train these networks on mas-
sive databases of images and text, they can, over time,
identify patterns and become smarter. Neural networks
had long been peripheral, partly because they’re black
boxes (you can't explain how the Al is learning, or why
it’s doing what it’s doing), and partly because the com-
puting power required to make a high-performance
neural network operate was out of reach.

Parallel-processing GPUs changed all that. Sud-
denly, Al researchers, if they could write software well
enough to get the most out of the chips, had access to
sufficient computing power to allow neural networks
to evolve at an extraordinary pace. In 2009, Geoff
Hinton, one of the godfathers of Al research, told
a conference of machine-learning experts to go buy
Nvidia cards. And in 2012, one of Hinton’s students,
Alex Krizhevsky, strung together two Nvidia GPUs
and built and trained SuperVision (which he later
renamed AlexNet). It was an Al model that could,
for the first time, identify images with startling accu-
racy, largely because, in Witt’s words, “the GPU pro-
duced in half a minute what would have taken an Intel
machine an hour and what would have taken biology
a hundred thousand years.”

Huang did not immediately recognize the impor-
tance of what had happened. When he spoke at Nvid-
ia’s annual GPU Technology Conference in 2013, he
never mentioned neural networks, talking instead about
weather modeling and computer graphics. But a few
months later, after an Nvidia researcher named Bryan
Catanzaro made a direct pitch to him about the impor-
tance of Al, Huang had what Witt calls a “Damascene
epiphany”: He placed another big bet, essentially trans-
forming Nvidia from a graphics company into an Al
company over the course of a weekend. This bet was less
risky than his earlier ones, because even though Nvidia
had competitors who also built GPUs, none of them
had really designed theirs to be used as supercomputers.
Still, going all in was prescienc—developments such as
large language models had yet to take off—and is what
has turned Nvidia into a nearly $3 trillion company.

That weekend feels as if it were the compressed
culmination of Nvidia’s story, which isn’t empirically
true. The 12 years that followed have been incredibly
eventful, and incredibly profitable, as the company
has kept improving its chips, servicing the insatia-
ble appetite for computing power created by the

THE THINKING
MACHINE:

JENSEN HUANG,
NVIDIA, AND
THE WORLD’S

MOST COVETED

MICROCHIP

Stephen Witt

VIKING

emergence of LLMs, and fending off competitors
(many of whom are Nvidia’s customers, now build-
ing their own chips). But the foundations for that
pivot, and all that ensued, were already in place when
Huang decided to act on his Al insight.

THOSE FOUNDATIONS, 7he Thinking Machine
makes clear, were not laid by Nvidia alone. Indeed,
among Witt’s key contributions is to show that Nvid-
ia’s success can't be understood apart from the culture
and economy of Silicon Valley (and of tech more gen-
erally). Take the simple fact of free labor markets. One
catalyst of the Valley’s success, as the scholar Annal ee
Saxenian has famously argued, was a freewheeling,
risk-taking culture that encouraged workers to leave
companies for competitors or to start their own firms.
And that depended, in part, on the fact that noncom-
pete clauses were unenforceable in California. Nvidia’s
history exemplifies this: not just Huang’s mobility, but
that of his early hires as well. Later, one of the com-
pany’s favorite tactics was to poach its competitors
best engineers and coders—bad form, perhaps, buta
good business tactic.

Nvidia also benefited from the research invest-
ments made by the government and universities. One
of the crucial breakthroughs in unlocking the power of
parallel computing, for instance, was an open-source
programming language called Brook, which a gamer
and Stanford graduate student named Ian Buck devel-
oped with a group of researchers in 2003, relying on a
Defense Department grant. Alex Krizhevsky and his
partner Ilya Sutskever (who later helped start OpenAl)
were grad students at the University of Toronto when
Krizhevsky devised AlexNet. The contest in which the
model demonstrated its accuracy, the ImageNet chal-
lenge, was designed by a Stanford computer scientist
named Fei-Fei Li. And as that lineup demonstrates
(Krizhevsky and Sutskever were born in the Soviet
Union, Li in China), immigration has been central
to the history of not just Nvidia but Al generally.

Practical economic features of the ecosystem mat-
tered as well. The most important was the rise of inde-
pendent chip foundries: factories that serve many dif-
ferent companies and make chips on order. Nvidia’s
partnership with Taiwan Semiconductor Manufac-
turing Company, the best-known of these factories,
allowed it to become a dominant player by focusing
on designing and writing software for its chips; Nvidia
didn’t have to invest in actual production, which would
have required prohibitive amounts of capital.

Finally, Nvidia benefited from patience, and its
board’s willingness to put long-term thinking ahead
of short-term profits. Because of the gaming mar-
ket, Nvidia was almost always a profitable company,
but its stock price dropped nearly 90 percent two
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different times; it didn't appreciate for a full 10 years
after the dot-com bubble burst, while the company
was spending billions turning its graphics cards into
supercomputers. One familiar indicement of Ameri-
can capitalism is that it’s too short-term-focused. In
the tech industry, at least, the trajectory of Nvidia
(and many other companies) suggests that’s a bum rap.

To be sure, Huang himself was central to Nvidia’s
success: He has run the company essentially on his
own (as Witt puts it, he has had “no right-hand man
or woman, no majordomo, no second-in-command”),
and he’s made the bold moves. What's more, he seems
to have done so without a trace of doubt. Lots of
people in the Al industry—including the people train-
ing LLMs—have raised concerns about Al’s dangers,
but Huang is not one of them. For him, Witt writes,
“Al is a pure force for progress.” Huang does not fret
that it may eat all of our jobs, or replace artists, or go
rogue and decide to wipe out humanity.

In fact, when Witt, stricken with existential anxi-
ety about how Al will change the world, asks Huang
whether some of these concerns might be worth pon-
dering, he is subjected to one of his legendary tirades:

“Is it going to destroy jobs?” Huang asked, his voice
crescendoing with anger. “Are calculators going to
destroy math? That conversation is so old, and I'm
50, so tired of it,” he said. “I don’t want to talk about
it anymore ... We make the marginal cost of things
zero, generation after generation after generation, and

this exact conversation happens every single time!”

You could write this off as an example of Upton
Sinclair’s adage “It is difficult to get a man to under-
stand something, when his salary depends upon his
not understanding it!” But the fact that Huang talks
about Al in terms of its impact on “marginal costs”
shouldn’t be reduced to mere opportunism: It fits right
in with the single-minded focus on performance that
has driven him from Nvidia’s beginning. Witt at one
point calls Huang a “visionary inventor.” The vision
Huang has been in thrall to, though, seems to be less
about grand future goals, and more about tools—about
making the fastest, most powerful chips as efficiently as
possible. “Existential risk” has no place in that vision.
Huang’s unapologetic stance on Al is bracing in its way,
especially in contrast with the public hand-wringing of
many Al chieftains, fretting about the dangers of their
LLMs while continuing to develop them. But he is in
effect making the biggest, riskiest bet ever—not just
for Nvidia, but for all of us. Let’s hope he’s right. . 4

James Surowiecki is a contributing writer at The Adantic

and the author of 'The Wisdom of Crowds.

Chickadee
By Stanley Plumly

Margaret remembering in summer how they’d fly

into her hand, black-capped, black-masked,

bobbing one birdseed at a time—I remember

in cold Amherst how they’d fill the lonely feeder

just outside the kitchen window, especially

when the ice mixed in with snow would slap

the double glass, shake it a little, and start to sing.

One wearies of the sublime, the great deep thing,

the red-tailed kiting hawk sliding down the sky

to make the kill, the sky itself changing on its own,
depth of feeling depth of field. Margaret sitting still,
pieces of the sun falling in the shadows all around her,
while my bright chickadees are braced against the wind,
feathers fluffed, each of them so small I could wrap one
in my fist to keep it warm, alive, then suddenly gone.
All winter in the snow depths just outside you live

in separations made of glass—I’'d never have

the patience to hold out my hand and wait out

a bird, regardless of how beautiful the weather.

Stanley Plumly (1939—2019) was the author of numerous books
of poetry and prose. His posthumous collection Collected Poems
will be published in August.

The Atlantic
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What to Make of Miracles

In a new book, Elaine Pagels searches for
the narrative origins of Jesuss most wondrous acts.

By Judith Shulevitz
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How should we understand miracles? Many people in
the near and distant past have believed in them; many
still do. I believe in miracles too, in my way, reconcil-
ing rationalism and inklings of a preternatural reality
by means of “radical amazement.” That’s a core con-
cept of the great modern Jewish philosopher Abraham
Joshua Heschel. Miracles, insofar as Heschel would
agree with my calling them that—it’s not one of his
words—do not defy the natural order. God dwells in
carthly things. Me, I find God in what passes for the
mundane: my family, Schubert sonatas, the mystery of
innate temperament. A corollary miracle is that we have
been blessed with a capacity for awe, which allows us
“to perceive in the world intimations of the divine, to
sense in small things the beginning of infinite signifi-
cance,” Heschel writes.

Every so often, though, I wonder whether radical
amazement demands enough of us. Heschel would
never have gone as far as Thomas Jefferson, who
simply took a penknife to his New Testament and
sliced out all the miracles, because they offended his
Enlightenment-era conviction that faith should not
contradict reason. His Jesus was a man of moral prin-
ciples stripped of higher powers. But a faith poor in
miracles is an untested faith. At the core of Judaism
and Christianity lie divine interventions that rip a
hole in the known universe and change the course
of history. Jesus would not have become Christ the
Savior had he not risen from his tomb. Nor would
Jews be Jews had Moses not brought down God’s
Torah from Mount Sinai.

Those who wish to engage with religious scriptures
are not relieved of the obligation to wrestle with how
miracles should be understood. Do we take them liter-
ally or symbolically? Are they straightforward reports
of events that occurred in the world, perhaps ones that
are no longer possible, because God no longer acts in
it? Or are they encoded accounts of things that hap-
pened on some other, less palpable level, but were no
less real for that?

In her book Miracles and Wonder: The Historical
Mystery of Jesus, Elaine Pagels asks different questions
about New Testament miracles. She is less interested in
whether Jesus performed them than in what accounts
for their power. Her larger quest is to understand the
enduring appeal of Jesus to so many people “as a liv-
ing presence, even as someone they know intimately.”
Pagels, now 82, is a historian of early Christianity who
also writes about her own efforts to find an experi-
ence of Christianity, a sense of intermittent grace,
consonant with her experience of extreme loss: Her
first son died at 6 of a rare disease; her husband died
in a hiking accident shortly thereafter. She has spent
a lifetime thinking about the multiple dimensions of
the gospel truth.

What problems
did the
miracle stories
solve; what
new vistas did
solving them
open; what
religious
function did

they serve?

Pagels's The Gnostic Gospels (1979) is a liberal theo-
logian’s cult classic—it has gone through more than 30
printings. Though not her first work of scholarship,
it marked the beginning of a long career as a gifted
explainer of abstruse ideas. Her overarching ambi-
tion has been to restore a lost heritage of theologi-
cal diversity to the wider world. 7he Gnostic Gospels
reintroduced forgotten writings of repudiated Jesus
sects, produced over the course of the first and second
centuries, before a welter of competing perceptions of
Jesus’s story were reduced to a single dogma, codified
in the apostolic creed, and before the New Testament
was a fixed canon. Sounding faintly Buddhist to the
modern ear, those writings interpreted miracles as
symbolic descriptions of real spiritual revelations and
transformations, available only to those with access
to secret knowledge (gnosis). “Do not suppose that
resurrection is an apparition,” one gnostic teacher
wrote in his Treatise on Resurrection. “It is something
real. Instead, one ought to maintain that the world
is an apparition.”

'The subtitle of Miracles and Wonder is slightly mis-
leading: 7he Historical Mystery of Jesus seems to imply
that Pagels will revisit the old debate over whether
Jesus existed. That he did is settled doctrine, at least
among historians. Rather, she takes us back to what
biblical scholars call the Sitz im Leben, the “scene
of composition,” in an effort to reconstruct where
miracle narratives came from and how they evolved.
Using the tools of the historian as well as the literary
critic, she tries to unearth the writers’ concerns and
influences, and she considers miracles from a bluntly
instrumentalist perspective: What problems did they
solve; what new vistas did solving them open; what
religious function did they serve?

AMONG THEIR other uses, miracles helped the
evangelists overcome challenges to the authority of
the Christ story. For all his enigmatic teachings and
at times mystifying behavior, Jesus the man is not
that hard to explain: He was one among many Jew-
ish preachers and healers prophesying apocalypse in
a land ravaged by Roman conquest and failed upris-
ings. But Jesus the man-god was more difficult for
outsiders—Roman leaders, Greco-Roman philoso-
phers, other Jews—to accept. They asked a lot of hos-
tile questions. Why worship a Messiah whose mission
had apparently failed? Didnt his ignominious end—
crucifixion was Rome’s punishment for renegades and
slaves—contradict his claim to be divine? The Romans
were incredulous that anyone would glorify a Jew. To
the Jewish elite, he was a rube from the countryside.

Mark, the first known writer of a Christian gos-
pel, could have produced a traditional hagiography.
Instead, wishing to publicize Jesus's singular power—to
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spread the “good news”—he appears to have invented
the gospel genre, the Greek biographical novella as a
work of evangelical witness; the subsequent chroni-
clers followed his lead. Writing around the time of the
destruction of the Second Temple, in 70 C.E., he gave
Jesus’s story cosmic dimensions. Now it was the tale of
“God’s spirit contending against Satan, in a world filled
with demons,” in Pagels’s words. Mark may have been
recording oral stories developed by Jesus’s followers to
convey perceptions of real experiences, but Mark, and
they, would also have wanted to defend their certainties
against the skeptics.

Pagels isn't trying to shock the faithful. Reading
sacred texts as the products of history, rather than the
word of God, has been standard practice in biblical
scholarship for more than a century. Her book demon-
strates that the Wissenschaftliche, or “scientific approach”
(the pioneering Bible scholars were German), doesnt
have to be reductive; indeed, critical scrutiny may make
new sense of difficult texts and yield new revelations. As
Pagels portrays them, the evangelists were men of cre-
ative genius, using their defense of Jesus as an occasion
to draft the outlines of a new world religion. “What
I find most astonishing about the gospel stories,” she
writes, “is that Jesus’s followers managed to take what
their critics saw as the most damning evidence against
their Messiah—his crucifixion—and transform it into
evidence of his divine mission.”

In some cases, recontextualizing the old stories gives
them an unexpected poignancy. A good example is her
analysis of the virgin birth. It yields a less sanctified
Mary, but by highlighting darker currents in the text
perhaps obscured by tradition, Pagels imbues the young
mother with a haunting sadness. We think of the virgin
birth as a basic element of Christian faith, yet only two
of the four canonical Gospels refer to it: Matthew and
Luke. Mark doesn’t mention Jesus's birth and says lictle
about his family background. When we first encoun-
ter Jesus, he’s a full-grown Messiah being baptized in
the wilderness. John’s Gospel has a bit more on Jesus’s
family, but no birth scene. When we first see Jesus in
the Gospel of John, he is already both the Son of God
and a man—that is to say, not an infant.

Matthew and Luke, by contrast, not only depict
Jesus’s birth, but herald it at length. They supply gene-
alogies that stretch back to King David, the founder of
Israel’s dynasty, giving Jesus a lineage commensurate
with his stature. Matthew stresses royalty, prefacing
the birth with heavenly portents; afterward, Magi bear
royal gifts to a future king. Luke’s version is more
rustic but heightens the dramatic tension between
Jesus’s humble background and his divinity. Joseph
and Mary are turned away from an inn. Mary gives
birth in a barn, and shepherds worship him. Both

feature an Annunciation, in which an angel appears

MIRACLES AND
WONDER:
THE HISTORICAL
MYSTERY OF
JESUS

Elaine Pagels

DOUBLEDAY

and announces that Mary, a virgin who is engaged
to Joseph, is to have a son by God. In Matthew, the
angel comes to Joseph, who has already discovered
that Mary is with child, and advises him to marry
her—he was planning to send her away before she dis-
graced them both. Luke’s angel goes directly to Mary.

Why did Matthew and Luke add all this material?
Among the many possible answers, Pagels focuses on
the likelihood that after Jesus’s death, talk began to
circulate that he was the illegitimate son of an unwed
mother. The second-century Greek philosopher Celsus
used the charge to discredit the Gospels. In an anti-
Christian polemic citing Jewish sources, he writes, “Is
it not true ... that you fabricated the story of your
birth from a virgin to quiet rumors about the true and
unsavory circumstances of your origins?”

That Mark himself seems to have called Jesus’s
paternity into question complicates matters. When
his Jesus comes home to Nazareth to preach at the
local synagogue, his former neighbors mock him for
his wild ideas. “Where did this man get all this?” they
sneer. “What miracles has he been doing? Isn’t this
the carpenter, #he son of Mary, the brother of James,
Joses, Judas, and Simon?” (The italics are Pagels’s.)
Mark’s readers, who knew how Jewish patronymics
worked, would have understood what the villagers
were throwing in Jesus’s face. They would not have
said “son of Mary” if they'd known the name of Jesus’s
father—even if his father was dead.

Matthew and Luke excise that “son of Mary” and
make Jesus not just legitimate but doubly legitimate.
His mother acquires both a husband, Joseph, and a
father, God, for her child. Her marriage and Jesus’s
divine paternity purge the implied stain of wantonness.
And yet disturbing hints of sexuality still run beneath
the surface of the evangelists' Gospels. In Luke’s Annun-
ciation, after the angel Gabriel delivers his message,
Mary asks, “How can this be, since I am a virgin?”
Gabriel replies, “The Holy Spirit will come upon you,
and the Power of the Most High will overshadow you.”

Pagels doesn’t cite this exchange or address the
disconcerting aggressiveness of “come upon you”
and “overshadow you,” but she does look closely at
Mary’s response: “I am the Lord’s slave; so be it.” This
is Pagels’s translation; the word she gives as slave, doule,
is in this context more often translated as “servant” or
“handmaid.” Soon after, Luke has Mary, thrilled about
the pregnancy, burst into song. But her first response,
Pagels says, sounds more resigned than joyous: “An
enslaved woman was required to obey a master’s will,
even when that meant bearing his child, as it often did.”
Ata minimum, “a girl with no sexual experience might
be startled and dismayed to hear that she is about to
become pregnant, given the potential embarrassment
and shame she might suffer.”
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Pagels goes so far as to conjecture how Mary got
pregnant, a thesis very much based on circumstantial
evidence. Around the time of Jesus’s birth, tens of
thousands of Roman soldiers marched into Judea to
suppress an insurrection, a brutal campaign recorded
by the Jewish historian Josephus. As they fanned out
through the countryside to hunt down rebels, they
kidnapped and raped any women they could find.
Pagels asks, “Was Mary, as a young girl from a humble
rural family,” one of those women? “We have no way
of knowing,” she adds, though she is struck by one
coincidence. Unfriendly rabbinic sources from the
first few centuries after Jesus’s death cited slanderous
gossip claiming that Mary was promiscuous and had
a lover who was a soldier named Panthera, and that
he was Jesus’s father. Modern scholars have found the
gravestone of a soldier with that name, said to have
served in Judea until 9 C.E.; Pagels wonders whether
he could have been one of those rapists. Thinking of
Mary as a victim of sexual assault is horrifying; it feels
sacrilegious. But that she gave birth to her son in an
age of cataclysmic violence does make his ultimate
triumph seem even more miraculous.

An appreciation of context also yields a new reading
of the Passion of the Christ. This account of Christ’s
trial and torture in the days leading up to the crucifix-
ion, which shows the Jews baying for his death, has
been thought by some to have contributed to centuries
of anti-Semitism. In Pagels’s version, the evangelists are
motivated less by sheer hatred of Jews than by the need
to solve some difficult theological and political prob-
lems. What leads them to demonize the Jewish priests
and elders, even as they turn Pontius Pilate, Judea’s
Roman governor, into an honorable man who perceives
Jesus's innocence and is loath to sentence him?

That the leader of a notoriously cruel occupying
power would have shown such compassion for a mili-
tant rebel strains credulity and defies the historical
record. Pilate was infamous for his “greed, violence,
robbery, assault, frequent executions without trial, and
endless savage ferocity,” according to the first-century
Jewish philosopher Philo, among many others. “I find
no simple answer” to the conundrum of the revisionist
Pilate, Pagels writes. But she has her theories. For one
thing, by acknowledging Jesus’s innocence, the Pilate
of the Gospels safeguards Jesus from the charge that
he died a criminal.

A good Pilate is implausible though not impossible—
that is to say, not miraculous—but he plays a crucial
role in the larger miracle of the crucifixion, the trans-
figuration of a degrading death into the salvation of all
mankind. Another reason for the evangelists to absolve
Pilate of blame, according to Pagels, would have been
to protect themselves. The Roman authorities perse-
cuted Christians harshly, subjecting them to torture

We think

of the virgin
birth as a
basic element
of Christian
Jaith, yet only
two of the
Sfour canonical
Gospels refer
to it.

and deaths even more gruesome than crucifixion. To
vilify a high Roman official was to invite retribution. As
the Christians grew more Gentile, the Gospel writers
made Pilate more sympathetic and the Jews less so. The
writers could not have foreseen that their scapegoating
of the Jews would have such lethal consequences and
for so long.

I should stress that the Christian miracle narratives
have multiple sources. Most important, they interpret
other texts. Sure that Jesus was the Messiah, his follow-
ers scoured the Jewish Bible for prophecies that foretold
his coming. The virgin birth elaborates on a verse from
Isaiah that could be construed as predicting it: A virgin
“shall conceive, and bear a son.” (“Virgin” is a famous
mistranslation. The Hebrew word is almah, or “young
woman.” But Matthew would probably have been read-
ing the Hebrew Bible in Greek, where the word appears
as parthenos, “virgin.”) Drawing on existing holy writ
was in no way scandalous. Even as Christians moved
away from Judaism, the evangelists continued to work
within a Jewish scriptural tradition that expected later
writers to build on earlier ones. The presence of the
old texts in the new ones served as validation. In Mat-
thew and Luke’s view—and in the view of Christians
throughout the ages—Isaiah proved them right.

What do biblical miracles do for believers today? In
Pagels’s final chapter, she visits Christian communities
around the world, many of them poor and subject to
political oppression, to explore some of the ways in
which the story of Jesus continues to offer comfort
and inspiration. In the Philippines, for example, she
finds the Bicolanos, Catholics living in remote villages,
who worship a syncretistic Jesus inflected with Filipino
tradition; they are particularly focused on Easter week,
because to them, Jesus represents the promise of a glo-
rious afterlife.

Miracle stories also have applications outside a
strictly religious context. They are indispensable fic-
tions, tales to live by. They re-enchant the world. Or so
I feel. I read the Bible, Christian as well as Jewish, not
for spiritual nourishment—or not for what is generally
considered spiritual nourishment—but to be reminded
that the universe once held more surprises than it does
now and that hoping when all seems hopeless is not
unreasonable, at least from the vantage point of eter-
nity. Miracles are useful insofar as we take their poetry
seriously. We are talking about encounters with the
Almighty. Human language falters in the face of the
indescribable, which reaches us only through the figures

of speech we are able to understand. . 4

Judith Shulevitz is a contributing writer at The Adantic
and the author of The Sabbath World: Glimpses of a
Different Order of Time.
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ESSAY Leonard Bernstein’s way
with orchestras that

The American wouldn't give him what
How Leonard Bernstein he wanted was usually

won over Europe

A imploring, even beseech-
ing. He was disappointed—
the musicians were not

so much failing him, the
conductor, as failing the
composer, failing the
music. But on one occa-
sion, his disappointment
turned to anger. In 1972,
he was working with the

Vienna Philharmonic on

Gustav Mahler’s Fifth
Symphony. Mahler had
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been the head of the Vienna Court Opera
and had conducted the Philharmonic from
1897 to 1907.

This was their own music—and they
were holding back. Bernstein was rehears-
ing the stormy first movement of the Fifth
Symphony. In his own score of the work,
now lodged at the New York Philhar-
monic Archives, he had written, before the
opening movement, “Rage—hostility—
sublimation by Mahler and heaven.” And
then, “Angry bitter sorrow mixed with sad
comforting lullabies—rocking a corpse.”
But he was getting neither rage nor con-
solation from the Vienna Philharmonic.

Sighing and shrugging, irritably flip-
ping pages of the score back and forth, he
finally burst out (in German): “You can
play the notes, I know that. It’s Mahler
that’s missing!” The orchestra had arrived
at the anguished climax toward the end of
the movement, and the strings—by habit
sweet and lustrous—were not playing with
the harsh intensity that he wanted. “I'm
aware that it’s only a rehearsal. But what
are we rehearsing?” It was an implied threat
to walk out.

Bernstein later reported hearing grum-
bling from the ranks. “Scheisse Musik.” Shit
music. Scheisse Musik was Jewish music.
Mabhler was a Bohemian Jew. “They
thought it was long and blustery and need-
lessly complicated and heart-on-sleeve and
overemotional,” Bernstein said later in a
documentary interview about his relations
with the orchestra. The Philharmonic, after
banning Mahler during the Nazi period,
had played his great, tangled, tormented
later symphonies only a few times. The
orchestra didn’t know the music; the musi-
cians didn’t love it.

The moment is startling because this
was hardly Bernstein’s initial encounter with
the esteemed Vienna Philharmonic. He had
first conducted the orchestra in 1966, and
with enormous success (bouquets were
flung; champagne was poured), so his wrath
carried a hint of betrayal, as if to say, “We
are squandering a lot of hard work.” Turn-
ing Mahler into a universal classic—not just
a long-winded composer of emotionally
extreme symphonies—was part of Bern-
stein’s mission, part of his understanding of
the 20th century, and essential to his iden-
tity as an American Jew. In their prejudice

against Mahler, which was both racial and
musical, the Germans and Austrians at the
core of classical tradition had torn out of
themselves a vital source of self-knowledge
as well as musical glory. Destroying Mahler
made it easier for them to become Nazis.
Bernstein was determined to restore what
they had rejected.

He was proud of America’s musical
achievements—proud of the work of the
composers Charles Ives and Aaron Cop-
land, and perhaps even prouder of the
enduring native talent for popular Broad-
way entertainment, which, in 1972, was
largely a Jewish creation. He had ennobled
that tradition himself with the galvanizing
West Sidle Story and the brilliant potpourri

Bernstein needed the
Vienna Philharmonic,
and it needed him too.
In fact, after the war,

the orchestra needed

him desperately.

that is Candide, an homage to Voltaire’s
satire and to European operatic styles,
shaped into the greatest American oper-
etta. Ever eager to break down the barri-
ers between classical and popular music,
he put elements of jazz into his work. In
the "20s, Europeans had certainly become
conscious of American jazz, and Bernstein
wanted to enlarge that recognition; he
wanted to join America to world culture,
even world history.

It turned out that he needed the
Vienna Philharmonic, and it needed him
too. In fact, after the war, the orches-
tra needed him desperately. That angry
rehearsal was a cultural watershed. Bern-
stein demanded that Vienna, and Europe
in general, acknowledge what both
America and Mahler meant to the 20th
century—the century that the Europeans
had played such a dreadful part in and that
the Americans had helped liberate from
infamy. An American Jew had become the

necessary instrument in the New World’s
reforming embrace of the disgraced Old.

THE cHILD of Ukrainian immigrants,
Bernstein grew up in suburban Boston,
an irrepressibly musical little boy who
loved listening to the radio and beat out
thythms on the windowsills at home. He
didn’t have a piano until he was 10. His
father, Sam, notoriously refused to pay for
piano lessons, but when he finally relented,
Lenny accelerated to full speed, working
with the best piano teachers in the Boston
area, including the well-known German
pianist Heinrich Gebhard. In the sum-
mers, he stayed at the family cottage in
Sharon, Massachusetts. As a teenager there,
Lenny mounted a production of Carmen
in which he played the temptress, wear-
ing a red wig and a black mantilla, and a
tumultuous Mikado in which he sang the
part of Nanki-poo.

Let me make a comparison with a
renowned European musician. In 1908,
Herbert von Karajan was born in Salzburg,
Mozart’s birthplace. There were at least
two pianos at home, and Karajan played
through Haydn and Beethoven sympho-
nies with his family. On special evenings,
string and woodwind players among the
family’s Salzburg friends would assemble at
the house for chamber music. When he was
6, Karajan took classes at the Mozarteum,
the school that preserved the Austro-
German musical legacy. He spent his sum-
mers with his family on a stunning moun-
tain lake, the Grundlsee, 60 kilometers east
of Salzburg.

The contrast makes an American
happy: on the one side, tradition, seri-
ous public performance, luxury; on the
other, émigré teachers, amateur musicales
and family shenanigans, casual summers
in the modest countryside. Yet what Bos-
ton and its environs had to offer in the
1930s, however scrappy, was enough to
bring out Lenny’s talent. Karajan was a
prodigy; Bernstein was a genius.

On November 14, 1943, the 25-year-
old American conducted the New York
Philharmonic without rehearsal; the con-
cert was nationally broadcast on CBS
Radio, and Bernstein was famous by the
next day. In the following years, he con-
ducted all over the country while working
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Page 89: Leonard
Bernstein practices with
the Vienna Philhar-
monic at the Viennese
Musitkverein in 1967.
Right: Bernstein ar 25,
rehearsing his Jeremiah
symphony with the
New York Philhar-
monic in 1944.
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on his own classical compositions, includ-
ing his Symphony No. 1 (Jeremiah), based
on biblical texts. By the time he was 40, in
1958, he had created the Broadway suc-
cesses On the Town and Wonderful Town, in
addition to Candide and West Side Story, as
well as some of his enduring classical scores.
In that same year, he took over as music
director of the New York Philharmonic.
Initially, there was a lot of excitement in
the press—the first American at the helm
of one of the great orchestras! But the tone
soon became hostile, even acrimonious.
Audiences loved Bernstein, but his full-
bodied manner on the podium—arms,
head, hips, shoulders, eyebrows, groin in
motion—caused embarrassment and even
anger. The critic and composer Virgil
Thomson, writing in the New York Herald
Tribune, complained of “corybantic chore-
ography” and “the miming of facial expres-
sion of uncontrolled emotional states.” In
the arts, embarrassment may be the super-
ego of emotion: This liberated Jewish body
dismayed not only Thomson but the fastid-
ious descendants of German Jews in New
York, especially Harold C. Schonberg, the
chief music critic of 7he New York Times
starting in 1960, who gave Bernstein ter-
rible reviews for years. In the eyes of Schon-
berg and others, Bernstein was hammy,
exaggeratedly expressive, undignified: He

was Broadway; he was show business; he
lacked seriousness. The ecstasies of classical
music are supposed to be, well, clean. But
here was this lusciously handsome young
man, a little overripe, leading orchestras in

Haydn and Beethoven.

1 WENT to alot of Philharmonic concerts
in Bernstein’s early days as music director,
and I heard some things that were under-
rehearsed and overdriven, a bit coarse, with-
out the discipline and mastery that were so
extraordinary in his later years. But the play-
ing was always vital, the programs exciting.
And one concert, given on April 2, 1961,
changed my life. It was a performance of
Mahler’s Symphony No. 3, a monster with
six movements, 95 minutes of outrageously
stentorian swagger and odd, folkish nos-
talgia, capped by a lengthy adagio marked
Langsam. Rubevoll. Empfunden (“Slowly.
Tranquil. Deeply Felt”). Bernstein took the
adagio at a very slow tempo indeed, con-
siderably slower than did many subsequent
conductors, who, I daresay, would have had
trouble holding it together at that speed.
But the tempo wasn't remarkable in itself.
What was remarkable was the sustained
tension and momentum of the movement
and the sense of improvisation within it—
the slight hesitations; the phrases explored,
caressed; and also the singing tone of the

entire orchestra at those impossibly slow
speeds, all of it leading to the staggering
climax at the end.

‘The audience erupted into applause, and
I remember thinking (I was 17), Anyone
who doesn’t know that this man is a great
musician cant hear a thing—or something
like that. (The Mahler Third was recorded
within the next few days at the Manhattan
Center, on West 34th Street. What I heard
then, you can hear now on a Sony CD
and a variety of streaming services.) After
the concert, I went home shaken. That
last movement opened gates of sensation
and feeling that I had never experienced
before, at least not outside of dreams. I was
a very repressed and frightened teenager,
and the music granted permission, a kind
of encouragement to come out of myself
and meet the world. The word awakening
sounds banal, but I don’t know how else
to describe what happened. Bernstein had
that effect on many people. But it took his
first engagement with the Vienna Philhar-
monic to awaken New YorK’s critics, which
became one of the great ironies of American
musical taste.

DURING THAT first stint in Vienna, in
1966, Bernstein conducted Verdi's Falstaff’
(at the Staatsoper, the orchestras sister orga-
nization, formerly known as the Vienna
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Court Opera). With the Philharmonic, he
also did some Mozart, along with Mahler’s
Das Lied von der Erde, the orchestral work
for two voices that was in fact part of its
repertoire. (It was the convoluted and vio-
lent later symphonies—masterpieces, all—
that the orchestra resisted.) The ovations in
1966 went on forever, in a startling kind of
release that even Bernstein, who certainly
enjoyed acclaim, thought was a bit curious.
“I'm a sort of Jewish hero who has replaced
Karajan,” he wrote to his wife, Felicia. And
a couple of weeks later, making a report to
his parents:

You never know if the public that is
screaming bravo for you might contain
someone who 25 years ago might have
shot me dead. But it’s better to forgive,
and if possible, forget ... What they
call the “Bernstein wave” that has swept
Vienna has produced some strange
results; all of a sudden it’s fashionable
to be Jewish.

The reference to Karajan was far from
casual. The prodigious child of Salzburg
had become a dominant figure in Euro-
pean classical music. In 1954, when he and
Bernstein were both working at La Scala,
they talked late into the night. Lenny wrote
to Felicia: “I became real good friends with
von Karajan, whom you would (and will)
adore. My first Nazi.” (Karajan had joined
the party in 1935 and remained in it until
the end of the war.)

Bernstein’s way of appropriating ex-
Nazis has elements of both seduction and
triumph. When he went to Vienna in
1966, he had to deal with the repulsive
truth that a man named Helmut Wobisch,
a former trumpet player in the Philhar-
monic, was now the manager of the Phil-
harmonic. Wobisch had worked for the
SS during the war, and was likely involved
in expelling Jewish members from the
orchestra. Bernstein referred to him in
public as “my dearest Nazi,” and there are
photos of Wobisch happily greeting the
maestro at the Vienna airport.

Bernstein made grim jokes, but he
wanted to woo these men away from their
past, their guilt; he would win them over,
asserting not only Jewish talent but Jewish
forgiveness. He and Karajan developed a

Gustav Mahler during his directorship
of the Vienna Court Opera

friendly rivalry. On different occasions,
when they were working in Vienna and
Salzburg at the same time, they took turns
upstaging each other in public. One was
a perfectionist who gave performances of
stunning power that sometimes became
smoothed out and even bland through
repetition; the other was full of surprises—
always discovering things, a sensibility
always in the making. For years, they rep-
resented two versions of musical culture:
the authoritarian essence of the Old World
and the democratic essence of the Jewish-
immigrant New World.

That an American conductor of any
kind was enjoying acclaim in Europe was
itself cause for wonder. From Bernstein’s
point of view, the odds had always been
stacked against him. Some years after that
1966 triumph, he wrote the distinguished
Austrian conductor Karl Béhm:

You were born in the lap of Mozart,
Wagner and Strauss, with full title to
their domain; whereas I was born in the
lap of Gershwin and Copland, and my
title in the kingdom of European music

was, so to speak, that of an adopted son.

But by 1972, the positions of son and
elders were reversed, and Bernstein’s tone
as he fought the Vienna Philharmonic
in that rehearsal of the Mahler Fifth was
anything but abashed. Bernstein did not,
of course, walk out of the turbulent ses-
sion. He stayed, and he drove the Vienna

Philharmonic hard. An American Jew
would make them play this music.

In a 1984 video lecture called “The
Little Drummer Boy,” Bernstein insisted
that Mahler’s genius depended on com-
bining two laughably incompatible musi-
cal strains—the strengths of the Austro-
German symphonic line and the awkward
and homely sounds of shtetl life recalled
from the composer’s youth in Bohemia.
The exultant and tragic horn calls in
the symphonies and in Das Lied von der
Erde—were these not the potent echoes
of the shofar summoning the congrega-
tion on High Holidays? The banal village
tunes that Mahler altered into sinister
mock vulgarities—did these not recall
the raffish klezmer bands, the wandering
musicians who played at shtetl weddings?

‘The ambiguity, the exaltation and sar-
castic self-parody, the gloom alternating
with a yearning for simplicity and even for
redemption—all of that reflected the split
consciousness of Jews who could never
belong and turned revenge upon them-
selves. In a remark that Bernstein often
quoted, Mahler said, “I am thrice home-
less. As a native of Bohemia in Austria, as
an Austrian among Germans, and as a Jew
throughout all the world. Everywhere an
intruder, never welcomed.”

Mahler was demanding and short-
tempered, and shame—the shame of being
a Jew—may have been an element in his
volatile disposition; Bernstein felt that it
was. Leading orchestras in London, Tel
Aviv, and Berlin, as well as in Vienna and
New York, he performed the symphonies
and song cycles with a violence and tender-
ness that ended any further talk of shame.
By advocating for Mahler as powerfully as
Bernstein did, he helped bring the Jewish
contribution to Austro-German culture
back into the lives of Europeans—and per-
haps also a range of emotions, including
access to the bitter ironies of self-knowledge
that had been eliminated from conscious-
ness during the Nazi period. Mahler died in
1911, but Bernstein believed that Mahler
knew; he understood in advance what the
20th century would bring of violence and
harrowing guilt. “Marches like a heart
attack,” Bernstein wrote in his score of
Mahler’s apocalyptic Sixth Symphony. The

tangled assertion and self-annihilation, the
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vaunted hopes and apocalyptic grief—that
was our modern truth. It was all there in
the music.

In 2018, the Jewish Museum Vienna
mounted an exhibit called “Leonard
Bernstein: A New Yorker in Vienna.” The
accompanying catalog featured the words
“Bernstein in Vienna became the medium
through which a prosperous democratic
German-speaking cultural community
could display its newly found post-war
liberal tastes.” Yes, exactly. The ovations for
Bernstein went on forever in part because
Vienna was celebrating its release from
infamy. Perhaps only an American Jew—
open, friendly, but a representative of a
conquering power—could have produced
the effect that Bernstein did.

After his initial Vienna triumph in
1966, Bernstein returned to New York,
and the embarrassment and condescend-
ing reviews petered out. Vienna had taught
New York how to listen. The Europeans
were enchanted by the expressive fluency
that the New York critics had considered
vulgar. Everyone but the prigs realized
that Bernstein’s gestural bounty was both
utterly sincere and very successful at get-
ting what he wanted. He wasn’t out of
control; he was asserting control. Karajan,
by contrast, worked through the details in
rehearsal and then, in performance, stood
there with his eyes closed, beating time,
thrusting out his aggressive chin and mas-
tering the orchestra with his stick and his
left hand. He was fascinating but almost
frightening to watch.

Karajan radiated power when he con-
ducted; Bernstein radiated love. Smiling,
imploring, flirting, and commanding, he
cued every section and almost every solo,
and often subdivided the beat for greater
articulation. If you were watching him,
cither in the hall or on television, he pulled
you into the structural and dramatic logic
of a piece. He was not only narrative in
flight; he was an emotional guide to the
perplexed. For all his egotism, there was
something selfless in his work.

In 1988, when Bernstein and Karajan
were both close to death, they had a final
talk in Vienna. Karajan, after neglecting
Mahler’s music for decades, had taken up
the composer in his 60s and eventually pro-
duced two glorious recorded performances
of the Ninth Symphony. The Austrian
could no longer afford to ignore Mahler;
he had become too central to concert life,
to 20th-century consciousness, and Bern-
stein had helped produce that shift. They
spoke of touring together with the Vienna
Philharmonic. I am moved by the thought
of the two old men, rivalries and differences
forgotten, murmuring to each other in a
hotel room and conspiring to make music.

Mahler had brought them together.

A FEW DAYs after struggling with the
Vienna Philharmonic over Mahler’s Fifth
in 1972, Bernstein performed and filmed
the work with the orchestra in Vienna.
‘The musicians are no longer holding back;
it’s a very exciting performance (viewable
on YouTube and streaming services). Fif-
teen years later, in 1987, Bernstein and
the Vienna Philharmonic returned to the
Fifth, taking it on tour. The performance
in Frankfurt on September 8, 1987, was
recorded live by Deutsche Grammophon
and released the following year, and is also
available to stream. It is widely considered
the greatest recording of the symphony.

But it is not the greatest recording of
the symphony. Two days later, on Sep-
tember 10, at the mammoth Royal Albert
Hall in London, Bernstein and the orches-
tra played the work yet again. The BBC
recorded the performance for radio broad-
cast, and though the recording (audio only)
has never been commercially released, it has
been posted on YouTube.

‘The symphony, in any performance, is a
compound of despair, tenderness, and tri-
umph. But in many performances, much of
its detail can seem puzzling or pointless—
vigorous or languorous notes spinning
between the overwhelming climaxes. Bern-
stein clarifies and highlights everything,

sometimes by slowing the music down so
that one can hear and emotionally register
such things as the utter forlornness of the
funeral march in the first movement, the
countermelodies in the strings that are close
to heartbreak, the long silences and near
silences in which the music struggles into
being—struggles against the temptation of
nothingness, which for Mahler was very real.

The symphony now makes complete
sense as an argument about the unstable
nature of life. Toward the end of it, after a
passage slowing the music almost to a halt,
Mabhler marks an abrupt tempo change:
accelerando. In Bernstein’s personal score,
he writes at this point, “GO.” Just .... go. In
London, the concluding pages—with the
entire orchestra hurtling in a frenzy to the
close—release an ovation in the hall that has
the same intensity of joy as the music itself.

Mabhler’s music is the dramatized pro-
jection of a Middle European, Jewish-
outsider sensibility into the world. Bern-
stein carried the thrice-homeless Mahler
home, yes, home to the world, where he
now lives forever. The conductor may
have been frustrated in some of his ambi-
tions (he was never the classical composer
he wanted to be), but he blended in his
soul what he knew of Jewish sacred texts,
Jewish family life and family feeling—
blended all of that with the ready forms of
the Broadway musical, the classical sym-
phonic tradition, Christian choral music.
He took advantage of new ways of reach-
ing audiences—particularly television—
without cheapening anything he had to
say. He died too young at 72, dissatisfied,
full of ideas and projects, a man still being
formed; yet throughout his half-century
career, he brought the richness of American
Jewish sensibility into the minds and emo-
tions of millions of people. .4

David Denby is a staff writer at The
New Yorker. 7his article was adapted
from his new book, Eminent Jews: Bern-
stein, Brooks, Friedan, Mailer.
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Foreword by Buzz Aldrin, Apollo 11 Quality made curved front pocket
One of a kind book, a treasure of carefully wallets and other fine leather goods.
researched, personally experienced, Many leather choices.

beautifully recounted stories. . .
www.rogue-industries.com

www.TowerPub.com 1.800.786.1768

Latin America Tours Days Price
Costa Rica 8 1195
Panama 8 1395
Guatemala 8 1195
Belize with Tikal 10 1795
Go West'—FuIIy guided 8-day tour—Book now for choice dates gglrglrggizn Republic 18 1;82

Grand canyon, Bryce & ZIOn Mexico Copper Canyon Train S 1282

Mexico Ancient Civilizations
1195

8-Day Tour $2195 Mexico Puebla & Oaxaca

8
Mexico Colonial Cities 8 1195
Welcome to a great vacation  See the greatest national parks \exico Riviera Maya 8 1205

at an affordable price. These  of America’s Southwest! Enjoy ysA/Canada Tours

quality tours feature complete 2 nights in national park lodges  Grand Canyon, Bryce & Zion 8 2195
sightseeing, professional Tour near the South Rim of the Grand Mt Rushmore & Yellowstone 9 2395
Directors, and great itineraries. ~ Canyon, 2 nights at Lake Powell  New England & Fall Colors 8 1995

Your Grand Canyon tour is Resort, and 2 nights near Zion Nova Scotia & Maritimes 9 1995
fully guided and includes all National Park. The #1 invalue.  Cgnadian Rockies & Glacier 9 2195
hotels, activities, and some Fully guided tours since 1952,

meals. Explore Grand Canyon, Book now for choice dates: “Brilliant, Affordable Pricing”

Bryce, Zion, Monument Valley, = Caravan.com, 1-800-CARAVAN.  Arthur Frommer, Travel Editor
Sedona, Antelope Slot Canyon

Lake Powell, and more.
%R Grand Canyon,
_ L Bryce & Zion ®

8-Day Tour $2195  Ayailable Only at Caravan.com or 1-800-CARAVAN




CALED'S INFERNO ===

By Caleb
Madison

Warning: This crossword puzzle starts easy, but gets devilishly
hard as you descend into its depths. See which circle you can reach
before you abandon all hope.

ACROSS

—

and cheese (common
barbecue side)
.

“I told you!
Every last one

o N A~

Uneven?

9  Morsel in a pod

10 Use a shovel, maybe

11 Idaho or Iowa

13 Shindig

15 Come into view

18 Feature at some wedding
receptions

20 Where an album or a
painting might be created

21 Requirement

22 Cairn components, maybe

25 To ___ (precisely)

26 Lee’s Way of the Dragon
co-star

29 Pushing Hands director Lee

30 Hershey Bears org.

32 Extraction from some buds,
for short

33 Big name in the Hundred
Flowers Campaign

34 System used by chess.com

35 Landmark that crosses the
Hudson at Ft. Lee

36 High lights?

38 Pains

39 Not a typical beach read

40 Babylonian “Queen

of Heaven”

FOR HINTS AND
SOLUTIONS, VISIT:

TheAtlantic.com/inferno

42
43
47
48
49

50

Patxaran base

Fancy pen?

Arrival announcement, maybe
“New New Orleans” pioneer
Like questions that can’t

be answered

Juices up?

DOWN

17
19
22
23

24

27

28
31

37
40
41

42
44
45
46

Navigation aid

The A of IPA

Critter that might be beloved
by kindergartners

Mr. Pibb or Dr Pepper
Change from passive to active
voice, maybe

Rim

With 37-Down, 666

Steamed dim sum option
Array on an iPhone home screen
Former co-worker of Jackson
and Cowell

Hike

Goes bad, as produce

Magic bullet

Shade named for a famous
boarding school

Famous name in the

Ladies’ Mile

Catchphrase understood by
Star-Lord, Gamora, and Drax
Levantine dish similar to doner
Food that might be served
with crackers on the side

See 12-Down

Grace of My Heart star Douglas
Emission with significant
amounts of hydrogen sulfide
No Lothario

Big name in college guides
Facilitates

Shot one’s shot, maybe
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» adopted \ﬁh()?

i Adopt a teen.
You cant imagine theﬁard.

AdothSKlds org

% AdoptUSKids ¢ & BBl



omegawatches.com

FIRST OMEGA IN SPACE

This Speedmaster is the new version of the watch that made history
as the first OMEGA worn on a space mission over sixty years ago.
But the legacy didn’t stop there. Back on Earth, it continued its ascent,
embodying a pioneering spirit. Wear this timepiece and own a piece

of space history. Its next chapter? That depends on where you take it.
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