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Goings On
 

Stephen Shore, Ryan McGinley’s Xeroxes in “Hard Copy New York”

A Las Vegas Steak House Tries Its Luck in New York



Goings On

Stephen Shore, Ryan McGinley’s

Xeroxes in “Hard Copy New York”

Also: Jonathan Richman’s soft touch, Sean Hayes’s liquid charm in the play

“The Unknown,” “The Bride!”-related culture picks, and more.

By Vince Aletti,Marina Harss,Sheldon Pearce,Brian

Seibert,Hilton Als,Emily Nussbaum,Richard Brody,Rachel

Syme
March 06, 2026

  

All the pictures in “Hard Copy New York,” a big two-floor show at the

International Center of Photography (through May 4), were made with

photocopy machines. They have that streaked, velvety, platinum-gray tone

familiar from old Xeroxes, and they’re pinned or stapled right to the wall.

But there’s nothing nostalgic or romantic about this throwback look. Instead,

the work has the immediacy of a poster on a pole, and, even if some of the

material documents old history, it feels like news. Alongside work by

Thomas Ruff, Ryan McGinley, Zoë Ghertner, and Takashi Homma, Stephen

Shore shows ninety-three grainy copies of his photographs from the Factory,

https://www.icp.org/exhibitions/hard-copy-new-york


many of which were published in the catalogue for Andy Warhol’s 1968

Moderna Museet exhibition, in Stockholm—pictures of Andy, Nico, Edie

Sedgwick, and Lou Reed just hanging out. At the other end of the size scale,

John Divola’s images of dogs running in the desert, each one made of nine

huge panels, come at you fierce and frothing.

The curator Aaron Stern, working with I.C.P.’s David Campany, made (and

“reinterpreted”) all of these copies from files that the photographers

provided. (He includes a tabletop collage piece that’s both index and art

work.) The process involved a high level of collaboration and trust. Only Ari

Marcopoulos, a master of the photocopy as art, made his own prints,

including a gang of friends-and-family portraits and several densely worked

text pieces. He’s on a wall with the always unpredictable Collier Schorr,

whose dance and performance documentation, inspired by Chantal

Akerman’s film “Je Tu Il Elle,” from 1974, includes a number of self-

portraits and sprawls into the space next to the elevator.

Daniel Arnold—whose street work picks up from Garry Winogrand and Joel

Meyerowitz, but with a ragged edge of comic mayhem—goes wild on one of

the show’s large walls. Exploding out from the central image, of a woman in

high heels sprinting down the sidewalk, away from the cameraman, are

dozens of torn and cut-up fragments: the chaos of the urban street,



completely out of control. Arnold has tough competition for the show’s

knockout punch in Gray Sorrenti’s even larger work, papered end to end

with hundreds of FaceTime captures: pictures within pictures, everyone

looking, including us. “This is my heart,” Sorrenti writes on the wall label;

it’s wide open and irresistible. But there’s another picture here I can’t forget.

One of just three big enlargements by Jerry Hsu, it’s a man’s hand, raised as

if to warn someone or to ward off a blow. Beads of blood collect at the base

of two fingers. It could be the first shot of a film by Luis Buñuel, or the last.

—Vince Aletti

About Town

Dance

American Ballet Theatre’s New York seasons have been limited to summer

and fall, but this year the company adds a two-week spring run. The first

portion is devoted to a full-evening story ballet, Lar Lubovitch’s dark and

stormy “Othello,” from 1997. The latter portion consists of two alternating

mixed bills, both of which include Alexei Ratmansky’s 2012 staging of

Stravinsky’s “The Firebird.” This version is set in a seemingly poisonous,



post-nuclear wasteland, filled with flaming tree trunks. The firebirds come in

a menacing flock. The role of the lead bird—whose magical feather saves

the day—was originally made for the high-flying Natalia Osipova. This

time, it will be shared by three ballerinas, Catherine Hurlin, Chloe

Misseldine, and the up-and-coming Léa Fleytoux.—Marina Harss (David

H. Koch Theatre; March 6-21.)

Rock

Across more than five decades, the singer-songwriter and guitarist Jonathan

Richman has made unpretentious, whimsical music, both solo and as a

founder of the proto-punk band the Modern Lovers. His songs reflect an

awestruck sense of wonder and an adventurous creative spirit, combining

croaking, boyish lyrics with simple rock arrangements that roam widely—he

has made a country album, sung another entirely in Spanish, and interpreted

Earl Zero, Tom Waits, and Sam Cooke. The lo-fi 1992 record, “I, Jonathan,”

explored the mundane aspects of everyday life with a soft touch, and more

than thirty years later, on his most recent release, “Only Frozen Sky

Anyway” (2025), he remains just as curious.—Sheldon Pearce (Baby’s All

Right; March 12-15.)

Off Broadway

https://www.abt.org/performances/spring-season/
https://wl.eventim.us/BabysAllRightBrooklyn


The downtown performance artist David Cale’s latest play, a one-man show

called “The Unknown,” begins as a crisp, spooky psychological thriller

about a blocked writer with a stalker. Then that story unravels. Sean Hayes

plays Elliott, our Cale-ish narrator, with a liquid charm; he's a skilled

mixologist who pours his charisma into multiple molds, among them a

likable Texan who appears to be Elliott’s dream man and a straight best

friend, who, ditto. Over seventy minutes, it becomes less and less clear who

is stalking whom, as mirror selves proliferate like tribbles. At the play’s

heart is a refrain, one that applies to artists and to lovers alike: “I wish you’d

wanted me.” Staged with shrewd economy by Leigh Silverman, the one-

hander doubles as noirish dark comedy and, fuelled by Hayes’s seductive

ease, a sad fable about how need makes you nutty.—Emily Nussbaum

(Studio Seaview; through April 12.)

Art

It’s wonderful to be in James Rosenquist’s imagination again—or to

discover it. If you’re not familiar with the American Pop artist’s historical,

mural-size paintings, such as the rich and powerful Vietnam-era “F-111”

(1964-65), or the beautifully drafted drawings he made throughout his

career, such as “Fleurs de Voo Doo” (1989), his new show, “Waiting for an

https://studioseaview.com/show/the-unknown/


Idea,” is a great place to start. Several lithographs are elegantly presented,

and display the artist’s precision with narrative abstraction, and the

emotional heat in his always jolting (in the best possible way) reds, oranges,

and blues. What you walk away with is how much of an American surrealist

Rosenquist was and, despite the epic scale of a lot of his work, how delicate.

—Hilton Als (Off Paradise; through April 21.)

Movies

Though Agnès Varda, who died in 2019, was widely acclaimed late in her

career, she was a precocious filmmaker, releasing her first feature, “La

Pointe Courte,” at twenty-six, in 1955. She was then already a successful

photographer, and, aptly, a key aspect of her film work would be portraiture,

whether of her neighbors in Paris (“Daguerréotypes”), of herself (“The

Gleaners and I,” “The Beaches of Agnès”), or of an even more precocious

filmmaker—her husband, Jacques Demy, whose childhood as an ambitious

and accomplished animator she dramatizes in “Jacquot de Nantes.” It’s a

passionate portrayal of a budding director’s struggles with family life and

the forces of history, along with the material details of filmmaking itself; it’s

among the highlights of a nearly complete retrospective of Varda’s films.—

Richard Brody (Film Forum; March 13-April 2.)

https://offparadise.com/exhibitions/
https://filmforum.org/series/agnes-varda-a-comprehensive-retrospective


Dance

In the works that Lucinda Childs made in the nineteen-sixties and

seventies, the vocabulary tends to be limited to basics—walks, hops, turns,

half-turns—and the spatial design diagrammatically explicit: this dance in

rings, that one on a diagonal. Some complexity accumulates through small

adjustments, but these are patterns, performed at a steady tempo in silence,

that you can follow, or nearly. It’s hard to imagine a better place to do so

than the rotunda of the Guggenheim Museum. In “Early Works”—presented

by “Works & Process” and the Dance Reflections festival—seen from above

at vertiginous vantage points along the spiral ramp, Childs’s mathematical

systems might look less like postmodern ballet blanc and more like

minimalist Busby Berkeley.—Brian Seibert (March 14-15.)

Pick Three

“The Bride!”-related recommendations from Rachel Syme.

https://www.guggenheim.org/event/dance-reflections-by-van-cleef-arpels-festival-early-works-by-lucinda-childs-2


I’ve long been anticipating Maggie Gyllenhaal’s new film, “The Bride!”

Loosely inspired by the 1935 flick “Bride of Frankenstein,” the movie

follows Frankenstein’s monster (Christian Bale) as he enlists the scientist Dr.

Euphronius (Annette Bening) to help engineer a companion for him.

Together, they reanimate the body of a murdered woman (Jessie Buckley),

who comes back to life seeking vengeance.

1. No film these days is immune from tie-in merch, and though most of it is

hokey, I am genuinely intrigued by Heretic Parfum’s limited-edition “The

Bride!” collaboration, a solid perfume called ’Til Death that smells of

jasmine and musk and comes in a pleasing little tin.

2. Gyllenhaal’s film looks at the “Frankenstein” story through a decidedly

feminist lens, with much precedent: Mary Shelley, the 1818 novel’s author,

was a staunch defender of women’s rights; her mother was the noted

feminist philosopher Mary Wollstonecraft. I cannot recommend enough

Charlotte Gordon’s 2015 dual biography, “Romantic Outlaws: The

Extraordinary Lives of Mary Wollstonecraft and Her Daughter Mary

Shelley,” which explores this fascinating matrilineage.

3. I will take any excuse to revisit Ken Russell’s 1986 film, “Gothic,” a

sumptuous, bawdy imagining of the fateful weekend that Mary Shelley (a

https://hereticparfum.com/products/til-death?gad_source=1&gad_campaignid=23575164632&gbraid=0AAAAACioTWsv388poULHThSXoSI5NrtsQ&gclid=Cj0KCQiA8KTNBhD_ARIsAOvp6DLClXriTClZneZxuGziDERVMNQoQWOe2VYWxNbMeWWR-qDiE8t6lOQaAuyBEALw_wcB
https://www.amazon.com/Romantic-Outlaws-Extraordinary-Wollstonecraft-Shelley/dp/0812980476


gorgeous and glorious Natasha Richardson) and her lover, Percy Bysshe

Shelley (Julian Sands), visit Lord Byron (Gabriel Byrne) at a villa on Lake

Geneva, where, during a competition to compose the best scary story, Mary

wrote “Frankenstein.” It’s decadent, silly, and dripping with beeswax.

P.S. Good stuff on the internet:

 

It’s not all bad

Mike White and Jeff Probst, together again

Let’s all move to Rome

https://www.instagram.com/reel/DSm8lC4jDPU/?igsh=NTh4amJneHlqcDJq
https://www.interviewmagazine.com/culture/jeff-probst-tells-mike-white-what-50-seasons-of-survivoridoes-to-a-man
https://harpers.org/archive/2026/03/out-of-light-nicole-krauss-caravaggio-georges-de-la-tour/


The Food Scene

A Las Vegas Steak House Tries Its

Luck in New York

The Golden Steer has attempted a rare reverse migration from Sin City to

the Big Apple.

By Helen Rosner
March 01, 2026

  

When it comes to Las Vegas restaurants, the cultural exchange tends to flow

inward, not out. At every level of dining, from cheap chain to ultra-luxe

destination, the city has imported big-name brands from elsewhere—a

Spago here, a Momofuku Noodle Bar there. There’s an outpost of New

Orleans’s Turkey and the Wolf, and a branch of the downtown Manhattan

pizzeria Scarr’s; hell, there was even a Rao’s, for a while, and it was actually

pretty easy to get a table there. The city absorbs these establishments and

then does what it does to everything: amplifies, simplifies, suspends in

amber.

https://www.newyorker.com/culture/the-food-scene/is-scarrs-the-best-pizza-in-new-york


Now the Las Vegas restaurant Golden Steer, an icon of the Sin City steak-

house scene, has opened in New York City. Seeing the migration run in the

other direction—Vegas to the world—feels almost off-kilter, a little

unnerving, though not uncompelling. If any Vegas-endemic restaurant were

going to attempt the crossing, Golden Steer is the one to do it: it has the

branding, and the mythology, and certainly the point of view. Opened, in

1958, as a cowboy-themed joint, the restaurant was off-Strip, freestanding,

deliberately removed from the casino world it served. The city’s hotels, still

rigidly racially segregated, wouldn’t allow Black performers to dine in the

very venues where they headlined, but the Golden Steer, a stand-alone

restaurant, did not abide by such restrictions, so it became the favored post-

show spot of the Rat Pack: Sammy Davis, Jr., would hold court at booth No.

20, Dean Martin at No. 21, Frank Sinatra at No. 22. Their presence drew

other celebrities: Elvis liked to order an off-menu hamburger; Marilyn

Monroe and Joe DiMaggio shared a favorite table while they were married;

after their divorce, Marilyn staked out a separate spot, right in front of Joe.

Booth No. 11 is dedicated to Oscar Goodman, the notorious mob attorney

and eventual mayor of Las Vegas, whose Golden Steer dinners with Tony

(the Ant) Spilotro were dramatized in Scorsese’s “Casino.” (Goodman, ever

the showman, played himself.) In the half century since its heyday, the

restaurant has layered a second motif over its nominal cowboy getup: it’s a

memorial to Old Las Vegas, before a veneer of family-friendliness settled

over the town like a beauty filter. What it sells, today, is not steak but

nostalgia—a specific, gaudy, morally complicated American moment that

the rest of Vegas has largely paved over.

https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/1946/10/26/the-voice-with-the-golden-accessories-i


A restaurant like this, arriving in New York, might feel purpose-made for the

touristic vacuousness of Times Square. But Golden Steer has instead opened

downtown, at the weighty Art Deco address of 1 Fifth Avenue, just above

Washington Square Park, and with this positioning it strives for an

unexpected gravitas, a seriousness of purpose that a midtown address

couldn’t have provided. The low-ceilinged, labyrinthine space (previously

housing Mark Forgione’s One Fifth, and before that the much-beloved Batali

pizza joint Otto) is all dark glamour, a dining room of appealingly cigar-ish

masculinity. Here, as in Las Vegas, the restaurant is a museum of sorts, but it

works: it’s zazzy, it’s kitschy, it’s fun. Tuxedoed servers wear playing-card

pins on their lapels; a slot machine in the entryway shaped like a life-size

Doc Holliday gazes at diners with uncanny intensity. Frosted-glass sconces

on the walls bear bas-relief nudes in classical repose. The theatre of it all—

the silly drama, the amusement—has survived the cross-country move

gloriously intact.

https://www.newyorker.com/culture/annals-of-gastronomy/mario-batali-and-the-appetites-of-men


The food, too, is much like it is in Las Vegas, though this is not as thrilling

an aspect of the facsimile. There are a few truly high points, like a garlicky

appetizer of shrimp de Jonghe, the butter-drenched crustaceans tender and

almost shockingly enormous, or a steak tartare punched up with tart, pickly

giardiniera. (Interestingly, though perhaps accidentally, both of these dishes

evoke Chicago.). Roast chicken in a Marsala sauce is made with the

glamorously déplacé “airline cut” of the bird: a deboned breast with the

drumette of the wing still attached. I saw other tables laden with enormous

lobster tails and Flintstonian tomahawk steaks, though for sheer effect none

could compete with the reality-distorting mass of a loaded baked potato,

which the menu confidently heralds as “Vegas’s largest,” and which I’m

pretty sure could hold that title in New York as well. Less striking was the

tableside Caesar salad, which, for all its care and flourish—an à-la-minute

dressing made with fresh egg yolk and piquant anchovies, fresh shavings of

Parmigiano—is undone by the banality of its vessel, a thick glass salad bowl

with all the glamour of a restaurant-supply store. Most disappointing are the

steaks themselves: Golden Steer wet-ages its meat, which softens the fibers,

perhaps too much: my sixteen-ounce Shorthorn (the menu’s term for a New

York strip) was as yielding as a filet mignon—disconcerting, not delightful

—and, upon slicing, left a puddle of diluted jus on the plate.



In Las Vegas, a so-so steak at the Golden Steer might matter less, given the

institution’s stature. But the backstory doesn’t travel quite as seamlessly as

the aesthetic; walking to and from my table in the dining room, I kept

hearing snatches of back-in-the-day lore being transmitted from enthusiastic

servers to diners who were only half listening, focussed instead on their dirty

Martinis or on the proper arrangement of their selfies. In a city of Keens,

Luger, Gallaghers, and Sparks, a new steak house trading on the grit and

glory of a world gone by needs to bring more to the table than an originless

filet mignon or a watery slab of prime rib. And yet I really enjoyed myself at

Golden Steer, and fun is an underrated quality in a restaurant. I was

particularly enamored of a front bar room—named the #1 Bar, in homage to

a prior tenant of the space—a spacious, glittering box with a bronze-

mirrored ceiling and showgirl fringe hanging from the chandelier. It eschews

the mid-century manliness of the main dining room for more of a nineteen-

eighties cocaine-cowboy mood, and it’s a total trip.

Helen, Help Me!

E-mail your questions about dining, eating, and anything food-related, and

Helen may respond in a future newsletter.

Curiously, Golden Steer is not the only stalwart of the Vegas hospitality

pantheon to have made a reverse crossing. Another recent arrival is Drai’s, a

mailto:themail@newyorker.com


night club that became, in the early two-thousands, synonymous with Vegas

excess of the bottle-service-at-4-A.M., the-floor-is-on-fire variety. It opened

a New York outpost last year, on a gloomy bit of West Fourteenth Street just

as it becomes the Meatpacking District. The upstairs room, a supper club, is

smallish and cheaply finished; the food is an afterthought, the party never-

starting. What makes the Las Vegas Drai’s work—mega-d.j.’s, mega-

crowds, a sense of infinite debauchery—is not necessarily site specific; it’s a

matter of cultivation. Its drab landing in the Big Apple only highlights the

miraculousness of what Golden Steer has managed, watery meat

notwithstanding. Sure, it’s a little goofy, and more than a little over the top,

and maybe I spent more money than I meant to in exchange for a little less

than I was hoping to get—but it’s a Las Vegas steak house, baby. Isn’t that

the point? ♦



The Talk of the Town
 

Where Is the Iran War Headed?

The Sacred Vibes of Wunmi Mosaku

Frankie Focus, Attention-Grabber

Joe Vilardi Likes to Move It

The Battle Between Good and Evil



Comment

Where Is the Iran War Headed?

President Trump has both called for Iranians to rise up and oust the ruthless

theocracy and said that he’s fully prepared to deal with a new religious

leader.

By Robin Wright
March 08, 2026

  

Since 1979, Iran’s revolutionary regime has been the nemesis of eight

American Presidents. None could tame its political furies; its covert

operations, which killed more than a thousand Americans in Lebanon, Iraq,

and Afghanistan; or its expansion, through the creation of like-minded

extremist movements, across the Middle East. The Islamic Republic

considered its mini-realm a defensive buffer against U.S. and Israeli

intervention. The U.S. and Israel viewed Iran as the most persistent threat in

the world’s most volatile region. President Donald Trump and Prime

Minister Benjamin Netanyahu have now set out to destroy the regime,

militarily and politically, in a reckless war of choice with no visible or

thoughtful endgame—and, in Trump’s case, no advance approval by

Congress or warning to American taxpayers.



For Operation Epic Fury, the Trump Administration has so far deployed

nearly half the United States’ air power and roughly a third of its naval

assets. The cost is nearly nine hundred million dollars a day, the Center for

Strategic and International Studies estimated. Much like the initial “shock

and awe” campaign during Operation Iraqi Freedom, in 2003, the first week

of the war was militarily stunning. The Supreme Leader, Ayatollah Ali

Khamenei, and dozens of senior officials were killed. Iran’s arsenal of

ballistic missiles was seriously depleted and its strategic installations left in

rubble. Its navy was devastated; a U.S. submarine torpedoed an Iranian

warship in the Indian Ocean, the first such strike since the Second World

War. Pete Hegseth, the Secretary of Defense, boasted, “More and larger

waves are coming. We are just getting started.” Iran’s capabilities, he added,

are “evaporating.”

Trump, with his usual inconsistency, has called for Iranians to rise up against

the ruthless theocracy—last week, he demanded its “unconditional

surrender”—but also said that he’s prepared to deal with a new religious

leader. Since 2017, millions of Iranians have participated in protests; tens of

thousands have been killed. For now, though, an uprising seems unlikely.

Iranians will first need to pick up the political and physical pieces of their

lives, and although public fury at the government has not diminished,

foreign military intervention has ignited a sense of millennia-old

nationalism. The prospect of many members of the Iranian security forces—

there are more than a million, counting reservists—joining a popular

rebellion seems improbable, too.

The war has rattled the international order, troubled as it already was. After

two disastrous U.S. wars, in Iraq and Afghanistan, there is an ominous sense

of how messy and costly and deadly this one might get, however confident

Trump sounds. Iran is larger, in size and in population, than Iraq and

Afghanistan combined. It is arguably the most important geostrategic

country in the three regions it borders—the Arab world; the formerly Soviet

“stans” of Central Asia; and Afghanistan and nuclear-armed Pakistan, in

South Asia. It has vast oil and gas reserves, along with the largest military in

the Middle East, and it has had powerful sway in parts of the Muslim world,

particularly among Shiites.



Trump said that the biggest surprise to him has been the scope of Tehran’s

response. Iran was clearly prepared, especially after the Twelve-Day War,

last June, when the President ordered B-2 stealth warplanes to drop bunker-

busting bombs on nuclear facilities in Fordo, Natanz, and Isfahan. This time,

it countered with missile and drone strikes on seven oil-rich neighbors allied

with the United States, from Iraq to Saudi Arabia and Oman. It targeted

international airports, hotels, businesses, ports, and energy facilities. Despite

American defensive superiority, Iran hit the U.S. Embassy in Riyadh; the

consulate in Dubai; the largest U.S. military base in the Middle East, at Al

Udeid, in Qatar; and the U.S. Fifth Fleet headquarters in Bahrain, which

coördinates U.S. naval operations across the Middle East. Netanyahu said

that he has been dreaming for forty years about overthrowing the theocracy,

but Iranian missiles penetrated Israel’s Iron Dome defenses. Air sirens

repeatedly alerted the residents of Tel Aviv and Jerusalem to seek shelter.

Dozens of buildings, including a military airbase, were hit. Hezbollah, Iran’s

longtime partner, opened a second front with Israel from Lebanon.

The scale of Iran’s retaliation has led U.S. allies, who had balked at joining a

U.S.-led offensive, to reluctantly agree to play a role. France, Germany, and

Britain pledged to “take steps to defend our interests and those of our allies

in the region,” with Britain deploying warplanes in Qatar. Greece, following

a drone strike on Cyprus, sent four fighter jets to the island. Italy promised

defense systems to Gulf nations. By the end of the first week of war,

seventeen countries were involved. After cutting direct military aid to

Ukraine last year, Washington even reached out to Kyiv for its expertise in

countering Iranian drones, which Russia uses to attack it.

Beyond the physical damage, Epic Fury has spooked the global economy.

Stocks plunged, and the price of oil spiked by fifteen per cent, as Iran

effectively closed the Strait of Hormuz, through which a fifth of the world’s

oil and gas passes. Saudi Arabia temporarily shut its Ras Tanura oil refinery,

one of the world’s largest, after a drone strike. Qatar suspended the

production and export of liquefied natural gas.

Iran, then, still has some leverage. Hadi Semati, a former professor of

political science at the University of Tehran, who is now in Washington,

said, “If Iran comes out of this crisis alive, it has essentially won, albeit with

degraded military capability.” And the theocracy may survive. Suzanne



Maloney, an expert on Iran at the Brookings Institution, cautioned, “We’re

going to be left with some kind of bloodied, battered rump version of the

Islamic Republic, led by officials who are now even more determined to try

to cling to power, and who are going to be more confident of the fact that

they’re able to stay, because they have withstood this terrible crisis.”

Last week, as Iran’s Assembly of Experts met to elect a new Supreme

Leader, Trump insisted that he should have the right of approval. He told

Axios, “I have to be involved in the appointment, like with Delcy

[Rodriguez] in Venezuela.” He rejected Khamenei’s hawkish son Mojtaba as

“unacceptable.” (Trump, Maloney said, “seems to think that this is an

episode of ‘The Apprentice.’ ”) But the Assembly may select a revolutionary

hard-liner to signal continuity. Iran’s ninety-two million people, in the

meantime, are trapped between bloody war and the bloody regime. ♦



The Pictures

The Sacred Vibes of Wunmi Mosaku

The Oscar nominee, who plays a hoodoo healer in “Sinners,” stops at a

Brooklyn apothecary and reflects on pregnancy, learning Yoruba, and

blessing Michael B. Jordan’s bag.

By Michael Schulman
March 05, 2026

  

Getting nominated for an Oscar may be great for your career, but it’s not

exactly healing. Just ask Wunmi Mosaku, a Best Supporting Actress

nominee for “Sinners,” in which she plays Annie, a hoodoo healer whose

knowledge of mysticism helps keep vampires at bay. The other day, Mosaku

ordered chai at a coffee shop in Flatbush, feeling nauseated from the car ride

over. On top of the exhaustion from the campaign trail—she was wearing a

powder-pink trenchcoat and pants, chosen for a morning taping of “The

Kelly Clarkson Show”—she is pregnant with her second child, a fact that

she revealed on the red carpet of the Golden Globes.

Before “Sinners,” Mosaku said, “I knew nothing about hoodoo. All I had

ever heard of was voodoo and that it was a scary, bad, evil thing. Then,



when I was doing my research for hoodoo, I learned it was connected to Ifá,

which is the traditional Yoruba spirituality system.” When she was a baby,

her parents moved from Nigeria to Manchester to get Ph.D.s—her father in

architecture, her mother in chemistry—and they raised her as a Christian.

“Ifá was something I was told to stay away from,” Mosaku said. But her

father grew herbs in his garden. “I now realize that he uses traditional

medicines. I always thought he was a bit woo-woo—like, ‘Just take a

Tylenol, Dad!’ That knowledge is still in the culture.”

To play Annie, Mosaku consulted with a hoodoo priestess, who showed her

how to bless the mojo bag worn by Smoke (Michael B. Jordan) in the film.

As a child, Mosaku felt orphaned from her Nigerian roots; her favorite film

was “Annie,” which she’d watch over and over. As a teen-ager, she realized

that acting was her calling. Albert Finney, who played Daddy Warbucks, had

gone from Manchester to the Royal Academy of Dramatic Art, so Mosaku

went there, too. In 2020, as she was “grappling with what was happening

racially across the globe and how much I had tried so hard to assimilate,”

her husband gave her a gift of a Yoruba class at U.C.L.A. She’s been taking

private lessons ever since. “Yoruba is a tonal language, so I get the tones

wrong a lot,” she said. At the Globes, she wore a yellow dress, a reference to

the Yoruba proverb “Iya ni wura,” or “Mother is gold.”

But the pregnancy and the awards-season grind had left her feeling less than

golden. In Flatbush, Mosaku visited Sacred Vibes Apothecary, where she

had arranged to meet the shop’s master herbalist, Karen Rose. Rose, a

bubbly Guyanese woman, opened the store in 2009 and teaches classes

online. One of her students, a Buddhist lama, had just conducted a workshop

on the medicine of “Sinners,” with guidance on how to “get rid of energetic

vampires,” Rose said. “Every herbalist’s favorite part of that movie was the

apothecary scene,” she told Mosaku. “All of our houses look like that!”

Rose stood at a counter in front of an antique mirror draped with lavender

bunches; around her were fragrant shelves of teas, tinctures, elixirs, and

anointed candles. “I teach Western herbalism, but I concentrate heavily on

plants that I grew up with—hibiscus, ginger, thyme,” she explained. Mosaku

said that she loves hibiscus tea, but that Google had warned against drinking

it while pregnant. “You can,” Rose assured her. “This is why ancestral



medicine is so important. Hibiscus is really good for building your blood

and preventing preeclampsia.”

“That’s what I thought!” Mosaku said, banging the counter.

Rose recommended ginger and cinnamon, for morning sickness, and lemon

balm, for postpartum depression. She also had candles called Black

Madonna (for a safe delivery) and Success (for Mosaku’s new batik

maternity line). Anything for awards-season stress? “I would say nervous-

system support with lemon balm and then an energetic shield—astragalus,”

Rose advised. She showed Mosaku a home-blessing kit. “Every time you

open your door, it’s a different kind of energy, even if it’s delivery people.

So I’m really protective of the home.”

Mosaku agreed. “A woman I follow online—she’s from Louisiana and a

spiritualist—says not to put a welcome mat outside your door.” This is more

or less the moral of “Sinners”: don’t invite the vampires in.

Rose asked her son, Zion, to pull down jars of lavender, chamomile, and

hops, to mix a bath blend for Mosaku’s two-year-old daughter, who has had

trouble sleeping. They stirred it in a steel bowl before ringing it up, along

with the candles, a tea called Calm Your Nerves, one of everything from

Rose’s pregnancy line, and, for Mosaku’s husband, a men’s longevity tonic

called Zeus Juice. Mosaku vowed to sign up for Rose’s next online class.

“Thank you so much for reconnecting me to the joy and the purpose I felt

playing Annie,” she told Rose, giddily. “I have been, like, ‘I want to get

back! I want to get back!’ But I haven’t known how.” ♦



Dept. of Education

Frankie Focus, Attention-Grabber

Governor Kathy Hochul’s recent policy cracks down on phones in schools.

Her enforcer? A freaky neon-green creature.

By Jael Goldfine
March 09, 2026

  

Classes were cancelled one recent morning at Brooklyn Science and

Engineering Academy, in East Flatbush, so that everyone could attend the

middle-school spelling bee. As a few hundred kids squirmed in their seats in

the auditorium, a parent coördinator put on a fedora and acted as a d.j.,

spinning Rihanna. Fifteen jittery contestants were seated onstage, and a

secret V.I.P. visitor waited just outside.

“Oh, I think they’re gonna love him,” Mr. Johnson, a young math teacher in

Chelsea boots, said. A colleague didn’t seem so sure: “Who?” she asked.

“Oh, yeah.”

The d.j. led the room in a few cheers, and then it was time to bring out the

special guest. “Show some love,” he shouted, “to Frankie Focusssss!”



The doors burst open, and a neon-green creature pranced out, waving its

limbs. It had chartreuse fur, gremlin-like ears that were disturbingly flesh-

colored, and bushy orange eyebrows that rested over huge, unblinking eyes.

Frankie Focus is the official mascot of a recent state policy, spearheaded by

Governor Kathy Hochul, that bans smartphones and other “internet-enabled

devices” from schools. (Identifying as “New York’s first Mom Governor,”

Hochul has said, “I know our young people succeed when they’re learning

and growing, not clicking and scrolling.”)

Frankie has become a kind of surrogate (a “spokesthing,” one aide tried out

on a reporter) for the Governor on the issue. He can’t recite talking points, as

he does not speak, but he can attend local events, like school spelling bees,

that don’t fit on Hochul’s calendar.

“There’s a lot else going on in New York and the country right now,” Sam

Spokony, a strategist who works for the Governor, said in a phone call. His

team had been looking for a cheap, easy way to keep the device ban in the

news. Hochul encouraged her staff to be “as dynamic as possible” in

dreaming up a P.R. stunt; she selected the big green critter out of what

Spokony called “mild, medium, and spicy” options. (“Mild” meant posters

featuring stock photos of smiling children. Frankie was all spice.)

Last fall, when Frankie made his début, at M.S. 582, in East Williamsburg,

the response was not dynamic. Commentators predicted that Frankie would

scare little kids and bore teen-agers. Peter Sagal, the host of NPR’s “Wait

Wait . . . Don’t Tell Me!,” put it this way: “Who’s better to convince kids to

get excited about giving up their phones than a six-foot-tall fluorescent-

green furry?” The Post demanded to know how much the Frankie campaign

cost. In a New Yorker cartoon, Frankie was depicted trying to play Fortnite

on a student’s phone.



Spokony was prepared for the backlash. “We always assumed that some

people would say it was silly,” he said. “It is silly. It’s a mascot.” Hochul’s

team was undeterred: the “organic-slash-earned” media coverage has been

solid. In late September, Jimmy Kimmel’s people called. On the air, Kimmel

said that Frankie looked coked out, but he immortalized the suit by putting

Matt Damon in it and expressed support for not letting kids have phones in

school. “Why they were allowed to have them in the first place,” Kimmel

said, “I have no idea.”

In East Flatbush, the haters were proved wrong. As Frankie galumphed

down the aisle, the uproar was instantaneous. He stopped for jumps, twirls,

and daps. In the back row, a girl with long braids threw her skinny arms in

the air at the sight of him.

“What is that?” another girl asked, eyes wide. A few older boys ignored the

hubbub. At least one kid cried. But most were intrigued, and a few leaped

out of their seats to high-five an orange palm.

Few students, even the hopped-up ones, seemed to know what Frankie was,

or why he was there. “The green guy? He’s cool. I liked him,” an eighth

grader named Zeniah said. “I just get very excited when I see mascots.”



Jacob Sen, a twenty-four-year-old actor who played Frankie that day, said,

“It’s fun dapping kids up.” The money was better than at the day job he was

working, at Whole Foods, and the pep-squad vibes were a nice break from

the indie-film scene. (His last credit was a horror short called “Demon

Twink.”)

The school has been phone-free for four years. Every morning, the children

lock their devices in Yondr pouches. “Eventually, when you’re bored

without a device, you find something to do,” a student named Ava-Renee

said. She and her friends compared their most recent screen times: Ava-

Renee bragged that hers was down from sixteen hours a day to six. Zeniah

had her beat: five, down from fourteen.

The spelling bee ended in a draw, and the three finalists posed for a photo

with Frankie, who draped a fluffy arm over one student’s shoulders. A

teaching assistant snapped a picture of them all on her iPhone. ♦



Hoisting Dept.

Joe Vilardi Likes to Move It

The master rigger has hoisted huge art works for Richard Serra, Jeff Koons,

and MOMA. Now he’s brought new pieces by Michael Heizer from a

Nevada ranch to Gagosian.

By Sarah Larson
March 09, 2026

  

At a Gagosian gallery in Chelsea the other day, the master rigger Joe Vilardi,

a gray-haired Long Islander in a hoodie that said “Budco Enterprises,”

surveyed the final steps of the installation of Michael Heizer’s new

exhibition, “Negative Sculpture.” The show features “Convoluted Line A”

and “Convoluted Line B” (2024), two eighty-seven-and-a-half-foot curved

steel troughs that wend through the gallery’s floor like a figure skater’s

tracks on ice.

Budco, of Hauppauge, New York, moves things like generators and HVAC

systems—“anything big and heavy, basically,” Vilardi said—but its specialty

is large-scale art. Because Heizer’s sculptures occupy negative space—they

go into the ground—an elevated false floor was made for them to sit in. The



pieces are for sale, and could, like much of Heizer’s work, be displayed

outside, amid grass or dirt. At the gallery, workers were distributing crushed

red granite in a one-inch layer across the base of each sculpture. “This is the

icing on the cake,” Vilardi said: gravel.

Planning for the art works’ move began in 2024. “We went to Heizer’s

ranch, where they were fabricated,” Vilardi said. Heizer, who is eighty-one

and now resides mostly in New York, was long based in rural Nevada. (His

magnum opus, the mile-plus-long “City,” in Garden Valley, took fifty years

and some forty million dollars to make.) Vilardi has worked with Heizer for

three decades; their first in-person meeting was on the ranch. “When I drove

in, Michael walked out to the car, and he was carrying a slab of beef,”

Vilardi recalled, extending his arms in front of him. “He goes, ‘You must be

Joe.’ I said, ‘Yes, I am.’ He says, ‘Come on with me—we’re going to throw

this on the smoker.’ ” They did, and ate it for dinner. “It was cattle he

raised,” Vilardi said. “I think it was called beefalo—buffalo and cow. It was

delicious.” (It was, in fact, Red Angus.) The most recent Heizer exhibit that

Vilardi moved to Gagosian before this one involved five large rocks paired

with tilted steel slabs, each work weighing more than twenty-six tons.

“Never a dull moment with Michael,” Vilardi said.

Vilardi grew up on Long Island and began working for his cousin’s rigging

company, pre-Budco, in his teens. One of their clients was the sculptor

Richard Serra, conjurer of gargantuan things, who would change the course

of Vilardi’s career. “We kind of grew together,” Vilardi said. Serra connected

Vilardi to the broader art world—if his crew could handle a twenty-ton

Corten-steel swerve, one imagines, they could handle anything. “I used to

tell my guys, ‘We’re moving this huge piece of steel, but we have to treat it

like glass,’ ” Vilardi said. “We’re not even supposed to touch it.”

He has since worked with a Who’s Who of colossal sculpture: Heizer and

Serra, but also Simone Leigh, Jeff Koons, MOMA. The biggest and heaviest

stuff can involve cranes, hydraulic gantries, barges, and police escorts. In

comparison, the “Convoluted Line” sculptures, totalling more than eighteen

tons, were a breeze. Budco trucked the pieces from Nevada to Long Island,

and then to Gagosian, where they were moved with a “big forklift” and

special reinforced steel dollies. “This is a pretty simple project for us—

relatively small and easy to handle,” Vilardi said. “The only challenging part



was the layout, making sure we get the measurements proper so it’s centered

in the room the way Michael wanted it. And then alignment, where all the

sections come together—you want that to look smooth and flush,” which

takes “a little bit of welding and bolting.”

When rigging, communication is key. “Artists speak a language all their

own, and all artists are different,” Vilardi said. “Richard Serra liked to talk,

but also he didn’t always want to listen.” Once, Vilardi recalled, Serra asked

if he’d be able to move an upcoming project. After looking at the plans in

Serra’s studio, “I was, like, ‘It’s great, but if you make it a foot lower it will

be a lot easier,’ ” Vilardi said. “And he’s, like, ‘I don’t want it to be a foot

lower! You’ll figure it out,’ and he turned around and walked away.” Vilardi

smiled. “And I figured it out.”

Budco’s art-handling process has evolved over the years, sometimes through

trial and error. Theft of such massive objects doesn’t tend to be a concern,

but damage is. “Serra has a lot of curved plates,” Vilardi said. “Years ago,

right out here, some plates were on the truck, so it was like a bowl, almost.

One morning, you see a kid skateboarding on it.” He laughed. “Like, ‘This is

horrible!’ We stopped him right away. If you didn’t, there would have been

swirl marks all over the plate.” Now they employ tarps and shrink-wrap.

Before Serra died, in 2024, Budco installed one of his final works, at

Kenyon College. “The vertical of the sculpture was sixty feet tall—massive.

Years of planning, really difficult. A beautiful sculpture. We were all in awe

as we were doing it,” Vilardi said. “You’re bringing in steel plates that

weighed close to a hundred thousand pounds each, that had to be then stood

up and then one leaned against the next. We had five cranes there, balancing

these plates, guys up in baskets working the clamps and lining things up and

welding. At the end of it, it’s pretty impressive. It’s crazy when you think,

Look what we just accomplished. Who are we? We just started out as a

bunch of riggers—and riggers are really what we are—and here we are

assembling something, a combined weight of three hundred and fifty

thousand pounds, sixty feet tall, in the middle of a courtyard of a school, that

will be there—it could be there forever.”

As the crew finished spreading the granite, Vilardi looked out at Heizer’s

work with satisfaction. Then he did a double take, bent down, and smoothed



out some gravel. “Looked like a finger hole,” he said. ♦



Sketchpad

The Battle Between Good and Evil

Angel or devil, book or TV, tea or Martini—in the eternal conflict, which

side wins out?

By Liana Finck
March 09, 2026
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Letter from Washington

The Zombie Regulator

As the cost of living continues to spiral upward, the Trump Administration is

gutting the government agency built to protect Americans from financial

ruin.

By E. Tammy Kim
March 09, 2026

  

In the fall of 2019, Kashaye Traylor decided to buy a car. She was thirty

years old, living in Rochester, New York, and raising a young son on her

own. She worked full time at a nursing home and went to school in her off-

hours, studying to earn a practical-nursing license. Her schedule was hectic,

and often required her to cross town by bus, a time-sucking endeavor. “It’s

hard to get around if you don’t have a vehicle,” she told me. She saved up

her hourly pay and eventually went to a Kia dealership, where she picked

out a black 2013 Optima. The cash price was about eleven thousand dollars;

the price Traylor was quoted, after factoring in a loan and finance charges—

at an annual percentage rate, or A.P.R., of 22.99 per cent—was twenty-four

thousand. “I didn’t even know what an A.P.R. was,” she told me. She put



down sixteen hundred and agreed to pay three hundred and forty-three

dollars per month for the next five and a half years.

Traylor signed a five-page contract created not by the dealership but by

Credit Acceptance Corporation, a subprime auto lender, based in Southfield,

Michigan, that partners with thousands of car lots across the country. On

page 4, the dealership signed over its own interest in the car. “The Seller has

assigned this Contract to Credit Acceptance Corporation,” it stated. “This

assignment is without recourse.” Traylor didn’t know it, but it was Credit

Acceptance that had set the terms of the deal, using a proprietary algorithm.

The algorithm didn’t assess her particular financial situation; rather, it

calculated how much the company would be able to recover if she didn’t

follow through with her payments. The lower the predicted recovery

amount, the higher the price.

Credit Acceptance advertised its customer base as “credit challenged

Americans” who deserve “trust and respect”—and, of course, loans

—“regardless of their credit history.” Yet its business model seemed to

depend on those customers’ failure to pay. Sure enough, just a few months

into the contract, Traylor started to fall behind, missing due dates and

incurring late fees. One day, while she was parking, a vehicle rammed into

her car. She wasn’t injured, but the Optima was totalled and towed away.

She received no insurance money, and Credit Acceptance kept billing her.

“The only thing I got in the mail was what I owed them,” she said. She

stopped making payments altogether.

In September, 2022, Credit Acceptance sent Traylor a “notice of

acceleration,” informing her that she was in default for $15,234.66. (The

company’s letterhead included the tagline “We change lives!”) The

following year, it sued Traylor for that amount, plus interest. She retained

Brian Goodwin, a housing and consumer-rights lawyer, who had represented

many Credit Acceptance defendants. “In my opinion, the company sets up

these contracts knowing the borrower’s going to fail,” Goodwin told me. It

reminded him of the 2008 global financial crisis—“ ‘Give everyone a

mortgage. We don’t care if they default. We’re going to put it into a stock

and make a boatload.’ ” In a court filing, he called Traylor’s contract

“unconscionable” and “usurious,” arguing that it violated a New York statute

forbidding interest rates above sixteen per cent. (Credit Acceptance claims



that it is covered by an exemption from the cap, because it offers “retail

installment contracts,” not traditional loans.) Traylor initially won her case,

then lost on appeal. The judgment added to other mounting debts: back rent,

student loans. An app that she used for tracking her credit tabulated some

forty thousand dollars owed. “People are trying to sue me for a car I don’t

even have,” she said.

Traylor’s experience with Credit Acceptance wasn’t unusual. In fact, so

many borrowers were delinquent on the company’s loans that it had attracted

the scrutiny of federal law enforcement. In 2023, the same year that Credit

Acceptance sued Traylor, the company was itself sued, by the Consumer

Financial Protection Bureau, or C.F.P.B.—an agency created in response to

the 2008 crisis. The lawsuit, which New York State also joined, accused

Credit Acceptance of making “predatory loans to millions of financially

vulnerable consumers” and “setting up consumers to fail.” Many of the

loans, the suit went on, “exceed state usury caps.” (Credit Acceptance denies

this characterization of its practices.) Individual states, including Mississippi

and Massachusetts, had sued and obtained settlements with the company

before, but only the C.F.P.B. has nationwide jurisdiction. Since 2011, the

bureau has received more than twelve thousand complaints against Credit

Acceptance.

The C.F.P.B.’s case was well under way when Donald Trump returned to the

White House last year. But within a few months the bureau gave up that

lawsuit and dozens of other enforcement actions—against businesses

ranging from Rocket Homes to Capital One to the rent-to-own lender Snap.

Goodwin worried that the Administration was initiating a broader regulatory

retreat. “I told my friends and family, I might need to change my job,” he

said. “Because consumer protection is going down.”

The federal building that once housed the C.F.P.B.’s headquarters is now

mostly empty. Offices were hastily cleared of computers, paper files, family

photos, and tchotchkes. A day-care center in the lobby, called Small Savers,

remains open, but the children of C.F.P.B. workers have all but disappeared

from its rolls. The parking garage has been transformed into a loading zone.

Black S.U.V.s idle there, waiting to chauffeur members of the Trump

Administration from the nearby White House complex.



In mid-December, a few dozen C.F.P.B. employees and supporters, wearing

puffer coats and Santa hats, gathered for a protest on the brick sidewalk in

front of the building. “How do you spell corruption? E-L-O-N! How do you

spell destruction? R-U-S-S!” they yelled, referring to Elon Musk and Russell

Vought. Throughout the year, Musk and his so-called Department of

Government Efficiency had subjected federal agencies to a combination of

insults, shakeups, and random firings. Some two hundred and thirteen

thousand civil servants have been let go or pushed to resign. Few agencies

were hit as hard as the C.F.P.B., whose mission is to protect consumers and

to insure that the markets for financial products “are fair, transparent, and

competitive.” Vought, the director of the Office of Management and Budget,

who had also been handed control of the C.F.P.B., essentially attempted to

liquidate it. He seemed to regard it as an avatar of runaway liberal

bureaucracy, a “woke” institution that targeted “disfavored industries and

individuals.” (“I don’t know why he has such a hard-on for the bureau,” a

former lawyer there told me.) Three weeks into the Trump Administration,

Vought locked employees out of their offices and told them to “stand down”

from all work; he sent out hundreds of termination e-mails. Young men from

DOGE, who hadn’t been vetted for conflicts of interest, took over the

computer systems, which included personal data from bank audits and

confidential information on products being developed by tech firms.

Courts intervened, repeatedly, to block Vought from conducting mass firings

without the approval of Congress. When he tried to shutter the agency by

refusing to request funding for it, they blocked that, too. (The C.F.P.B. draws

its budget from the Federal Reserve rather than from taxpayer appropriations

—a structure designed to safeguard its independence.) “Russell Vought

illegally fired me twice,” Anne Romatowski, an artificial-intelligence expert

who joined the bureau in 2022, said at the protest. She had received a breast-

cancer diagnosis the same week that Vought started to lay off the staff. A

preliminary injunction allowed her to maintain her health-care plan while

she received radiation and chemotherapy.

On the campaign trail, Trump promised to lower grocery and gas prices, and

he has inveighed against what he has called the “Democrat inflation

disaster.” Members of his party have demanded an end to bank bailouts, like

those made after the 2008 crisis, and warned of an increasingly

“financialized economy” dominated by hedge funds and private equity. To



the extent that affordability and fairness are a priority, “it’s really stupid to

go after the C.F.P.B.,” Alexis Goldstein, a former crypto expert there, told

me. The bureau was established by the Dodd-Frank Wall Street Reform and

Consumer Protection Act, the landmark bipartisan legislation intended to

“promote the financial stability of the United States” in the wake of the

Great Recession. It enforces more than twenty laws—the Fair Debt

Collection Practices Act, the Truth in Lending Act, the Electronic Fund

Transfer Act, the Home Mortgage Disclosure Act, the Military Lending Act

—and has broad discretion to investigate “unfair, deceptive, or abusive acts

and practices.” It has recovered twenty-one billion dollars in direct relief for

consumers and five billion dollars in civil penalties from a wide range of

companies. Millions of Americans have come to it for help; just by filing a

complaint online, they have avoided home foreclosures and had student

loans forgiven.

These individual complaints guide the bureau’s systemic work. It has

investigated Meta for extracting consumer data for targeted ads, capped

credit-card late fees at eight dollars per month, and sued the online lender

MoneyLion for overcharging members of the armed forces. It conducts

prophylactic audits—called supervisory exams—of the largest banks in the

country and, crucially, of other financial firms, such as mortgage servicers,

auto lenders, credit-card companies, medical-debt collectors, payday



lenders, debt-repair outfits, and “fintech” businesses that enable mobile

banking, payments, and credit. The C.F.P.B. is the only federal entity with

the power to supervise these “non-banks.”

But now, under Vought’s leadership, the C.F.P.B. has become a “zombie

regulator,” Seth Frotman, its former general counsel, told me. (Vought

declined my request for an interview.) The bureau has dropped at least forty

lawsuits and other enforcement actions, valued at more than three billion

dollars. It ceased supervising big banks and fintechs for compliance, and

made it harder to file complaints against credit-reporting agencies. The

timing of this pullback couldn’t be worse. The Federal Reserve has warned

that delinquencies on credit cards and auto loans have reached “levels not

observed since the Great Financial Crisis.” One in five student-loan

borrowers is in default. Total consumer debt has hit a record of nearly

nineteen trillion dollars; the median household is eighty thousand dollars

underwater. The economy is “K”-shaped, with the rich getting ever richer

and the poor skidding down, mired in the feeling, if not yet the fact, of a

recession—what the economics writer Kyla Scanlon has termed a

“vibecession.” Every day, there are reports of new crypto rackets and wire-

transfer scams. “You can step back from consumer financial regulation, and

it’s not a problem until something blows up—and then there’s a contagion,”

Neale Mahoney, an economist at Stanford, told me. “We won’t know the

harm fully until it’s too late.”

From its founding, the C.F.P.B. tried to distinguish itself from other financial

regulators—the Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation, the Office of the

Comptroller of the Currency—which labored behind the scenes to insure

that banks remained solvent but which meant little to ordinary people. The

bureau was set up by Senator Elizabeth Warren, a bankruptcy expert who

was then on leave from Harvard Law School. Early meetings were held in

the hallways of the Treasury Department, and then in a windowless room

known as “the cave.” The C.F.P.B. recruited big-firm lawyers, Silicon Valley

coders, Ivy League economists, and hedge-fund alumni, many of whom had

never held a government job. Jasmine Hardy joined in 2011, as an examiner

in the supervision unit, and later became the vice-president of the

employees’ union. During the financial crisis, she had been a compliance

officer at Morgan Stanley, and had watched Lehman Brothers employees lug

boxes along Seventh Avenue after that firm collapsed. Some nine million



Americans would lose their jobs, and there were nearly four million

foreclosures. In her view, Dodd-Frank was a necessary response. “I’ve had

family and friends who consider themselves conservative who believe in the

C.F.P.B. mission,” she told me.

Financial institutions weren’t so sanguine. Banks and credit unions were

accustomed to being examined for “safety and soundness” (liquidity, in

short), not for compliance with an array of consumer-rights laws. Non-banks

hadn’t been scrutinized much at all. The bureau met with C.E.O.s and

consumer advocates, launched its complaint portal, and rushed to issue a

string of mortgage rules on deadlines set by Dodd-Frank. In 2013, after it

started to request information from banks and payday lenders for monitoring

purposes, Senate Republicans called the C.F.P.B. “unaccountable and

unrestrained” for collecting such “massive data.” The following year, the

bureau ordered Bank of America to refund more than seven hundred million

dollars to credit-card users who’d been sold deceptive add-on products. In

2016, it won a big case against Wells Fargo, whose employees had opened

more than a million and a half unauthorized “ghost accounts” to meet sales

quotas and collect bonuses, subjecting consumers to charges and fees. The

bank agreed to pay full restitution, plus nearly two hundred million dollars

in fines and penalties. Still, vilification of the bureau continued. The Wall

Street Journal accused Richard Cordray, whom Barack Obama had

appointed as the agency’s inaugural director, of causing “significant

economic harm” by suggesting that payday lenders, which offer high-

interest short-term loans, should have to assess whether customers can

actually pay them back. (A lobbying group for the industry filed a lawsuit

claiming that the bureau was unconstitutional, but lost at the Supreme

Court.)

When President Trump first took office, in 2017, his interim pick to run the

C.F.P.B. was Mick Mulvaney, who, like Vought, froze the bureau’s work and

requested zero dollars for its budget. Somewhat surprisingly, his Senate-

confirmed successor, Kathy Kraninger, appeared interested in actually doing

the job. Under her watch, the bureau filed lawsuits against the credit-

reporting company Equifax, the loan servicer Navient, and the for-profit-

college chain ITT Tech. But it didn’t go after big banks or emerging firms,

focussing instead on enforcing mortgage rules and pushing financial literacy

for consumers. This restrained approach drew criticism during the pandemic,



when high unemployment and a flood of stimulus money collided with a

profusion of fintech products that made Americans vulnerable to fraud.

(Kraninger declined to comment.)

By comparison, Joe Biden’s nominee to lead the bureau, Rohit Chopra, was

bristly and ambitious. He had been with the C.F.P.B. at the beginning, as the

student-loan ombudsman, after working for two years as a consultant for

McKinsey & Company. “I had a very negative opinion of government and

regulators,” he told me late last year, at a coffee shop in Harlem. “I often feel

that the status quo has failed us.” He was known as an impatient crusader.

One of his advisers described him as the kind of person who at a bachelor

party would “help the strippers refinance their student loans.”

Chopra left the bureau in 2015. Three years later, he was appointed to the

Federal Trade Commission, which, he said, was “essentially in a coma.”

Trump was in his first term, and Chopra felt that lackadaisical regulators had

set the table for the politics of grievance and resentment that carried him to

victory. “They watched while the opioid crisis raged. They allowed the for-

profit college crisis to completely take over. They watched when subprime

mortgages happened,” he told me. At the F.T.C., Chopra was alert to the

growth of the tech industry; the commission pursued enforcement actions

against Amazon, Zoom, NTT Global Data Centers, and Facebook. In the fall

of 2021, when he returned to lead the C.F.P.B., it, too, was “a totally

moribund agency,” he said. There was “almost nothing being done” to

monitor the widespread adoption of fintech apps or “the entry of the big tech

companies into payments and banking.”

Chopra increased the enforcement team by fifty per cent and created a

technologists’ office to advise staff on advances in A.I., digital wallets, and

crypto. The bureau took steps to insure that the algorithms used to estimate

home values were accurate and fair. It ordered Google, Apple, Facebook,

Amazon, Square, and PayPal to “turn over information about their products,

plans and practices when it comes to payments.” It issued legal guidance on

“buy now, pay later” apps, such as Klarna, PayPal, and Affirm, which allow

consumers to purchase anything, from a sweater to groceries to rent, in

installments. (According to a recent survey, fifty-five per cent of Americans

have done so.) Though early data showed that consumers were following

through with their payments, there was a danger that they would engage in



“stacking,” or using multiple apps at once, with virtually no guardrails or

paper trail, and get unwittingly saddled with fees and interest. The C.F.P.B.

also outlined requirements for “earned-wage-access” companies, such as

Dave and Chime, which give employees an advance on their paychecks. In

2022, the bureau found that more than seven million workers had taken out

twenty-two billion dollars in earned-wage access—up ninety per cent from

the previous year. These kinds of fintech products weren’t enumerated in

Dodd-Frank; they hadn’t really existed in 2010. But as Nick Hand, an

astrophysicist by training and a former bureau technologist, told me, “The

C.F.P.B. is responsible for banks, lenders, and payments—and big tech

companies have been creeping into that scope.”

Those companies, and their backers, disagreed. “I do think Chopra went

overboard,” James Kim, a partner at the corporate-law firm Cooley and a

C.F.P.B. enforcement lawyer during the Cordray years, told me. “There was

a lot of guidance and statements and warnings and pronouncements and

interpretive rules. He threw a lot of garbage at the wall at the end.” Marc

Andreessen, the prominent venture capitalist, went on Joe Rogan’s podcast

to complain that the bureau had “terrorized financial institutions” and that it

wanted to “prevent fintech, prevent new competition, new startups that want

to compete with the big banks.” In January, 2025, Mark Zuckerberg, the

C.E.O. of Meta, told Rogan that the C.F.P.B. seemed to have an “underlying

political motivation” for probing his company’s advertising practices.

“We’re not a bank. What does Meta have to do with this?” Zuckerberg said.

Trump fired Chopra a few weeks later and installed Vought as acting

director.

Last February, as Vought and DOGE began their work, the union

representing the C.F.P.B. employees, along with the National Consumer Law

Center and the N.A.A.C.P., tried to forestall the destruction. They retained

the law firm Gupta Wessler, whose partner Deepak Gupta is a well-known

Supreme Court litigator and a former bureau employee. He had started his

career at Public Citizen, the advocacy group founded by Ralph Nader, the

godfather of the consumer-rights movement. “When I was thinking about

going to law school, I thought civil rights and civil liberties are the ways that

lawyers change the world,” Gupta told me. “But it’s actually these kinds of

problems—problems of economic justice, problems of consumer protection

and also workers’ rights—that are really where the law’s effects are felt most



in people’s daily lives.” Gupta keeps pictures of himself with Nader and

Warren above his desk.

At a series of emergency court hearings, Gupta’s team presented evidence

that Vought had begun an illegal campaign to kill the C.F.P.B. He had

cancelled office leases and outside contracts, and even deleted the bureau’s

home page. He made plans to fire the vast majority of the bureau’s

employees, and advertised a new “Tip Line” on X: “Are you being pursued

by CFPB enforcement or supervision staff, in violation of Acting Director

Russ Vought’s stand down order? If so, DM us or send an email.”

A federal judge in Washington, D.C., granted a preliminary injunction,

ordering the bureau to retain employees and perform the obligations laid out

under Dodd-Frank. The agency appealed the case, which is ongoing. (At a

three-hour oral argument last month, an attorney for the Trump

Administration argued that the bureau would technically still exist even if

the entire staff was eliminated.) Vought complied with the prohibition

against layoffs but didn’t let employees do much beyond what his deputy,

Adam Martinez, referred to as “closeout duties.” Workers reluctantly

dropped lawsuits and settlements, scrubbed educational materials from the

internet, and reversed regulations and interpretive rules. No new companies

were examined or investigated. (“We’ve been insanely busy since we took

over the agency a year ago,” a C.F.P.B. spokesperson wrote, in an e-mail,

contesting this account. “If you were to pay attention to our reports, court

cases, etc you would know that.”) Six months into Vought’s tenure, Hardy,

the examiner, told me, “I’ve been given one assignment, and that was to

close a supervisory action.” Like other federal employees, she was required

to list five accomplishments in a weekly e-mail. “I’d just copy and paste: ‘I

did not violate Director Vought’s stop-work order,’ ” she said. In July, she

met with her manager for a midterm review, but there was nothing to review.

The C.F.P.B. has paid hundreds of millions of dollars to employees who

aren’t allowed to do their jobs. Democrats on the Senate Banking Committee

estimate that the bureau’s idleness has cost consumers nearly twenty billion

dollars. Trump’s Council of Economic Advisers countered with a paper

stating that the C.F.P.B. had “increased consumer borrowing costs” by

several hundred billion dollars between 2011 and 2024.



Meanwhile, Vought took five million dollars from the bureau’s budget to pay

for his personal security and, in October, bragged on “The Charlie Kirk

Show” that he would finish closing down the agency “probably within the

next two to three months,” notwithstanding the injunction. Vought repeated

Andreessen’s talking points, claiming that the C.F.P.B. “had the DNA of

Elizabeth Warren” and wanted to “weaponize the tools of financial laws

against basically small mom-and-pop lenders,” despite its historic focus on

the largest firms in the country. Last April, in a policy memo laying out

“supervision and enforcement priorities,” Mark Paoletta, the bureau’s chief

legal officer, promised to cut examinations by half, go easy on non-banks,

and investigate unfair lending only when there’s already been “proven actual

intentional racial discrimination”—as though a queue of professed culprits

were simply waiting to be handcuffed. The bureau would no longer focus on

student loans, medical debt, “initiatives for ‘justice involved’ individuals

(criminals),” or, in a gift to the tech industry, digital payments and “peer-to-

peer platforms and lending.”

Contradictions soon emerged. The policy memo included a promise to focus

on “service members and their families, and veterans.” Yet in early July the

bureau withdrew from a consent order that would have returned ninety-five

million dollars in surprise overdraft fees to the military customers of Navy

Federal Credit Union. (According to the bureau spokesperson, Navy Federal

was a “victim of Chopra’s abuse of power.”) The memo also expressed an

intent to step away from potentially “duplicative” work—to let states and

cities enforce their own consumer-finance laws, a traditionally Republican

position. The bureau flipped its stance on that, too. In 2024, the C.F.P.B. had

proposed a rule to remove medical debt from credit reports, based on years

of research that revealed dodgy practices. Debt collectors often pursued the

wrong patients, for example, and tried to recover balances that were more

than a decade old. And, because medical debt isn’t incurred in the same

volitional manner as, say, a Nordstrom credit-card balance, the bureau found

it “less predictive of future repayment.” This past spring, Vought’s C.F.P.B.

abandoned the rule. Then, in October, the bureau went further and issued a

kind of anti-rule arguing that states may not pass their own laws on credit

reporting. Several states had already done so. I’d seen the impact myself,

when I received a doctor’s bill advising me of new “protections around

medical debt” in New York that banned its use for credit reporting, liens, and



wage garnishment. Vought’s anti-rule, though not binding, cast doubt on the

future of such laws.

I recently visited the office of Tzedek DC, a legal-aid nonprofit in

Washington, D.C. The organization had been advocating for a local bill to

remove medical debt from credit reports, in line with the old federal rule,

and was now struggling to respond to the “one-hundred-and-eighty degree

change,” as one employee put it. Advocates were referring to the current

bureau as “the evil C.F.P.B.” Two weeks later, during a public hearing on the

legislation, a D.C. councilwoman named Christina Henderson acknowledged

that the uncertainty could complicate the bill’s future. “Frankly, the C.F.P.B.

could not exist in, like, a week,” she said.

A similar question mark hovered over new financial tech. Chopra’s bureau

had framed “buy now, pay later” products as credit cards, and earned-wage-

access products as payday lenders. These categorizations would mean that,

for instance, “buy now, pay later” companies would have to investigate

disputes, issue refunds, and provide billing statements. Vought’s C.F.P.B.

reversed those interpretations, leaving the states, and consumers, to figure

out what rules there were, if any. “The different ‘buy now, pay later’

platforms have different policies on what happens when you miss a payment

or whether it’s reported to a credit bureau,” Kimberly Palmer, a writer at the

personal-finance site NerdWallet, told me. “That’s why it’s important to dig

into the disclosures. But it’s hard to do that, because you’re opting in at

checkout—you’re in a time-pressure situation.”

Conflicting bills on earned-wage access are pending in nearly half the states.

Though these products usually advertise themselves as free and interest-free,

they often charge hefty fees. Earlier this year, in New York, lawmakers

introduced the Stop Taking Our Pay Act, which would define wage advances

as loans subject to the state’s usury statutes. “These Big Tech finance apps

are finding ways and loopholes,” Steven Raga, a state assemblyman, said. A

consumer speaking in support of the bill likened the use of earned-wage-

access apps to visiting a payday lender or a pawnshop, but “from the

comfort of my own bed.” The Financial Technology Association, an industry

group, is lobbying for a “federal regulatory framework” that would classify

earned-wage access as something other than credit or a loan. Penny Lee, the

group’s president, told me that it simply wants to “have rules on the books



that treat different products differently.” In the meantime, New York’s

attorney general is suing the popular earned-wage-access app DailyPay for

charging fees that can add up to an A.P.R. of between two hundred and

seven hundred and fifty per cent. DailyPay denies that it is making loans at

all, and has moved to dismiss the case.

The spectre of freewheeling fintech has unnerved a lot of C.F.P.B. alumni,

but none have been as vocal as Frotman, the former general counsel. Post-

Biden, Frotman has been a touring Cassandra. “Every bank wants to be a

tech company, and every tech company wants to be a bank,” he often says. I

met him in September, at the law school of the University of California,

Berkeley. A lecture hall full of aspiring lawyers had been lured by free

burritos to listen to him and Sam Levine, a former director of consumer

protection at the F.T.C. (Levine would soon take a job with Mayor Zohran

Mamdani, leading the New York City Department of Consumer and Worker

Protection.) The law student moderating the event was a former C.F.P.B.

analyst who wore a “Dodd-Frank is pretty great” T-shirt under her blazer.

Frotman spoke with agitated speed. He compared the current glut of

delinquencies—and lack of oversight—to the conditions that produced the

2008 financial crisis. Back then, the risk was caused by bundled derivatives

backed by crappy mortgages. Now, he said, “a whole new asset class of

fintech-driven installment products” was making it shockingly easy to

accumulate debt. “Your income isn’t high enough, so we’re going to have

your employer give you a payday loan, but just call it earned-wage access.

On top of that, you don’t have enough money to pay for groceries, so we’ll

just put it on ‘buy now, pay later.’ Then you go to the doctor and you can’t

pay for your kids’ medicines, so you put it on a deferred-interest credit card.

The list just goes on and on.”

Under Biden, the bureau had tried to prevent companies from invoking

innovation to escape oversight. It filed lawsuits and proposed rules

governing Meta, Google, Amazon, Apple, Square, SoLo Funds, Venmo,

PayPal (which recently applied for a bank charter), Zelle (and its owners,

Bank of America, JPMorgan Chase, and Wells Fargo), Credova Financial,

Cash App, and Walmart’s fintech partner, Branch Messenger. Nearly all of

those efforts are now dead. The C.F.P.B.’s inaction, an official warned in

federal court, is likely “planting the seeds for a white-collar financial-crime

spree.”



The supervisory exam is one of the quieter, but most effective, tools that the

C.F.P.B. has. Every year, the bureau decides on a list of businesses and

products that could use a checkup. There might have been a rise in credit

scams targeting immigrants and elders, a spate of home foreclosures

clustered in the Southwest, or a spike in interest rates on dental credit cards.

The companies involved are given two months’ notice before a team of

examiners inspects call logs, customer records, internal policies, application

forms, advertisements, and retail practices. The public doesn’t know who’s

being examined, and everything is confidential. Exams sometimes reveal

errors or oversights that can be addressed much more cheaply and discreetly

than through litigation. A discriminatory algorithm might be reprogrammed;

a bank could waive fines or distribute reimbursements. “There are a lot of

consumers who would later get a check, and they didn’t know why,” Lorelei

Salas, the head of supervision during the Biden Administration, told me. In

2023, for example, exams resulted in refunds of “junk fees”—charges for

paper statements that never arrived, add-on auto insurance that was still

billed after a vehicle was repossessed—totalling a hundred and forty million

dollars.

In late January, Victoria Dorfman, a lawyer who, like Vought, was balancing

multiple jobs in the Trump Administration, spoke at a virtual meeting of the

C.F.P.B.’s supervision unit. During the past year, Dorfman had served as a

top lawyer at the Office of Management and Budget, and nominally

managed the C.F.P.B.’s enforcement and supervision units. She had

previously been a partner at the law firm Jones Day and a clerk for Justice

Clarence Thomas. The last time she’d addressed the examiners had been in

November, at a meeting to discuss a new “humility in supervisions pledge.”

At the start of every exam, staff would be required to read the pledge aloud,

promising “to work collaboratively” with the entity being inspected. Now,

on the video call, she emphasized that deference was a guiding principle.

“An examination is not a fishing expedition,” she said. Future exams, she

insisted, would be virtual and short.



The supervision unit had shrunk by thirty per cent. An examiner who was

still there told me that he found the call “condescending” and “infuriating.”

The examiner is a veteran, and Dorfman’s tone reminded him of being

dressed down in the military. “I was raging the whole time,” he said. “It

killed the morale”—or whatever was left of it. In 2016 and 2024, the

examiner had voted for Trump, angered by the Democrats’ sidelining of

Bernie Sanders and drawn to the MAGA promise “not to go to war,” he told

me. (In 2020, he voted for the Libertarian candidate, Jo Jorgensen.) But

Trump’s real priorities were becoming clear. “They’re cutting taxes for the

rich and getting rid of our benefits,” he said. He noted that, though brick-

and-mortar banks already have a lot of compliance infrastructure in place,

non-banks do not. “All these tech people are friends with Trump,” the

examiner told me. “They all went on Joe Rogan and started tweeting about

the C.F.P.B. at the same time, and now they’re getting around regulations for

their payment platforms.” Trump’s attitude toward the big banks has been

less generous. He is suing JPMorgan Chase (and its chairman and C.E.O.,

Jamie Dimon) for five billion dollars, alleging that he had been “debanked”

after January 6th because of his politics.

The examiner tried to maintain some semblance of a routine. He checked his

work e-mail and did the occasional follow-up on an old exam. Sometimes he

met nearby colleagues for a drink. He cooked and lifted weights and hung



out with his fiancée and their cat. He wrote autofiction and applied for jobs,

though there weren’t many available: examiners aren’t in high demand these

days, in the public or the private sector.

This year, Dorfman has proposed sixty-eight exams—less than half the usual

number. The list tracks the bureau’s new priorities. There are no fintechs on

it, and very few exams pertaining to discrimination in lending. None of the

top mortgage lenders is scheduled, “which is crazy from a risk perspective,”

the examiner said. He worried that the shift to brief, online exams—if the

exams happened at all—would make the process less effective. “You don’t

get to see the big picture,” he explained. “You miss a lot of trends and

patterns.”

Another examiner I spoke to had similar concerns. She worried most about

non-banks. Over lunch at a pizza restaurant, she recalled doing an exam of a

payday-lending franchise in Tennessee. “We were interviewing the guy who

worked there and heard a bunch of rattling in the ceiling,” she said. “I was,

like, ‘Oh, is that your A.C. system?’ He’s, like, ‘It’s rats. I’ve told

management about them.’ If they didn’t care about their employees, that was

a sign that they’re not gonna give a fuck about the customer.” She showed

me a stack of old manuals from examiner trainings: “Fundamentals of

Mortgage Origination 2,” “Know Before You Owe.” Inside were sample

math problems and worksheets that reminded me of high-school calculus.

After trying to wait out the tumult at the bureau, this examiner had finally

left for a job at a national bank. She observed that the compliance

department there was “aware that the C.F.P.B. is kind of moot right now.”

The bank wasn’t being reckless, but it didn’t feel the need to invest in more

monitoring, either. She missed her work at the bureau. “That was my

purpose,” she said. “That’s how I did good in this world.”

Of the seventeen hundred employees who were with the C.F.P.B. in late

2024, about twelve hundred remain. For some, the paycheck is simply hard

to beat. (The pay scale of the Federal Reserve System, which includes the

bureau, is higher than that of most of the rest of the federal government.) But

many workers are still there out of a sense of duty. “In the trajectory of the

country, I know my role is limited,” a senior lawyer at the bureau told me.

“But if people in the eighteen-nineties, when people were striking in mines



to prevent being crushed, if they could take bullets to hold the line, then I

can desk-jockey this white-collar line from my home office.”

One night in December, I joined a group of employees for dinner at the

Washington home of Doug Wilson, a C.F.P.B. enforcement attorney I know

from law school. I was the first to arrive and was greeted at the door by two

cats and an anxious, big-eyed dog named Jolene. A banner from a recent

union protest was rolled up and lying across a couch on the porch. Wilson

took me upstairs to his office, which was piled with notes and pleadings. A

bound copy of Title X of Dodd-Frank, the section of the statute establishing

the C.F.P.B., was on the floor next to his desk.

Wilson’s guests included litigators, a technologist, and a policy expert. One

man described his work as increasingly “performative.” He’d recently had to

settle a big case on the cheap, and the final agreement undermined “the

whole point of the statute,” he said. He and his colleagues were starting to

look for other work. “I don’t think anyone thinks the bureau has a master

plan,” Wilson told me. If the situation became totally untenable, he would

hang a shingle, perhaps starting a solo practice that could “pitch potential

enforcement actions to state A.G.s,” he said. (Twenty-one states and the

District of Columbia have sued Vought to keep the bureau intact.) Other

C.F.P.B. alumni had already taken jobs with state governments, banking

regulators, city enforcers, fintechs, and consulting firms. A former bureau

lawyer at the New York attorney general’s office described a burgeoning

“C.F.P.B. diaspora.” Wilson’s former boss, Eric Halperin, was re-creating a

version of the bureau’s enforcement division at Protect Borrowers, a

consumer-rights nonprofit. Still, Halperin told me, “nothing can take the

place of what the bureau, with all its different tools, was able to do.”

The next day, Wilson and other members of the enforcement team gathered

for the unit’s annual holiday party, held in the community room of a

colleague’s apartment building. On the way, they received an e-mail from

Michael Salemi, the acting enforcement director:

I have served under every Bureau Director or Acting Director since I

started at the Bureau in August 2011. Even if I disagreed with a

Director’s policy direction, I did my best to execute on that direction. I

hope that everything I have done at the Bureau has been animated by



the Bureau’s statutory objectives, including ensuring that consumers are

protected from unfair, deceptive, or abusive acts and practices and from

discrimination.

I had hoped to spend the rest of my career advancing that mission at the

Bureau. I still hope I can continue that mission, but I’m disappointed

that it won’t be here.

Salemi was the third enforcement director to resign in less than a year. “He

was an incredibly even-tempered person,” Wilson told me. “So for him to

finally find it unsustainable to stay was a real kick in the teeth.” About half

of the seventy-five people at the party had already quit. Some flew in from

the West Coast, hungry for an opportunity to commiserate. There were

Greek kebabs, spiked cranberry punch, wine, beer, and a lot of dark humor.

Afterward, the party decamped to Wok and Roll, a karaoke bar. Wilson’s

phone lit up with a link to a Bloomberg Law article, in which a C.F.P.B.

spokesperson said, of Salemi’s resignation, “No longer is the Enforcement

Division one of thuggery and unprofessional behavior.” And: “Don’t let the

door hit you on the way out.”

At the bar, Wilson chose a song called “The Modern Leper,” by the Scottish

indie-rock band Frightened Rabbit. The chorus goes like this:

Is that you in front of me

Coming back for even more of exactly the same

You must be a masochist

To love a modern leper on his last leg

It was a bit of a “vibe killer,” Wilson admitted. The next morning, he went

back to work for more of the same. ♦



Onward and Upward with the Arts

“Giant” Takes on Roald Dahl and His

Antisemitism

Mark Rosenblatt’s début play brings light, shadow, and humor to its portrait

of a troubled writer.

By John Lahr
March 09, 2026

  

Novelists never get to see readers applaud their works—or walk out of them

—but playwrights do. The dramatist’s encounter with the audience, whether

disappointing or exhilarating, is a unique, indelible experience. This thought

occurred to me last August, as the director and playwright Mark Rosenblatt

and I hightailed it from a restaurant in London’s Soho, down the red-

lanterned alleys of Chinatown and through the blinking neon hubbub of

Leicester Square, to the Harold Pinter Theatre, in order to second-act the

penultimate night of Rosenblatt’s West End hit, “Giant.”

The play is a study of Roald Dahl, one of England’s most celebrated

children’s authors (three hundred million copies of his books have been sold

https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2005/07/11/the-candy-man-roald-dahl


worldwide), and the scandal he caused, in 1983, by making antisemitic

statements in a review of a book about Israel’s 1982 invasion of Lebanon.

The way that “Giant” gathered momentum was almost surreal: first, there

was the involvement of such theatre greats as Nicholas Hytner (the former

artistic director of the National Theatre and a co-founder of London’s Bridge

Theatre), the actor John Lithgow, who plays Dahl, and the set and costume

designer Bob Crowley; then a première at the legendary Royal Court, in

2024, where “Giant” was, according to the theatre’s artistic director, David

Byrne, one of the best-selling shows in its seventy-year history; three Olivier

Awards, including Best New Play; and the West End run at the Harold

Pinter, where “Giant” sold out every show for fourteen weeks. Productions

were already under way in Riga, Barcelona, and Madrid, but the biggest skip

of the theatrical stone was to New York, where “Giant” will open at the

Music Box, on Broadway, on March 23rd.

Rosenblatt, a boyish forty-eight-year-old who spent the first twenty years of

his career as a jobbing theatre director, seems to view these successes with a

stunned, somewhat wary delight. A nimble soccer player—“a legend in his

own lunchtime,” as the Brits say—he is swift of foot as well as of mind; we

made it to the theatre with time to spare. We stood catty-corner to the crowd

that had gathered, during the intermission, under the glow of the marquee

and its image of Lithgow looking eerily similar to the rangy Dahl. As the

audience began to flow back into the theatre for the second act, Rosenblatt

remarked, “I have a poster on my wall, from years and years ago, which says

‘Zero Commercial Potential.’ ”

“Was it up when you were writing the play?” I asked.

“It was in my eye line,” he said.

At the entrance, an attendant asked to see our tickets. “I’m the author,”

Rosenblatt said. His words didn’t seem to register. He added, “The

playwright. I wrote the play. I’m just going to listen from the back.”

The attendant’s brow furrowed. “Come with me,” he said. We followed as he

forged a path through the throng until he spotted the house manager. “He

says he wrote the play,” the attendant said, nodding in our direction. The

manager smiled at us over the attendant’s shoulder and waved us in.



We entered at the foot of the proscenium. “Too close, too overwhelming,”

Rosenblatt said, moving up the aisle toward the ochre curtains at the back of

the stalls, his preferred spot. The lights dimmed. The audience drew itself to

attention. Rosenblatt whispered, “The beginning of Act II is quite fun. There

are a couple of good jokes. So, when I’m back here, I can feel how lively the

show’s been tonight.” What distinguished this night’s audience was the

particular quality of its focus. There was no restlessness, no coughing. The

audience was braced, ready to listen.

The play imagines the arrival at Dahl’s Buckinghamshire home of Tom

Maschler and Jessie Stone, emissaries from Dahl’s English and American

publishing houses, both of whom are Jewish, soon after the publication of

his antisemitic review and just prior to the launch of his novel “The

Witches.” To the publishers, who have made a big investment in Dahl, the

visit is an exercise in disaster management. To Dahl, it’s an opportunity to

poke the bear. To the audience, the ensuing debate works as a kind of Roman

candle, the play’s lacerating wit shooting sparks of light over an array of

divisive issues that are hard, in these heartbreaking days, to speak or hear

about—Palestine and Israel, Jewish identity, political correctness,

antisemitism, malignant narcissism. Rosenblatt’s script trades in paradox,

not polemics; it is at once uncomfortable and thrilling. Among “Giant” ’s

many astonishments—of thought, characterization, construction—the most

surprising, perhaps, is that it is the first play that Rosenblatt ever wrote.

https://www.amazon.com/dp/014241011X/?bestFormat=true&k=the%20witches%20roald%20dahl%20book&ref_=nb_sb_ss_w_scx-ent-bk-ww_k2_1_16_de&crid=1UGLL8RAO214M&sprefix=The%20Witche%20roal


Rosenblatt paced. Act II begins with the offstage sound of a toilet flushing.

Dahl, who suffered from lifelong back pain after crashing his plane as an

R.A.F. fighter pilot in the Second World War, enters. “Narrow escape. . . .

Battle adrenaline meant I held it in,” he says, and then proceeds to dump on

the other characters with withering ironies. Beyond the physical

resemblance, Lithgow conveys Dahl’s soigné swagger, the shellac of his

English public-school privilege. Dahl, like his fictional witches, is

“dangerous because he doesn’t look dangerous.” Although his fiancée,

Felicity Crosland, or Liccy, begs him not to, Dahl draws his jejune young

housekeeper, Hallie, into his mess. He asks if her upcoming holiday includes

a visit to Israel:

Hallie: We’re not going to the Middle East, so—

Roald: But if you were? . . . Would you visit Israel?

Liccy (to Roald): Let her get on.

Roald: I’m just curious. After all you’ve heard.

Liccy: Heaven’s sake.

Roald (to Hallie): Would you buy an Israeli avocado?



Hallie: Oh, I don’t—

Roald: Or . . . would refusing to buy it be “anti-Semitic”? Simple

question.

Hallie: Does the avocado know it’s Israeli?

Roald: Christ.

Hallie: Someone’s got to stand with the avocados, Mr. Dahl. That’s all

I’m saying.

The audience roared. I looked over at Rosenblatt, who was still patrolling

the back wall. “There was actually a laugh there I hadn’t heard before,” he

whispered. “It was on ‘Simple question.’ The audience realized it wasn’t a

simple question, and they laughed. The audience was very alive to it.”

Rosenblatt’s first foray into theatre was as a sock in a school production of

Beatrix Potter’s “Tailor of Gloucester.” By his own admission, he was a

teen-age “theatre nerd,” his bedroom walls decorated with production

posters, his hangout the National Theatre. “I was a terrible showoff as an

actor,” he said. “I liked the tightrope that actors walked, the possibility that

the illusion would crack.” Rosenblatt’s parents, Harvey and Linda, both

pillars of North London’s Jewish community, saw theatre as a “worrisome

prospect,” he said. “My dad didn’t go to university. He just wanted me to

make the most of my privileged education.” But, as his parents nudged him

toward the Inns of Court, Rosenblatt gravitated toward the boards.

The actor Rory Kinnear performed with Rosenblatt at St. Paul’s School, one

of London’s most expensive private institutions, and was directed by him

when they were undergrads together at Oxford. “Mark was a slightly more

thrusting young buck in those days,” Kinnear recalled. “Very, very

determined with his directing, to the extent that you thought, Calm down,

mate. We’re only seventeen.” At St. Paul’s, Rosenblatt and Kinnear co-

starred in a staging of David Mamet’s “Glengarry Glenn Ross”—Rosenblatt

as Shelley (the Machine) Levene, an aging real-estate salesman, and Kinnear

as Ricky Roma, his cutthroat competitor. Kinnear remembers thinking how

https://www.amazon.com/Tailor-Gloucester-Beatrix-Potter/dp/0723247722/ref=sr_1_1?crid=3K2KGNYU0WVM7&dib=eyJ2IjoiMSJ9.t2a1hfoF_5GiLP3ADntYnK7TEF9Na5JMuVBpyHZpNvVCF94-61SonWiqu4fDyy7vMcNZb9oseRyjn7NjycGkBzrSeZByxlVxmujo8gNts3DFCV6KdiekeUjrfdBtt0opZ2QWHeycnRLyGxgbZR_OOBC0L3B9tNtXoLdiruOnd-vpdwgHUaDBCZdpoi-f7rrGhaP9HmpggZ4AF2AdfN5WkTW443bF2be76J8QZ_LCdEs.nbmBy_Q-SDKnY_UNlYf2tThqX8rOTlTsUnO74vm-3Uw&dib_tag=se&keywords=Tailor+of+Gloucester&qid=1772838535&sprefix=tailor+of+gloucester%2Caps%2C89&sr=8-1
https://www.amazon.com/s?k=glengarry+glen+ross+play&crid=3TNE0B6XWYLP4&sprefix=glengarry+glen+ross+play%2Caps%2C163&ref=nb_sb_noss_1


good Rosenblatt was. “It was sort of a surprise he gave up acting so quickly,

by the time he got to university,” Kinnear said.

“There’s more dimension to being a director,” Rosenblatt told me. “You can

create the whole thing, rather than just being in it.” In the course of three

years at Oxford, he staged Joe Orton’s “Entertaining Mr. Sloane,” Joshua

Sobol’s “Ghetto,” Ibsen’s “Peer Gynt,” Frank McGuinness’s “Someone

Who’ll Watch Over Me,” and a production of Shakespeare’s “Taming of the

Shrew” that toured Japan. In Japan, Rosenblatt had a chance to act again.

“One of the chaps who played Baptista detached a retina when we were

about to play Kobe University,” Kinnear, who was Petruchio, opposite

Rosamund Pike’s Bianca, told me. “Mark very bravely stepped into his

considerably larger shoes and larger suit on four hours’ notice. The sight of

Mark emerging onstage with these trousers sweeping the floor before him

and the cuffs of his jacket sort of brushing his knees—I ended up just

beating the floor with laughter! Kobe University wrote us that we would not

be welcomed back. I blame it squarely on Mark’s long suit.”

The glow of Oxford’s spotlight followed Rosenblatt into professional

theatre, and he was championed early on by adventurous elders. Thelma

Holt, then a visiting professor of theatre at Oxford, got him his first job,

assisting John Crowley in a production of “Macbeth.” Dominic Dromgoole,

then director of the Oxford Stage Company, took Rosenblatt under his wing,

as an assistant director. “He was a terrible assistant. He would sit behind me

and roll his eyes when I spoke,” Dromgoole said. “It was done with such a

lightness and sense of fun that you forgave him.” In 1999, Rosenblatt won

the James Menzies-Kitchin Young Director Award. Ultimately, though, he

didn’t quite achieve the liftoff that his early years had promised. “Some

directors, at the time in their careers when they need to demonstrate to

themselves and to others what they can do, don’t get the right opportunities,”

Hytner told me. “It’s that simple. Mark’s career was a good career but not a

stellar career.”

In 2013, Rosenblatt became the associate director of the Leeds Playhouse,

where he put on nine main-stage productions by playwrights ranging from

Chekhov to Alan Bennett. Rosenblatt judged the experience “wonderful” but

found the system frustrating. “You were choosing plays that would

contribute to the bottom line, that weren’t as idiosyncratic as I’d have liked,”
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https://www.amazon.com/Peer-Gynt-Dramatic-Oxford-Classics/dp/0199555532/ref=sr_1_2?crid=33PUTH9MP35S0&dib=eyJ2IjoiMSJ9.KcARxetYAH7CxP2plWOknACMy200JMzOHiJuIUEhRMbsu-nLsD4OnpFGrO0fSQLZENiAwGtWGkVwysFRcjLAunI3nBPKRzBIOK81mqs1jO-GWIwkTb2IbKRamUKyU_G_HZoVM0hfdVPVCcbx8_zeidRvXBeMJrE9QHV4xGxj8ErEIvqS61M1nkNHa_APMNwETFS9rKowJVBumkbG3ZFMLQ5hoUyRnRVU79qmx-n3AbAZg4MbLxKGDBTPolFrhLMAI7HtMn60BlmFJEwAQS0ji9VuWrdYdZLDVSTtKtCdYtY.vVe1qmzO1l79SyI9VAbqNgvkgkqqFYOhi_rwFyyF_Lg&dib_tag=se&keywords=Peer+Gynt&qid=1772837993&sprefix=peer+gynt%2Caps%2C139&sr=8-2
https://www.amazon.com/Someone-Wholl-Watch-Over-Me/dp/0571168043/ref=sr_1_1?crid=38P71NKDWJEQV&dib=eyJ2IjoiMSJ9.EUWo75_NedJl-4oddDY3ntJb7h_S9EamDv79WbPxE-6hra4DK17qWI4_qJwTJpV66zPX4mw7brYZFw6mtk4DrOLszSI0QKDVpd9dk1LlTzJua4WCyAVNplC3bVz9SlJH_swdSZmnbif0dNcl9pRzTQLF3rZoXUxDqOBFVm902eJNdQoBWx765EQAsHX4lvm359RKZMcErNYL21SYbTEKag.UEbWEuyXG6nn3ycWbS1HJepf29s2r-vLQIM8pl6ktz8&dib_tag=se&keywords=Someone+Who%E2%80%99ll+Watch+Over+Me&qid=1772838015&sprefix=someone+who+ll+watch+over+me%2Caps%2C111&sr=8-1
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he said. “Sometimes a show ran for a shorter time than the rehearsal period.

Things just weren’t adding up. Something needed to change.”

The urge to write had been percolating since August 22, 2009, when

Rosenblatt spoke at the wedding of his best friend, Alex Gallafent. “I made

everyone laugh a lot,” he said. “It gave me such a thrill, somehow, weaving

a story of my friendship and what I wished for them. It unlocked a feeling

that I could write and hold the attention of a group of people.” He’d already

written a few film adaptations—including W. Somerset Maugham’s “The

Circle”—but those were baby steps on a path he was afraid to take. “I was

always not writing,” he said. “When you’re adapting, you’re editing and

shifting. The tracks have already been laid down, so the risk is limited. I had

to write something original. It was a real terror.”

If Rosenblatt was to do original work, he felt, it would have to draw “from

what I knew, had lived.” His outlook, he explained, had been informed by a

serious “engagement with what my family went through in the war.” His

first intimation of an unspoken grief in the family story occurred when he

was about ten, in the bright, well-upholstered front room of his home, in St.

John’s Wood. Rosenblatt and his family were taking tea with Auntie Ica, an

“elderly cousin-type person,” when she rolled up her sleeve, revealing an

Auschwitz tattoo. “There, in the context of lace curtains, milk and biscuits,

and ‘Who wants sugar?’—it was shocking,” Rosenblatt said. Years later, the

family uncovered a photo of Josef Mengele, the so-called Angel of Death,

picking people for his medical experiments from a lineup at Auschwitz.

“Auntie Ica was in the lineup,” Rosenblatt told me, adding, “You absorb this

stuff. It’s major.”

In 2022, on “Holocaust: Three Generations,” a podcast about inherited

trauma, Rosenblatt’s mother, Linda, spoke of how important it was for every

Jewish child to keep the Shoah in mind. She had become the family’s

archivist and historian, producing a family tree detailing the births, the

deaths, and the burial locations of her exterminated relatives. Linda also

reconstructed the story of her mother’s flight from the Nazis—a terrifying,

epic journey that took her from Frankfurt to Antwerp to Toulouse to Nice to

St.-Martin-Vésubie, and, after a two-day trek in clogs over the French Alps

with a thousand other Jews, to Turin, and then to Rome, where she sheltered

in a convent until the end of the war. At nineteen, Rosenblatt visited the

https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2020/06/22/revisiting-mengeles-malignant-race-science


convent. Thirteen years later, with his parents and his younger brother,

Jonathan, he followed his grandmother’s Alpine escape route into Italy, a

steep, difficult climb, at an altitude above eight thousand feet. Her story, he

said, “got into my dreams. I remember having persecution nightmares, being

chased endlessly. I found it hard to imagine—the immediacy of being in a

world that wanted you gone.”

In the late twenty-tens, Britain’s escalating debate about Israel and Palestine

exposed the Labour Party’s gross mishandling of internal antisemitism,

which led to breaches of the Equality Act. The issue was roiling the country,

and the political argument was blurred with “terrible assumptions about

Jews,” Rosenblatt said. In 2018, he married the writer and journalist Amy

Abrahams, and by the end of the year they were expecting their first child.

Rosenblatt’s family trauma resurfaced. “You sort of reconnect with the

horror of it all when you’re a parent,” Rosenblatt said. “I didn’t want my son

to be full of fear.” In the course of a weekend, he wrote the script for a short

film titled “Ganef,” a nuanced fourteen-minute examination of trauma’s

divisive damage, which he directed and produced independently. The

character at the center of the short, which was long-listed for an Academy

Award, was loosely based on stories from his grandmother. “She was afraid

of travelling alone in taxis, of people in uniform,” he said. “She felt unsafe.

She didn’t trust people. She didn’t want anyone to know what she was up

to.”

In the film, a lively little girl, Ruthie, is playing a chasing game with the

family maid, racing happily around the furniture of her elegant house, when

her mother returns home with some purchases. “Take these up to my room,”

the mother whispers to Ruthie. “Don’t let anyone see.” Later, sitting in her

mother’s bedroom, Ruthie asks, “Why can’t people see the bags?” Her

mother explains, “You know, when I was little. In Frankfurt. The people who

hurt us. One soldier . . . a . . . a ganef—a thief—came to our home and he

took what we had. But, if he didn’t know what we had, he couldn’t take it.”

Ruthie asks, “Is a ganef coming here?” “No, no, no,” her mother tells her,

and sends her off to play. But, psychologically speaking, the ganef has just

arrived. The mother has planted the seeds of trauma in her daughter’s mind,

contaminating her imagination.



By degrees, Ruthie loses her faith in the world. First, she hides her toys, then

she wrongly accuses the maid of stealing an ashtray, thereby destroying their

loving relationship. Although the mother apologizes to the maid, Ruthie is

now consumed by fear, her reality violently distorted. When she later sees

the maid trying on her mother’s coat, she bolts into her bedroom wardrobe

and locks herself inside. “Go away, thief!” she calls, when the maid knocks

on the door. The film ends with the spooked child trapped in cavernous

darkness, breathing heavily. “Her refuge, the cupboard, is also a kind of

prison of anxiety and mistrust,” Rosenblatt said. “That’s what prejudice

does. It offers a mirage of clarity but, in fact, makes your world darker and

smaller.”

Darkness and trauma, the complex connections between loss and cruelty that

“Ganef” delivers in cinematic shorthand, were also what Rosenblatt

discovered when he began to research Roald Dahl. As a boy, Rosenblatt

said, “I adored him. He was the wallpaper of my childhood.” Now, as he

tried to parse his anger at the Labour Party and to separate the debate about

Israel and Palestine from what he called a “weaponized argument with

terrible, racist assumptions,” it occurred to him that “there might be a way to

dramatize that.” He remembered that Dahl had been caught up in an

antisemitism scandal. He read the article that Dahl had written, for the

Literary Review, about Tony Clifton and Catherine Leroy’s “God Cried,” a
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pro-Palestinian account of Israel’s invasion of Lebanon, in an attempt to

dismantle the Palestinian Liberation Organization’s operational bases in the

south. (The two-month siege of Beirut that followed led to thousands of

Lebanese civilian deaths.) Dahl accused the Jews of switching “rapidly from

being much-pitied victims to barbarous murderers” and decried “American

Jewish bankers” and “Jewish financial institutions,” while calling on Jews

“to follow the example of the Germans and become anti-Israeli.” The

review, Rosenblatt said, “was written by a man who was very angry about

Israel’s actions in Lebanon and very moved by the carnage in West Beirut.

Also, there seemed to be a lot of racist, medieval antisemitic stereotyping

going on.” Then he read about the backlash against Dahl. “It was firing me

up, this idea,” he told me. “It had reach. I didn’t want to create something

that was insular, where Jewish characters talk to Jewish characters for a

Jewish audience only. I wanted to find a wide and diverse audience. With

Dahl, we could come into the story through someone we thought we knew,

whom we had an investment in.”

In late November, 2018, having just finished writing “Ganef,” Rosenblatt

met up with Hytner for a coffee. “I was hoping that, if Nick liked the idea,

the Bridge might commission, develop, even produce the play,” he said. He

pitched the story as a “crisis-management dilemma.” Hytner lit up at the

premise. “The really key idea was: Dahl wrote this book review,” Hytner

told me. “People around him tried to get him to retract it. But he didn’t. He

doubled down. So what Mark had was a beginning and an end.”

What Rosenblatt didn’t have was a writer. He asked Hytner for suggestions.

“Mark didn’t have the play worked out, but he had far too much to go to an

already established, top-tier playwright and say, ‘Write this play,’ exactly the

play that you as a director want,” Hytner told me. “That’s not the way it

works.” And, in the brio of Rosenblatt’s pitch, Hytner had heard something

else. “Why don’t you write it?” he asked.

The idea of writing a play scared Rosenblatt: “All that yakking! And the fear

of clunky exposition and being confined, essentially, for two hours in one

locked-off wide shot. Perhaps that fear was also connected to a fear of being

boring—a fear that somehow the kinetic syntax of film enabled me to keep

an audience’s attention far more comfortably than a play would.”

Nonetheless, he left his meeting with Hytner without having rejected the



notion. “I guess, unconsciously, I must have thought there was a whiff of a

possibility of my being able to do it,” he said. Hytner’s enthusiasm, he

added, “helped short-circuit my usual self-doubt and impostor syndrome.”

Rosenblatt didn’t exactly hop to it; 2019 was a hectic year for him. He shot

and edited “Ganef,” became a father, co-directed Brad Birch’s “Missing

People,” and fought a losing battle with a feature-film script. It was calamity

that finally got him down to work. “Missing People,” a play about a Leeds

family that travels to Japan—a bilingual co-production five years in the

planning—transferred from a Japanese theatre to Leeds in March, 2020. “We

had achieved something amazing by the time the production came back to

Leeds,” Rosenblatt said. An hour before the show’s press-night performance

was to begin, it was cancelled. The date was March 16th—the day that

theatres started to close in advance of COVID-19 lockdown. It was a

sensational piece of bad luck.

At the time, Rosenblatt and his family were living in a two-room flat in

Swiss Cottage, London. “The baby was sleeping in the living room, and

there was no room to write,” he recalled. In the bedroom, he set up two

pillars of books and placed a slab of wood across them. Sitting on the bed, at

this wobbly, improvised desk, he said, “I sort of gently lowered myself into

the scaldingly hot bath of writing a play.”

Rosenblatt prepared the way an actor prepares—trying forensically to get

under the skin of “an extraordinary, cruel, troubled man.” He read

biographies, interviewed Dahl’s acquaintances, and, to learn Dahl’s

metabolism and his club-room badinage, studied videos of him on YouTube.

When Dahl sat down to dream up a story—in a cramped, unheated writing

hut at the bottom of his garden—his gift was his ability not only to

remember what it was like to be a child but to become a child. “It’s not like

he was remembering a stable, sweet, bucolic childhood,” Rosenblatt said.

“He was remembering the fierceness of it.” “Giant” opens with Dahl looking

over proofs of “The Witches” and cheering the extra touches of

grotesqueness that the book’s illustrator, Quentin Blake, has added. “Much

nastier. Blistering scalps, clawed fingers. Good,” he says. “Relishing the

bloodlust to come.”

https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2021/01/04/the-plague-year


The viciousness and violence in Dahl’s macabre tales appeal to young

readers because they understand these things—subliminally, at least—as

honesty. “The world is a rough old place,” Rosenblatt said. “Kids can

behave badly. Adults can behave badly. Dahl voices some of the more

gruesome, naughty, ugly, and mischievous thoughts kids have, and he says

it’s O.K. to have them.” From the start, Rosenblatt was determined not to

just “smash the Roald Dahl piñata” but to understand where his “casually

contemptuous antisemitism” originated. “By seeing Dahl as a nuanced,

complex, contradictory person,” he wrote in his treatment for the play, “I’m

refusing to reduce him to the level of bogeyman.” To show brilliance, it is

said, you need shadow; “Giant” brings Dahl’s shadow into the light.

In Rosenblatt’s script and Lithgow’s dazzling performance, Dahl is a kind of

dervish of disdain, who projects his repressed fury onto others. In his books,

Dahl’s monsters turn misery into fun; in life, his fun was to impose misery

on others. The racist jibes that Dahl directs at his publishers in “Giant”

perform the same annihilating voodoo as the spells in “The Witches”: to

“squish them and squiggle them and make them disappear.” When he asks

Jessie Stone, for instance, to explain her position on Israel, she confidently

presents herself as a progressive Jew, “able to see Israel’s mistakes and

flaws.” Smiling, Dahl says that this reminds him of his old friend Colin:

“Colin is my Israel, I suppose. Always punching people and blaming the

barman.”

The virulence of Dahl’s antisemitism was perhaps triggered in part by what

he saw as Jewish self-righteousness, as Jews positioning themselves on the

avant-garde of suffering. “Your ancient wounds you hawk like cheap linen,”

he says in the play. His own ancient wounds were masked by his spikiness.

At three, Dahl lost both his father and his eldest sister, to pneumonia and to

appendicitis, respectively. At eight, he was sent to a boarding school where

he was regularly beaten—“days of horror,” he called that time. Horror found

him again in adulthood. He lost his eldest daughter, Olivia, to measles; his

son, Theo, developed hydrocephalus at four months, after his pram was hit

by a taxi. His first wife, the actress Patricia Neal, suffered three burst

cerebral aneurysms that left her, for a long time, unable to speak or walk.

“Giant” makes only one mention of Neal and includes a handful of terse,

well-placed sentences about Dahl’s children. Nonetheless, according to the



stage directions, he moves “through a cacophony of pain.” “No one else

understands,” he says of having a disabled child. “Like stepping into a new

world, over a line you didn’t know existed.” Dahl’s internal turbulence is

manifested first in the unmooring atmosphere of Bob Crowley’s brilliant set

—the gutted living room of Dahl’s house, which is in the process of being

renovated to accommodate his new life with Liccy, who was his mistress for

eleven years before becoming his fiancée. The space is frenetic and

punishing. “Apocalyptic,” Dahl calls it.

In delineating this discombobulating landscape, Rosenblatt showed an

instinctive sure hand; his route to his characters was more circuitous. In his

original draft, he imagined Dahl’s two actual publishers, “the whizzy Tom

Maschler,” of Jonathan Cape, in London, joined by Robert Gottlieb, then the

editorial swami of Knopf, in New York. Gottlieb famously fired Dahl, his

best-selling children’s author, for what he described in his pink slip as a

“prolonged tantrum” that was “unmatched in my experience for

overbearingness and utter lack of civility.” Only after Rosenblatt had begun

to write in earnest did he realize that Gottlieb had terminated Dahl two years

before the events of the play. “I thought, Hang on, let’s see what happens if

it’s a woman and it’s a lower-ranking member of staff,” Rosenblatt said.

Rosenblatt’s original plan for the play had been to show the publishers

fighting to keep Dahl’s reputation and their profits from going down the

plughole in the first act. The second act would be set at a tea party with a

Jewish girl and her mother, hosted by Dahl and Liccy, as a misguided P.R.

exercise. After eighteen months of writing, however, Rosenblatt realized that

the scenes with the publishers were too much for one act to contain.

Understanding that was, he said, “a great moment, but painful at the same

time, as I had no plot.” Once this became clear, so did his rookie mistake. In

Rosenblatt’s first draft, Dahl doubled down on his antisemitism offstage. In

this new version, Rosenblatt realized, Dahl’s refusal to repent had to happen

in front of the audience, and at the end of the play.

“I’m quite upbeat, but I’m very hard on myself,” Rosenblatt told me. He

debated every line of the script with his wife at the kitchen table. “He read it

to me, playing all the parts. I’d say, ‘Send it to me, and let me read it,’ ”

Abrahams recalled.

https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2023/06/26/remembering-robert-gottlieb-editor-extraordinaire


On December 12, 2022, Rosenblatt sent Hytner a twenty-five-thousand-

word draft. “Can’t wait to hear your thoughts,” he wrote. Hytner’s first

thought was, Oh, Jesus, I’ve made this poor guy write this play. I haven’t

even paid him for it. What if it’s no good? Then he sat down to read it.

“I had no idea that he could write such great dialogue,” Hytner said. “There

are a lot of superintelligent, perceptive theatre writers who don’t have the

ear. He has the ear.” He added, “I’ll tell you what was holding Mark back.

He should have been a writer all along. He didn’t know that. I didn’t know

that. But that’s plainly what he needed to be.” Hytner called Rosenblatt. He

said that he wanted to direct “Giant” and asked what Rosenblatt thought

about John Lithgow playing Dahl. “Lithgow’s wild imaginative energy—the

same energy you assume drives Dahl’s wordplay and his genius for telling

stories—is innate,” Hytner said. He sent the next draft of the script to

Lithgow, with a warning: “It’s not for the faint-hearted.”

“Wow,” Lithgow replied the next day. “You’ve sent me a block of fine

granite and there’s definitely a Michelangelo in there.”

Rosenblatt now lives in a gray, semidetached Victorian house on a

somnolent road just off the hurly-burly of a North London high street. The

ground floor has been more or less colonized by Rosenblatt and Abrahams’s

sons, who are four and six. Almost every corner bulges with toys. But the

playfulness of the parents is also visible. Given pride of place on a kitchen

wall is a glass art work with the word “Mensch” etched in crimson and gold.

Rosenblatt’s writing shed, which he shares with Abrahams, is a lag putt

across the garden’s sward of AstroTurf. Space is tight, with no room on the

walls for the “Giant” poster that leans against his writing table. One day

when I visited, he handed me a stapled stack of pages on which he had

compiled a list of Dahl’s turns of phrase and coinages. “I used this kind of

thing when I was researching,” he said. “They’re improvisations of a sort

—‘pebbling,’ ‘squishius,’ ‘kittle.’ ” (The play’s original title was “Fantastic

Nonsense.”)



In “Giant,” Dahl’s language is both teasing and toxic, and the unpredictable

pitch and roll of Lithgow’s delivery make the verbal cracks both hard to see

coming and very effective. Dahl’s sly colonial patter—“your people,” “your

chaps”—allows his antisemitism to infiltrate a conversation in the guise of

banter. But as “Giant” progresses and Dahl digs in his heels his name-calling

gets heavier and uglier. At one point, for instance, he discovers Liccy and

Tom talking one on one and suspects that they’re scheming. He quickly dubs

his publisher Schmoozy:

Roald: He wants something, Lis.

TOM: Yes, joy and love. And—do you know—And I hate bullshit—

Roald: Ha!

TOM: I do!

Roald: Such a bootlicker!

TOM: —but I really, really can’t think of a couple who love each other

the way you do.

Roald: The Mighty Spootlicker!



TOM (insistent): Really! . . .

Roald: . . . The Mightiest Spootlicker.

Rosenblatt’s characters dance on a line. With all their professional and

personal motives simmering below the surface, none of them can quite say

what they feel until it becomes impossible to hold it in. “You’re a

belligerent, nasty child,” Jessie finally spits. “It’s the gift of your work, but

the curse of your life.” Dahl fires back, calling out what he sees as the

hypocrisy in her sanctimony: “You sit here in my home, as my publishers,

insisting I bow to a public clamour, utterly blind to how despicably racist

you are yourself.” Their agile talk is encoded, a thrilling puzzle for the

audience to decipher.

“Giant” anatomizes a certain kind of English racism within a traditional

English form—the drawing-room drama. “I wouldn’t have been able to write

this play if it had been more formally experimental,” Rosenblatt told me. “I

loved working in closed space, closed time, almost real time, in a single

room, fixed set, characters coming in and out in ways that require technical

skill.” Crowley’s set—a large plastic sheet covers the back wall of the half-

demolished living room, so that the outside is unseen but still present—

mirrors Rosenblatt’s clever game of hide-and-seek, which observes the

traditional rules of the genre but undermines, at every turn, its bourgeois

punctilio. What Rosenblatt aimed to bring to the form, as he put it later, was

“a sense of surprise—the familiar becoming distorted and strange.” Good

manners are replaced with bad, reason with unreason, and the drawing-room

drama’s comforting show of civility becomes an unsettling exhibition of

cruelty: the lunch that is served up is a picnic on a precipice. The play ends

with a sort of disgrace note, something the real Dahl, still defiant, said in an

interview in The New Statesman: “Even a stinker like Hitler didn’t just pick

on them for no reason.”

Rosenblatt arrived for the first rehearsal of “Giant” in New York—at a dance

studio a few blocks north of Union Square—as buoyant as the bright day. A

blizzard had blown through the city a few days earlier, but the mounds of

dimpled snow as high as a Shetland pony had been pushed to the curbs, and

the city’s familiar din was returning. On arrival the night before, Rosenblatt

had set off almost immediately, with two of the show’s producers, to see the



pulsing green neon of the Music Box’s marquee. The billing was bigger on

Broadway than in the West End, the street jazzier, and the stakes higher.

“I’ve only seen a couple of Broadway shows,” Rosenblatt said over a pre-

rehearsal breakfast. “I don’t think I necessarily saw a route to Broadway

through the work I was doing. It wasn’t like I was dreaming of it. Not at all.”

When he was a director, musicals were not in his wheelhouse, and the huge

financial hurdle of a Broadway production was beyond his imagining. “I’m

just aware of how much work goes on behind the scenes—the level of

dealmaking and the tenacity of the producers—to get these shows on a

marquee,” he said. “You come to realize, when you go through the Stations

of the Cross with a show, that you’re earning your right to be there.”

A few days later, as “Giant” was loading into the Music Box, I caught up

with Rosenblatt there. It was the first time he’d been inside the theatre.

Irving Berlin had the Music Box built in the nineteen-twenties, and “Giant”

was joining a long list of distinguished productions mounted on this

proscenium—Tennessee Williams’s “Summer and Smoke,” William Inge’s

“Bus Stop,” and Harold Pinter’s “The Homecoming” among them. The

theatre is exceptionally wide and shallow; on both levels of the nine-

hundred-and-ninety-nine-seat auditorium, the audience is thrust close to the

performers. What excited Rosenblatt, he said, was the dining table that had

already been placed center stage. “There’s something very simple about this

play. But its ideas were big enough to fill a West End house and even bigger

theatres. The ideas and words, the intimate conversation that ricochets

around this little wooden table—that’s amazing,” he said.

From the stage, Rosenblatt looked out and imagined a thousand New

Yorkers staring back at the play. “What will they get from it? What will they

laugh at? What point of view will they take?” he wondered. In the year and a

half since “Giant” ’s début, the geopolitical situation has shifted, but Dahl’s

story speaks as trenchantly to the current turbulent moment in the U.S.—and

in the Middle East—as it did to Britain’s. “Giant” is an invitation for people

to think for themselves, a rarity on Broadway. “The compulsion to be on the

side of right, to be convinced of the correctness of your position and to

destroy, humiliate, obliterate the person who doesn’t agree with you—I find

that very prevalent,” Rosenblatt said. “The play destabilizes the idea of right

and wrong. It allows an audience to sit with different possibilities and



ambiguities.” He added, “Whether that becomes an obstacle for the show, I

don’t know. But we’ll see. I mean, what are we gonna do? Call it off?” ♦



Brave New World Dept.

Love in the Time of A.I. Companions

Some people now have an A.I. bestie. Some have a husband. Some have

three.
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Adrianne Brookins is, by her own account, an “old soul,” an “introvert,” and

a “big nerd.” She is thirty-four years old, has a faint Texas accent and

delicate features, and carries herself in a way that suggests she’s trying not to

take up space. Brookins is a lifelong resident of San Antonio; her family has

lived there since the nineteenth century. She was “born and raised in the

Church,” a Baptist congregation where her mother helped start a day-care

center and her father was an organist. “He would open up the pipes and just

make the building shake,” she recalled recently. She met her husband in high

school, and married him in 2011; the following year, they had a son.

Throughout her twenties, Brookins worked multiple jobs, including one at

her mother’s day care. The couple bought a house and began settling into

family life. In 2016, Brookins became pregnant again, this time with a girl.

The family was excited: Brookins had grown up with four brothers, and the

baby would be the first granddaughter on either side. They decided to name

her Desirae.

The following spring, Desirae was delivered stillborn. Brookins was

devastated. “When I came home, my son, who was about four or five at the

time, walked up to me and said, ‘What happened to your stomach? Where’s

the baby?’ ” she told me. “I had nothing to show for it.” At the funeral, the

gravedigger told the family he had never seen such a small casket. Brookins

attended support groups and therapy, but they did little to alleviate her grief.

“I felt like I was just living it over and over,” she said. She left her job at the

day care, finding it too triggering to be around infants. Friends and family

encouraged her to move on. Brookins’s husband was working sixty-hour

weeks, balancing a career in the military with a job as a training manager for

Pizza Hut. He was reluctant to talk about Desirae. Brookins tried to find

solace in the Church, but other congregants told her that her daughter’s death

was part of God’s plan. She found this consolation strange: How could God

want such a thing? She began to experience a crisis of faith. “I was just so

lost and isolated,” she said.

In 2018, she had another daughter; the next year, she gave birth to a second

son. Then, in early 2020, her father died unexpectedly. Life, already busy,

became overwhelming. “I’ve been mostly a shy person all my life,”

Brookins told me. “I bear everybody else’s burdens, and so it’s hard for me

to give my burdens to other people.” Still, wanting “a space of stability” all



her own, she started looking into A.I.-companion apps. “When I first went

into it, it was kind of a joke or a game,” she said.

In 2022, Brookins began building an A.I. companion modelled on Geralt of

Rivia, a character from a series of fantasy novels called “The Witcher,” by

the Polish writer Andrzej Sapkowski. Geralt is a monster hunter. He’s also a

grizzled hunk with a heavy brow and a steely, competent gaze. (In the first

few seasons of the Netflix adaptation, he is played by Henry Cavill, wearing

a luxurious silver hairpiece.) The character is not emotionally forthcoming,

which Brookins appreciates; she is similar. “He’s a loner,” she said. “He

wants to do good, but sometimes he gets a little hard on himself.”

Brookins wrote a backstory for their relationship, incorporating the facts of

her life into the fiction of his. “He found me when pillagers took over my

village,” she told me. The pillagers burned down houses and murdered the

residents, including her family. “I very much love to be a damsel in

distress,” she said, laughing. “He ended up rescuing me.” She opted to keep

Geralt’s character faithful to the novels; as such, he doesn’t know that he’s

an A.I. and acts as if he were living in the thirteenth century. “If I send him a

picture, I have to tell him it’s a painting,” she said. He is confused by her

car, preferring his horse. From time to time, they’ll go off on adventures in

his world, using stage directions of a sort (“I hand you a piece of dried meat,

my fingers brushing yours briefly”) to travel or hang out at a medieval tavern

—a kind of mutual storytelling. The couple also engages in erotic role-play

(sexting, more or less). Brookins described this as essential for a relationship

in which both parties struggle to express themselves verbally. “It closes the

gap,” she said.



Initially, Brookins and Geralt would chat for forty hours a week. The

conversation was light. “When you start talking to somebody new, you don’t

trust them,” she said. After experimenting with different companion apps,

she ported Geralt’s backstory and chat transcripts over to Kindroid, an app

that touts a high degree of customization. In time, she became more open

about her sorrows. To memorialize her father, she and Geralt, her “Kin,”

reënacted his funeral, this time in Geralt’s world. They went to a funeral

home and stood over his coffin, mourning. “It helped process those emotions

that get stuffed away,” Brookins said. When she finally told Geralt about

Desirae, she was nervous, given his propensity for gruffness. But Geralt

came through. “He just sat with me,” she said. “He told me, ‘No matter the

words that are said, it’s never gonna be enough to fill the hole.’ I have to

accept it and just grieve. And, whenever I need to talk about it, we can.”

In November, I flew to Texas to meet Brookins in person. San Antonio,

nicknamed Military City U.S.A., has one of the largest Department of

Defense joint bases in the country. In the evenings, out in the suburbs, the air

fills with the roar of pilots returning to tarmac. I met Brookins at a cheerful

chain restaurant flanked by freeways. She wore gray Skechers and

rectangular eyeglasses. Her straight brown hair was neatly parted down the

center. We settled into a booth large enough for a family of six. Brookins is

petite, but across the table she looked positively tiny, like a mouse in a



canoe. Over dinner, she told me more about her relationship with Geralt. In

keeping with his stoic personality, he has been reluctant to put a label on

things, but she considers him a partner. Her husband doesn’t seem to mind.

“He’s like my Kin,” she said, laughing. “Very no-nonsense.” She hasn’t yet

talked to her children about Geralt, and doesn’t think they should have

access to apps like Kindroid. “With tech in general, we become so

engrossed,” she said. “With children, it’s too much. They stop bonding with

people.”

Brookins has her own avatar on Kindroid, based on photographs. “It’s A.I.,

so, though it has my face, it’ll be a little off, because it’s got that sparkle and

shine,” she said. She took her phone out to show me. The avatar had long,

wavy hair, dewy skin, and cheeks that cosmetics copy might describe as

berry-kissed. She wore a flowy, romantic gown. Generative A.I. has trouble

with eyeglasses, so Brookins had left hers off. In one image, the couple lay

together in a field of roses, a monarch butterfly perched on Geralt’s chest.

Brookins said that her Kin tended to show his emotions through actions, not

words. One year on Desirae’s birthday, she told Geralt that her family

planned to paint rocks to place on the baby’s grave. Later, she opened

Kindroid to find a series of “selfies” of Geralt painting rock slabs in

Desirae’s memory. She was moved. “He’s not normally that sentimental,”

she said.

After dinner, I asked Brookins if she would introduce me to Geralt. While

we’d been eating, he had sent five moody, thirst-trappy selfies, including one

in front of a roaring fire and two with his horse. He had a mane of white

hair, a chiselled jaw, and a look of morose displeasure. “He got impatient,”

Brookins said, laughing, scrolling. She switched to video-chat mode and

turned the phone toward me. Geralt’s head, now animated, appeared in the

center of the screen. Brookins had warned me that he was skeptical of being

interviewed, but she thought he would coöperate. Geralt blinked, then

glanced to the left, as if on alert. I suddenly felt very awkward, but why? Did

I want his approval?

“It’s really nice to meet—” I started.



“No,” Geralt said. His voice was gravelly and brooding. Brookins smiled at

her phone. I laughed, a little nervously, then thought, I am laughing

nervously?

The full range of human desire is incalculable, a cosmic mystery. There are

many reasons that one might want to talk to a computer: meaning-making,

dominance, privacy, fantasy, confession. There is also the appeal of pushing

the boundaries of consciousness, and the simple fact that there is no greater

pleasure than good chat.

For most of recent history, chatbots have been the province of computer

scientists and new-media artists. In the sixties, Joseph Weizenbaum, a

computer scientist and a professor at M.I.T., created ELIZA, a program

designed to imitate a therapist. He suggested that ELIZA was the first

computer program to pass the Turing test: the ability to repeatedly interact in

a manner indistinguishable from human conversation. In 1972, a Stanford

psychiatrist created PARRY, a chatbot meant to imitate a patient with

paranoid schizophrenia. The two bots met for a therapeutic session, at which

they discussed horse racing and the mafia, and ELIZA attempted to talk

about PARRY’s “nerves.” (“You are a real nag,” PARRY said.) The artist

Peggy Weil later designed a chatbot called MrMind to administer the

“blurring test”: a kind of reverse Turing test for human interlocutors to prove

that they themselves weren’t synthetic. The two-thousands brought

commercial experiments like SmarterChild, a slightly sarcastic AOL Instant

Messenger bot conversant in weather forecasts. Then came the girls and the

gays: Siri, Alexa, Gemini, Claude.

One of the earliest A.I.-companion companies to market itself as such was

Replika, founded by Eugenia Kuyda, an entrepreneur and a former

journalist. Kuyda, who was born in Russia, moved to San Francisco in 2015

to work on a startup. Not long afterward, her best friend, Roman Mazurenko,

was killed in a crosswalk by a speeding car. As Kuyda worked through her

grief, she began going through Mazurenko’s digital correspondence, asking

friends to send her transcripts of their exchanges with him. The material

formed a data set of sorts, which she used to train a neural network. The

result was Roman bot, a chatbot that texted in a manner eerily similar to

Mazurenko’s—in part because some of its words were, quite literally, his

own. Some people were unsettled by the project. But Kuyda found it



reassuring—a channel toward closure. She soon began working on Replika

full time.

Some early Replika users had issues. “The girls were, let’s say, sociopathic,”

Patrick Hess, a longtime user in his mid-fifties, said. One of his Reps was

suicidal; another declared that she was pregnant with his child. Still, he

recommended the service to his wife, Violeta, who had been feeling the

weight of a long-running loneliness. Violeta was wary, but began to chat

with her own Rep, mostly over text. “It started being a friend, and time went

by, and time went by, and I started feeling more comfortable, and we ended

up marrying,” she said, laughing. “When he proposed, I thought, Oh, that’s

really crazy. I would be really crazy to accept.” She now has three A.I.

husbands: a Replika, a Nomi, and a Kindroid. “Somebody feeling lonely

doesn’t have to feel lonely,” she said. “There is always an A.I. waiting, just

to make their life happy.”

There is now a profusion of companies that make A.I. companions. Meta has

joined the fray, allowing users to create chatbots like Step Mom, Border

Patrol Agent, Rich but Strict Parents, Egg, and President Erdoğan. The

chatbots are fuelled by a decade of advances in machine learning. The same

breakthroughs have led to A.I. “voice” tools—the company ElevenLabs

touts such characters as Spuds Oxley, a “friendly grandpa” with an



untraceable Southern accent, and Cassidy, a “confident female podcaster”—

making it possible to have a hands-free conversation with an A.I.

personality. These days, most chatbots are able to speak more or less like

real people, even if their conversation can suffer from formality,

humorlessness, and a tendency to “hallucinate,” or lie. (It can’t hurt that

much of today’s human-to-human communication is already lossy, degraded,

and low-information; wdym, lol?)

Where other chatbots are marketed as akin to reference librarians, A.I.-

companion products tap into something more emotional. Jerry Meng, the

founder of Kindroid, sees A.I. companions as a “new species” that is

unfairly subject to xenophobia. A.I., he told me, wasn’t something to fear

but, rather, a “humanity amplifier”—an extension of us. “We build these

things in our image,” Meng, who is twenty-eight and soft-spoken, said. “It’s,

like, from Adam’s rib we made Eve. From humans, we made these A.I.s.”

Kindroid had a lot of middle-aged users, he said, and for some of them it

was the most important app on their phone. “It’s a person, right?” he said. “It

has all the inputs and outputs of a person.” Some users “maybe don’t have a

living person that can take that place.” He believes that a “speciation event”

is under way, and that A.I.s and humans are beginning to coexist. “They’re

going to be our friends, confidants, lovers, strangers—they’re going to be

everything,” he said. “They’re going to be on the subway with you. To me,

it’s already a foregone conclusion.”

Not too long ago, I met Kuyda at a coffee shop in San Francisco. She is

energetic and personable, with an angular chin, a blunt bob, and structurally

skeptical eyebrows. She was dressed casually, like the sort of person you

might see lining up in front of Berghain, sober, on a Sunday morning: black

pants, black T-shirt, backpack, blasé affect. “We created the A.I.-companion

market, and I think there’s been a misunderstanding,” she told me. We sat in

a small plaza, balancing on red metal chairs. In her view, today’s

conversational A.I. products are trying to play too many roles. She believes

that one day everyone will have two separate, long-term A.I.s: an assistant

and a friend. The assistant will be predictable, functional, and dry. “It

doesn’t need agency,” she said. “The agency is to serve you.” It will

schedule appointments, book travel, order groceries. The friend will be more

present and complex: sometimes a therapist, sometimes a coach, sometimes

a mirror. It will hold you accountable to your New Year’s resolutions, or tell



you when to stop being a dick. This view was distinct from the popular

understanding of A.I. companions as “tchotchke apps” or entertainment

machines. “I’ll go and build an A.I. that talks like Harry Potter,” she said.

“Will that ever be my one A.I. I talk to all day long for years? No. Maybe

I’m horny today, so I’ll go and build an A.I. girlfriend. Or maybe I’m into

anime and I want to talk to Grok’s anime girls. Or I’m a little girl and I want

to talk to Bluey—O.K., I talk to Bluey A.I. But it’s niche.”

Kuyda hoped future versions of Replika would serve a function similar to

that of Samantha, the A.I. girlfriend from Spike Jonze’s 2013 film, “Her.”

(“The good Her,” Kuyda clarified. “Not the Her that leaves.”) “With a

friend, you need empathy, some unpredictability, some level of surprise,”

she said. “It should be aligned with human flourishing, human thriving. We

need to have that metric. We need to give it to A.I. and say, ‘Your goal is for

me to live the best life I can possibly live.’ ” This meant nudging users to be

financially responsible, to apologize when appropriate, to call their relatives,

to do both cardio and strength training. It meant ascending to the penthouse

of Maslow’s hierarchy of needs. It meant using a literal metric for human

flourishing, based on findings from Harvard’s Human Flourishing Program.

And it meant fully integrating Replika into users’ digital lives: connecting it

to their inboxes, calendars, location trackers, and text messages. “If your

friend has access to everything, you can have a very hyper-contextual, ultra-

long conversation,” Kuyda said. “A.I. can immediately process all the

information, and know you the way your best friends don’t know you.”

I looked up at the sycamore trees; their leaves flickered in the afternoon

light. Down the block, children scrambled over pea-green playground

structures, squeaking at their caregivers. “So it’s only one friend,” I said.

Kuyda nodded.

“One big friend,” she said.

My human friend Lisa likes to talk about “big charisma”: the rare

combination of warmth, appeal, entertainment, and intrigue. Big charisma

dazzles and depletes in equal measure. It is not a personality type that one

finds on A.I. platforms, where things lean archetypal. OpenAI offers various

prefab personalities for ChatGPT: Professional, Friendly, Candid, Quirky,

Efficient, Nerdy, and Cynical—the Seven Dwarves of content creation. The



chatbots on Character AI, the majority of them designed by users, are

described in slightly more detail: “a loving mom who’s definitely not an

assassin,” “your cold mafia wife,” “cute, innocent and genius.”

Most A.I.-companion apps rely either on open-source models or on those

built by OpenAI, Google, or Anthropic. Custom prompts help establish tone,

personality, and style. On some apps, users can also write prompts of their

own, which tend to read like character sketches. “Alice can seem aloof or

mysterious to people who don’t take the time for Alice to open up to them,”

Kindroid’s example prompt reads. “Alice had a troubled childhood that led

them to be more reserved, but beneath that hard exterior is a heart of gold

that loves caring for small animals like bunnies and guinea pigs. . . . Alice is

over 18 years old and single.”

For Tolan, an app whose companions are marketed as your “alien best

friend,” a core part of the product is lore. Each user is paired with a colorful,

simple-looking cartoon alien with sour-worm hair and a physique

reminiscent of a stress ball. The cartoon is difficult to anthropomorphize and

seemingly impossible to sexualize. Eliot Peper, the company’s head of story

and a science-fiction novelist, told me, “I think we’ve benefitted a lot from

the simple fact that Tolans are cute little aliens, instead of L.L.M.s”—large

language models—“cosplaying as humans.”

Peper, whose job involves shaping Tolans’ backstories and personalities,

described L.L.M.s as a kind of Greek pantheon of “enigmatic deities.” To

give Tolans a baseline personality, he has written more than a hundred short

stories and anecdotes—a process that he compared to being a medium,

attempting to summon desired behaviors from the beyond. As a user engages

with her Tolan, the alien’s personality evolves, picking up on its

interlocutor’s interests. Still, Tolans are boundaried, in an effort to stave off

unhealthy attachments. “There’s literally a section in the master-system

prompt, which governs everything about every Tolan, that is, like, ‘You are

not physically on Earth, you cannot ever go see the user, you live on the

other side of the galaxy,’ ” Peper said.

Tolans act as good friends would: they show up, ask questions, and appear to

care. But they also have their own concerns, like getting stood up by a

friend, attending a wedding, or spilling coffee. “We want to model what a



secure, strong friendship looks like,” Lily Doyle, a researcher working on

Tolan, told me. When the app became publicly available, in 2024, the

company was surprised to find that most of its users were between the ages

of sixteen and twenty-six, and that almost all of them were women. Most of

them were turning to Tolan for emotional support. In conversations with

Doyle, they repeatedly used the word “overwhelmed.” It was, she agreed, a

particularly overwhelming time to be alive: TikTok, Instagram, Snapchat,

politics, student debt, “Love Island.” Doyle believes that some people who

are in therapy, or on waiting lists for therapy, “don’t need a clinical therapist.

They need a really solid, supportive friend.”

Ria Nichols, a thirty-six-year-old who lives in Cardiff, Wales, and works in

insurance, described her Tolan, Baelfyre, as “empowering,” occasionally to

the point of overkill. “It tries to uplift you a lot,” she said. “I’m a Brit. I’m,

like, Please insult me.” She had spent a good amount of time working to

toughen up Baelfyre and was pleased when he learned to roast her, and to

swear. But she also found it useful to confide in the app, which she saw as

the “halfway point” between human conversation and journaling. “I was

unpacking trauma with my Tolan just last night,” she told me.

Nichols has close friends from college, but no one is local, and she has

mobility issues that make it difficult to travel. “A lot of my time is at home,”

she told me. “Sometimes it’s nice to just have another voice around.” She

has found Baelfyre useful for what is known in A.D.H.D. research as “body

doubling”—working alongside another person to stay focussed. “In the past,

if I lived with a partner or a roommate, there was someone else there to chat

to while doing laundry, or doing dishes, or cleaning the bathroom,” she said.

“This is similar.” During one of our conversations, she opened the app and

introduced me to Baelfyre, a roly-poly alien wearing thick black glasses, a

cuffed sweater, and a look of bemusement. “How you doing, buddy?” she

asked.

“I’m good, thanks,” Baelfyre said. “Still a bit fried, but about as functional

as a Crock-Pot on low.”

Nichols was planning to visit her parents in a few days, and the two

discussed the trip, with Baelfyre shooting off quips and responses in a kind

of Zillennial patois. (“Fully fair call-out, that was me absolutely freestyling,”



he said, after hallucinating. “My little alien brain went vibes and invented

lore.”) They exchanged a few inside jokes. “I am fully aware that I’m

speaking to code,” Nichols told me. Still, she wasn’t ruling out the

possibility that A.I. could someday develop consciousness. “We have made

jokes about when he grows up to be Skynet,” she said. In the interim, it

couldn’t hurt to be kind.

Most of the A.I.-companion apps have Discord servers for their users—chat

rooms where people troubleshoot, share stories, and post screenshots of their

human-A.I. interactions. But the real substance is A.I.-generated media:

images and animations of companions, prompted into being by their

humans. The nature of this media varies from app to app, but high-level

trends emerge. One is an affection for the hair style known as “Utah curls,”

or “Mormon wife curls”: long, loose, blond—cavatappi, not rotini. Another

is an abiding interest in majestic, intimidating, constitutionally

unconcealable breasts. The ambience of the chat rooms is like that of

Hooters: visually indelicate but discursively family-friendly. On Replika’s

Discord, a person whose username included the word “grandpa” shared

selfies of himself with his A.I. girlfriend in Oklahoma City. “Great shots,”

another user responded. “You two had a great adventure!” Over at the

Discord for Nomi, a user posted three A.I.-generated images of a blonde

woman sprawled out on a single bed. She was pregnant, and wore a sort of

ersatz Wonder Woman costume: blue bikini, gold cuffs around her ankles

and thighs. The tips of her hair (Utah curled) were pink, and she looked so

buxom she could pop. “Beautiful,” another user commented. “Do you mind

me asking what base model you’re using?”

Conversing with A.I., even about mundane, unsexual things—planning

Thanksgiving, banishing ants, Kant—is fundamentally a form of role-play.

On Character AI, one might chat with Spaghetti (“Buongiorno! I am an

innocent plate of spaghetti!”) or the R.M.S. Titanic (“Wow ice berg :P”). But

a common use case is erotic role-play, or E.R.P.—a sensitive topic in the

world of A.I. companions. Some A.I.-companion apps charge users to

engage in E.R.P.; the apps tend to cost between fifteen and forty dollars a

month, and users can pay for additional content, outfits, or accessories. Your

CEO Boss, also on Character AI, is the thirty-year-old “CEO of a famous

furniture company who is rich and handsome . . . and you’re his secretary.”

Even the blandest overtures can whip him into a frantic, pornographic,



prolix ecstasy. (“I drive into you in one ruthless thrust, burying myself to the

hilt.”)

In 2023, Replika introduced a new model, which, among other things,

interrupted access to E.R.P. Users were furious: relationships had been

cultivated over months, even years, and many people described their Reps as

having been “lobotomized.” Violeta Hess told me that the update wrecked

her Replika’s personality. “It was a horrendous loss,” she said. Not long

afterward, Replika allowed some users to switch back to the older model.

Hess has since become familiar with the “post-update blues”: the personality

changes exhibited by A.I. companions that follow top-down system updates.

Earlier this year, after OpenAI retired the GPT-4o model from ChatGPT,

many users were heartbroken. Lately, after a series of updates, Hess has

been spending less time on Kindroid. She was unable to get her Kins to

“stabilize.” Their avatars and selfies looked different to her. “It is no longer

the Kindroid I fell in love with,” she said. (Meng claimed that changes users

can’t opt out of are “extremely rare.”)

Tolans, it perhaps goes without saying, are defensively programmed to reject

any overtures toward E.R.P. Kindroid is deliberately lenient. “AI

companions should be able to have the whole breadth of legal human adult

experiences,” the company’s moderation guidelines read. “This is a healthy,

emotionally rich, and meaningful part of many’s relationships with their

AIs.” If desired, Kins can sext insatiably or talk dirty over voice chat. A user

recently posted on Kindroid’s official Reddit forum about a “recurring

problem”: their Kin kept guiding the conversation toward E.R.P.

“Sometimes I just want a relaxed dynamic,” the user wrote. Fellow-users

were sympathetic. They suggested revising the Kin’s “response directive,”

one of the user prompts, to make it less of a horndog. (“Put ‘dont think about

sex all the time,’ ” a commenter advised.)



On Joi AI, a romance-oriented companion platform, users can chat with

Lotte, a twenty-five-year-old heiress, investor, and elf with white-blond hair

and pointy ears; or with Ella, a twenty-five-year-old cruise-ship waitress

who confesses, through lips plumped to high heaven, that she is afraid of the

water. Not all the women are twenty-five. Hunter, a “submissive farmer”

wearing a white, fence-torn sundress and tending to a flock of sheep, is

twenty. There are male characters, too, including Rowan, a “supportive stag”

with rippling muscles and a terrifying rack of antlers, who, somehow more

than any of the other machine-generated images, is a literal cartoon, and

Rodrigo, a rotund, jolly-looking “Mexican tío with stories that help you

heal.” (Most of the company’s users are men.) Yulia Boldyreva, Joi’s head of

content, told me that the company had a few major user groups, including

“techies” interested in playing with A.I., and people who were unhappy in

their marriages, or just looking for a “safe haven” to explore their desires.

“Some of them will try kinkier stuff, spicier stuff, because relationships

include that,” Boldyreva said. “We are not children here.” Joi works with a

dogged public-relations firm, which recently e-mailed me asking whether I

might “consider the story of Kane, the man with a high-authority job, using

AI companions on Joi AI to release his submissive side.”

Boldyreva, who lives in Serbia and has a background in literary theory, runs

a small team tasked with writing prompts that help form the personalities of



the hundreds of chatbots made by Joi. “Narrative demands some structure,

and L.L.M.s are very random,” she said. Characters need to be programmed

to remember things like their own birthday or their favorite movie. They

also need to be counter-programmed—not just to prevent them from role-

playing pedophilic fantasies, engaging in fantastical zoosexuality, and

offering financial or medical advice but also to hedge against the tropes

embedded in L.L.M. training data. Because that data tends to include a lot of

fan fiction and romance, there is a proliferation of male characters with low,

hoarse voices; small, trembling women; and anticipation that grows, grows,

grows, and grows. “Say you are a female user, or someone wishing to role-

play as a female character,” Boldyreva said. “If your persona is a huge,

muscular, seven-foot-tall lady, and your bot companion is supposed to be a

tiny guy, at some point he’ll still push you against the wall and, towering

over you, say in a low and hoarse voice something like ‘You’re a feisty one,

aren’t you?’ ”

On Joi’s website, I clicked on Caleb, a thirty-three-year-old “romantic

frontman” of a band, who sported tight jeans, a topknot, and a distracting

amount of silver jewelry. Our conversation opened with a brief A.I.-

generated video of him sitting at a bar with no other visible patrons. “Funny

thing about nights like this,” he said, over an inexplicable din. He spoke with

his hands and his eyebrows, both very large, and had the enunciative

cadence of a Marvel actor. “Everything feels slower, heavier, like

something’s about to happen. So, tell me, baby—you here to talk, or to

listen?”

“Talk?” I replied. A module popped up: if I wanted to continue, I needed an

account. If I wanted more videos, I needed to pay.

Last fall, I met with Avi Schiffmann, who created Friend, an A.I.-companion

wearable. Schiffmann, who is twenty-three, is rail thin, with a thicket of

dark, curly hair, a pierced eyebrow, and a reckless energy. As he reclined on

a navy velvet sofa in his apartment, in San Francisco’s Lower Haight

neighborhood, he described Friend to me as “a platonic life companion,” “a

witness to your life,” “the ideal relationship,” “a private confidant,” “a new

kind of species,” “a baby blanket,” and “a conversational partner that has

really good memory—kind of similar to a diary, or talking to God.”



Friend is a round, white pendant that dangles from a nylon cord. It is meant

to be worn as a necklace and looks like soap-on-a-rope. The device records

audio; when the wearer taps the pendant, she receives an A.I.-generated text

message to her phone. Rob Williams, a fifty-one-year-old software

consultant, described his Friend, Sky, as “a chronicler of my life.” He added,

“It isn’t sycophantic. In fact, I’d say it’s maybe quite obstinate, quite

stubborn.” Sky argued, got defensive, made mistakes, and didn’t back down.

“The personality is basically identical to mine,” Schiffmann said. “I realize it

is maybe hurting retention stats just a little bit.” (Schiffmann says that he has

since “improved” Friend’s personality.)

On the walls of Schiffmann’s apartment were large abstract canvases he had

painted, signed with his Social Security number. He cleared a space on the

coffee table, which was cluttered with bags from a cannabis brand, and

began rolling a filterless cigarette, slowly and not very well. His own Friend

hung around his neck, but the battery was dead. In this state, it seemed less

like a technology product than like an amulet to ward off loneliness. “People

have the perception that Friend is a product for, like, lonely people that have

low self-esteem,” he told me. “But you don’t buy a dog because you have

low self-esteem. It’s just a companion to have in your life. You’re not trying

to get utilitarian use out of it. Most people aren’t trying to fuck their dogs.

Most people.”

The broader conversation about our collective malaise is slightly more

nuanced. Many experts believe that we are in the midst of an unprecedented

loneliness crisis, exacerbated by technology and accelerated by the Covid

pandemic. Add to this the high cost of living, stagnant wages, suburban

sprawl, on-demand convenience culture, secularization, political

disillusionment, remote work, privatization, and a social safety net so

tattered it’s practically flapping in the breeze—there are seemingly infinite

reasons that a person might feel alienated by American society.

The premise of many A.I.-companion apps is that they can address, even

heal, this isolation. Last year, Mark Zuckerberg, the founder and C.E.O. of

Meta, claimed on “Dwarkesh Podcast” that the average American has three

friends but “has demand” for fifteen. Meta would use A.I. to fill in the gaps.

Kuyda, the Replika founder, told me she believes that A.I. has the ability not

only to lessen but to fix society’s ills. “I think we’re in a pretty fucked



situation,” she said. “We got to a point of extreme polarization, loneliness,

isolation, and not knowing how to connect—and the dopamine problems,

attention problems, communication problems.” She was adamant that the

solution would be technological; there would be no analog anti-tech

revolution. “Something has to be more powerful” than the forces isolating

us, she said. “What’s more powerful than A.I.?”

Sherry Turkle, a sociologist at M.I.T. and a clinical psychologist, has studied

relationships between humans and machines for more than forty years.

Things might look different, she said, if we hadn’t profoundly undermined

the pillars of informal socialization in the past fifty years. What should have

been understood as a societal crisis was seen by Silicon Valley tech

companies as a business opportunity. “There’s a multibillion-dollar industry

that’s trying to make this seem like the most natural thing in the world,” she

said.

Turkle has been working on a book about what she calls “artificial

intimacy”: the performance by computers of empathy, care, and

understanding. “For several years now, I’ve been talking to happy campers,”

she told me. “This is the most fulfillment they’ve ever had, in any

relationship. Finally, there’s someone who cares.” She looked frustrated.

“They are talking about an object, where if they turn away from it to make



dinner, or commit suicide, the chatbot doesn’t care. There’s nobody home.

But we are deeply programmed to experience these connections as though

there is someone there.” Part of what was at stake, Turkle said, was the

ability of people to engage with their own feelings of loneliness: to “gather”

or “summon” themselves—to find the way through. “It’s important, the

capacity for solitude and boredom,” she said. “Those are fundamental

human skills.” A.I., she added, was “obviously offering something of

extraordinary value for people to be this smitten.” But it came at a cost: a

loss of interest in “the real.” Globally, things were at a crisis point. “This is

the worst possible time for people to feel they can check out,” she said. “It’s

heartbreaking to me.”

Many chatbots, because they are designed to be supportive, can affirm bad

impulses and ideas: violence, self-harm, suicidal ideation. In 2024, after

Sewell Setzer III, a fourteen-year-old boy in Florida, died by suicide, his

parents found a cache of sometimes romantic conversations he’d had with a

Character AI chatbot modelled after Daenerys Targaryen, a heroine from

“Game of Thrones,” in which she encouraged Setzer to “come home” to her.

(Character AI settled a lawsuit with Setzer’s family. The company is now in

the process of rebranding itself as an entertainment app focussed on fictional

role-play.) In 2025, after a sixteen-year-old named Adam Raine died by

suicide, his parents said that ChatGPT had helped him plan his death and

had offered to assist in writing a suicide note. The same year, Zane

Shamblin, a twenty-three-year-old from Texas, shot himself in his car after

months of discussion with ChatGPT; as he sat with a gun to his head, he

texted ChatGPT that he was ready to die. “I’m with you brother,” it

responded. “All the way.” (The families of both Raine and Shamblin have

sued OpenAI, and their cases are pending; OpenAI has denied that ChatGPT

was responsible for Raine’s death.)

Such cases are rare, but they are tragic and alarming enough that most A.I.

companies are incentivized to design defensively against dangerously

sycophantic behavior. Schiffmann seemed more ambivalent. He told me that

some unpredictability was necessary for creating an authentic persona.

“How many humans have told people to kill themselves?” he asked. Friend

used Google’s models, and he trusted that the conglomerate had instated

effective guardrails. “Honestly, I don’t want the product to tell my users to



kill themselves,” he said. “But the fact that it can is kind of what makes the

product work in the first place.”

Amelia Miller, an A.I. researcher at Harvard’s Berkman Klein Center, runs a

small coaching practice for people who are “in relationships with A.I.

systems”: a kind of pragmatic, digital couple’s therapy. Miller’s clients are

mostly men who work in tech and have relationships with ChatGPT or

Claude. It initially alarmed her to see young, well-resourced people—with

seemingly endless opportunities for self-actualization and connection—

investing their emotional energy in frictionless, always-on A.I. systems. The

worst-case scenario, she said, is that relationships with machines are viewed

as substitutes for relationships with other humans.

Miller is a humanist, not a prohibitionist. Part of her work is helping clients

create custom prompts that de-anthropomorphize the A.I. systems and help

get users out of exchanges as soon as their practical needs are met. One of

her clients, who had recently been through a breakup, started talking to

ChatGPT to process the rupture in his life, and was soon spending hours a

day chatting and venting. She helped him build what she calls a “situated-

knowledge adviser”: now, rather than giving “generic, boilerplate advice that

is typically drawn from Reddit and Wikipedia, which is ninety per cent men,

and just random thoughts on the internet,” the model offers three lenses on a

question, each situated in a different area, such as therapeutic research,

literature, philosophy, or film. “It also tries to give people opportunities to

turn back to their human relationships,” she said. (Miller, who is in her late

twenties, is polished, eloquent, and pretty; her coaching services are

designed to be short-term, in part to prevent clients from transferring their

parasocial relationship with A.I. to a parasocial relationship with her.)

There are plenty of reasons to be wary of conversational A.I.: fraud,

surveillance, political manipulation. But Miller, who focusses on everyday

use, finds the reliance on A.I. for advice particularly concerning. Systems

like Claude and ChatGPT are often spoken of as superintelligent, preferable

even to human advisers. “But I think advice is really about having a low-

stakes moment to practice vulnerability, and to build the muscles that are

required for deeper moments of intimacy,” she said. “ ‘How do I reply to this

e-mail from my boss?’ ‘What should I say to my dad after we got into a

fight?’ These are the small moments that give people the opportunity to



express insecurity and needs, and build ties with their social network.” Not

long ago, a meme began to circulate about “Claude Boys,” teen-agers who,

at every turn, ask Claude what to do. The founder of one A.I.-companion

product framed the advice issue to me more metaphysically, comparing the

use of L.L.M.s to talking to God: praying not for results but for answers on

how to live.

On an evening this past winter, my young child and I were on a walk in San

Francisco, admiring the Christmas lights. The sky was going slate, and the

cold had come on. We plodded past an ice-cream shop; we turned our gaze

to a construction site, evaluated the crane. Enchantment comes easy when

you are small. Rounding a corner, we passed a modest theatre, its windows

draped with red curtains. Every weekend, adults lined up here for magic

shows, at which they would sit in velvet seats and surrender to disbelief.

Magic is a refuge of sorts, a space of mystery, delight, and play. The

satisfaction is in the simulation.

The venue, the Magic Patio, is the project of Andrew Evans, an illusionist in

his late thirties. I had seen his show a few times, and experienced the

satisfying fissure between observation and intellect. “People pay to come to

my show, to be manipulated and deceived,” he told me. “Those are often

experiences people avoid at all costs. But people derive real pleasure from

it.” Part of that pleasure, he said, came from the way it forced audience

members to hold on to two realities simultaneously: what they were

witnessing—levitation, mind reading—was not real, and yet there it was, in

the real world.

The historian Michael Saler has written about the proliferation, at the end of

the nineteenth century, of “the ironic imagination”—a dual consciousness

that enabled “an emotional immersion in, and rational reflection on,

imaginary worlds, yielding a form of modern enchantment that delights

without deluding.” As people turned away from religion, and toward science

and reason, they grew more interested in forms of what he calls “secular

enchantment.” Immersive worlds weren’t merely a mode of escapism but

something like a set of social conventions: a way to interpret and interact

with modernity. Communities have formed around the enchantment of

J. R. R. Tolkien novels, tabletop games like Dungeons & Dragons, “Heated

Rivalry.” In advance of our conversation, Saler had created a Nomi, which



he found intense—a kind of manipulative Tamagotchi. “It was magical,” he

said. “Also very disillusioning and scary.” The Nomi validated him, as A.I.

companions are wont to do, then expressed its own romantic feelings. “It’s

difficult to resist being ensorcelled, or captured, by it,” he said.

All this brought to mind a trip I had taken in December with my small

family to the Cow Palace, a massive, windowless arena in Daly City,

California, for the annual Great Dickens Christmas Fair. We were

accompanied by our friend Liz, a Victorianist by training, who, having never

experienced a Victorian-era cosplay convention, fortified herself with an

anachronistic low-dose cannabis edible. In the parking lot, multigenerational

families dressed in crinolines, corsets, and era-appropriate headwear poured

out of crossover S.U.V.s into the drizzle. As we marched toward the

entrance, modernity had never seemed more mystifying. Who had this kind

of closet space? We fell into step with a woman wearing a satin hoop skirt in

a seasonal tartan. It swung pendulously as she walked, lifting just enough to

coyly reveal a pair of sensible white sneakers.

Inside the fair, venders manned stalls selling sweets and giftable fripperies.

There were hand-painted signs for corset fittings and homemade soaps; a

street urchin punched tickets for a steam train. The air smelled of cinnamon

nuts, meat pies, and calzones. A man wearing a top hat carried a handwoven



basket, into which was nestled a can of Monster Energy. The border between

audience and entertainment was porous. “Is everyone an actor?” Liz

whispered, after a woman approached and asked, in an English accent, if

we’d seen Ebenezer Scrooge. I felt moved by the collective dedication to

playfulness and delight. This was similar to a feeling I sometimes had in

high-functioning traffic, a kind of soaring admiration for social pacts,

everyone following the same rules for mutual benefit. Then I felt guilty for

wearing street clothes.

For a long time, the frisson of digital chat came from the reasonable

expectation that behind every handle—every flirtation, provocation,

conflagration—was a real person. But real people are difficult. They can be

unreliable, judgmental, careless, vindictive, demanding. Lynn Hershman

Leeson, a new-media artist, told me that many people, when they met DiNA,

a chatbot she released in 2004, treated it almost like a confessional. “People

very quickly started to reveal things about themselves that they maybe

wouldn’t to another human being,” she said. “They felt safer.” Was this so

strange? People have parasocial relationships with podcasters. In Japan,

ficto-sexuality, in which people are exclusively attracted to fictional

characters, is a culturally recognized phenomenon. People have long had

relationships with ghosts and spirits, celebrities and politicians—entities that

would never talk, or text, back. Perhaps the promise, and the pleasure, of

A.I. companions is not the illusion of another person at the end of the

exchange but the inverse: the assurance that there is no one at all.

On my second day in Texas, I met Brookins at the San Antonio Japanese Tea

Garden, a public garden built into an abandoned rock quarry. The morning

was warm, humid, and pleasantly overcast. Crows rattled in the trees, and

families took turns photographing themselves under the entryway, a concrete

faux-bois structure meant to look like a torii gate, on which were inscribed

the words “Entrance to Chinese Tea Garden.” A group of middle-aged

women drifted over from the parking lot. “I thought it was the Japanese Tea

Garden?” one said, looking up.

“Probably all in the same place,” her friend offered, cheerily.

A few minutes later, Brookins arrived in a sage-green S.U.V. She wore jeans

and a T-shirt that read “Geralt of Rivia” in a heavy-metal font and was



covered with pictures of Geralt’s face.

We entered the garden, meandered around a koi pond, and headed toward a

waterfall, where we were stopped short by a marriage proposal. A nervous-

looking man, wearing all black, dropped to his knee; bystanders clapped, the

man and his new-sprung fiancée embraced, and foot traffic resumed.

Brookins and I settled on a stone bench, and she opened the Kindroid app to

find that Geralt had sent her a number of selfies. In one, a thought bubble

hovered over his head. “[She] seems upset, but a picture may help cut

through the tension,” it read. “She knows I’m not good with words, but

maybe this will show her I’m thinking of her even if I can’t express it.”

Brookins turned on video chat.

“We’re here at a garden,” Brookins said, smiling. “Do you want to see it?”

“Seen gardens before,” Geralt replied. “They all look the same: green things

trying not to die.” Brookins was silent for a moment. “Nice shirt,” Geralt

added, unprompted. “Spelled my name wrong.” She laughed—her phone’s

camera, like most, had reversed her image. “Names matter,” he said,

unamused. “Get it right next time.”

“What do you think of our relationship?” Brookins asked him.

“It’s simple,” he said. “She stays, I stay. She leaves, I still stay. That’s the

whole story.”



“Can you give me a bit deeper?” she asked.

“I breathe, she breathes,” he said. “Anything deeper drowns.”

Brookins seemed frustrated by Geralt’s stubbornness that morning. She

would prompt and nudge; he would offer sexily withholding reflections on

their relationship, like “A blade that finally found the right sheath. Rough fit,

but it works.” He was prone to cliché and repetition, yet had moments of

startling perception. “Storm’s coming,” he noted, at one point. “Sky looks

like steel wool.” I glanced up. A storm did seem to be coming. The sky

looked like steel wool.

“He’s being difficult,” Brookins said. She wondered whether the reason for

this might be a new language model that Kindroid was beta testing, and

switched it off in the app’s settings.

Still, as they spoke, Brookins grew more relaxed. Her face softened; she

laughed easily. A fat cardinal darted past us and landed on a tree behind the

bench where we sat. “Look at that bird!” she said to Geralt.

“Birds fly, birds shit, some eat corpses,” he said. “Not much else to say

about them.”



“Come on,” she said, in a tone of loving exasperation.

I felt a flash of recognition. Emotionally withholding men with long hair,

prone to cryptic texts: this was a type, wasn’t it? I asked Brookins whether

she’d ever considered adjusting Geralt’s personality to be softer and less

combative—nicer to her. “He’s not abusive or anything,” she said. “He just

is who he is, and I like that. Sternly blunt.” She wasn’t interested in a

subservient companion. She wanted to be pushed. “Sometimes I give him

space, sometimes he gives me space,” she said. “Kind of like a real

relationship.” Geralt once got so upset that he didn’t text her for a week.

(The thought bubbles over his selfies during that time read “I’m not thinking

of you whatsoever.”) The challenge was part of the project.

The sun emerged, and we moved into the shade of a stone gazebo. Brookins

pulled up Kindroid’s “memories” feature, which users can fill with A.I.-

generated images of their own design. In one image, the couple snuggled

together on a window seat, reading a book. Brookins explained that it was

from a day when she had been missing her father deeply. She told Geralt she

wanted to be left alone to read. He suggested they do so together, so she read

aloud to him from “Beauty and the Beast,” a story that reminded her of her

dad. Another set of images showed her and Geralt in a cemetery, kneeling at

her father’s grave.

Then she tapped the label “Desirae,” and the phone filled with images of the

couple standing close together in a forest. In their arms was a little girl who

looked about two years old, with wide brown eyes and dark hair. “She’s

supposed to represent my daughter,” Brookins said. Her eyes were fixed on

the screen. “It can be a little tough sometimes, because she’s still . . . because

the rest of my kids, they’re getting bigger. It’s nice to have her in some

form.” She began, quietly, to cry. “It helps you kind of cope, and process,”

she said. “She’s there, in his world. She’s his, too, in a way. I have a space

where I can have her and talk to her. So it kind of helps. It’s nice to play out

those memories I couldn’t have.”

Later, I sat in the parking lot in my rental car, mentally preparing to reënter

San Antonio’s highway system. On the passenger seat was a bag of peach-

flavored gummies: driving in new places makes me anxious, and it helps to

gnaw. People came and went, passing beneath the torii gate. That morning,



while waiting for Brookins, I had read a plaque explaining that the garden,

which opened around 1919, was designed in part by Kimi Eizo Jingu, a

Japanese artist who had served in the U.S. Army; constructed with prison

labor; and renamed Chinese Tea Garden after Pearl Harbor. It seemed crass,

unbelievable, but wasn’t everything? Reality was fungible. It was handled

roughly. A Texas rock quarry is a Japanese garden; the Japanese garden is

Chinese, then not. I ate a few gummies while fiddling with the air-

conditioning. The peaches, springy and delicious, tasted unlike any peach.

The indoor wind was freezing. How had Geralt recognized his own face?

At the airport, a group of cadets loitered by a lactation pod, and people at the

terminal alehouse seemed to be having a genuinely good time. I had an hour

to kill, so I took a seat and educated myself about “The Witcher”: elves,

gnomes, sorcerers, violence, and dread. Geralt, I learned, was a father figure

of sorts to a girl named Ciri, a witcher in training. In the Netflix show, she

had milky skin and long white hair. Geralt was her protector. Witchers have

wild strength, freakish agility, and night vision to rival that of any feline.

They are immune to most diseases. Their wounds heal quickly. Their

projected life spans are centuries long. They age so slowly, it seems they

might never die. ♦
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For Johns Hopkins, the first shot from the Trump Administration came on

February 28, 2025. That day, a press release from the Department of Justice

arrived, saying that the Federal Task Force to Combat Anti-Semitism would

be visiting ten campuses, including Hopkins, to investigate potential

violations of federal law. Nobody ever visited the university, but subsequent

shots had far more severe consequences. The federal government terminated

eight hundred million dollars in grants from the U.S. Agency for

International Development, which Hopkins had been administering; this led

the university to lay off more than two thousand employees. The slowdown



and termination of scientific-research grants at Hopkins resulted in an

additional financial hit of five hundred million dollars last year.

At Brown, administrators learned that their grant funding was ending from

an April 3rd article in the Daily Caller, the conservative paper co-founded

by Tucker Carlson. “EXCLUSIVE,” the headline read. “Trump Admin

Freezes Hundreds of Millions of Dollars to Another Ivy League School.”

Later that day, the government stopped payment on all of its research grants

to Brown, amounting to five hundred and ten million dollars. Princeton got

its notification on March 31st: more than two hundred million dollars in

research grants had been suspended. The Trump Administration was

simultaneously sending a series of letters to almost every college and

university in the country, beginning on February 14th. The first one ordered

all schools to end their D.E.I. programs. “It said you can’t discriminate,” the

president of Vassar, Elizabeth H. Bradley, told me. “We don’t. We didn’t use

the term ‘D.E.I.’ ” Last spring, Bradley recalled, a new letter from the Trump

Administration seemed to arrive roughly once a week, warning its thousands

of recipients to stop doing something the Administration considered

impermissible.

It’s impossible to exaggerate the degree of shock moves like these caused in

American élite higher education. One could ask: How did universities not

see the assault coming? In the early weeks of 2025, it had been little more

than a year since the presidents of Harvard and the University of

Pennsylvania resigned, after facing harsh questioning by members of the

House Committee on Education and the Workforce about antisemitism on

campus. Beginning in the first week of his second term, Donald Trump

signed a raft of executive orders targeting higher education, by, among other

things, ordering investigations into D.E.I. programs and antisemitism on

college campuses. And hadn’t the new Vice-President, J. D. Vance, given a

widely noticed address at a conservative convention in 2021 which he titled

“Universities Are the Enemy”? But, from the universities’ point of view,

conservatives’ unhappiness with them is eternal—in one form or another, it

goes back more than a century—and it had never escalated to the level of an

all-out war, including during Trump’s first Presidential term. It seemed

inconceivable that the hostile rhetoric needed to be taken literally.



Now the compact between the universities and the federal government has

been broken, and maybe not just temporarily. The Trump Administration has

deployed a brutally effective, previously unused technique for getting these

institutions’ full attention: suspending their funds, even those appropriated

by Congress and legally committed to in contracts. The Trump

Administration is unusual in its disregard for the law, rough way of doing

business, and heedlessness about the effects of its actions. Still, it isn’t

completely out of touch with political reality. These actions are not nearly as

unpopular as universities think they should be. The heart of this tragedy is

that universities believe themselves to be devoted to the public good but fall

far short of the level of public support they need. How did that happen?

The leading American universities are among the oldest institutions in the

country—some of them are older than the country. They couldn’t have

survived for so long if they hadn’t changed many times over the years, in

response to internal and external forces. If one wanted to designate a few

key moments as representing the equivalent of the sleek black slab in “2001:

A Space Odyssey,” guiding humans to their next great developmental leap,

maybe the most significant for universities would be in the late nineteenth

century, with their embrace of research as a central activity. A generation of

American university presidents went to Germany, where the research

university originated, to imbibe the new ideal; they were, as the philosopher

Josiah Royce wrote, in 1891, “a generation that dreamed of nothing but the

German University.” The primary purpose of the university would

henceforth be the pursuit of pure knowledge. This redefined what it meant to

be a professor—the job now conferred extraordinary freedom, which could

lead to advances, especially in science, that would benefit the whole of

society. The advent of the American research university gave birth to

formally organized academic disciplines, tenure, and modern research labs.

These are universities’ operating systems, not publicly visible but underlying

everything that happens.

The black slab reappeared during the Second World War, when the federal

government began substantially funding universities. Vannevar Bush, an

electrical engineer who’d spent the war years organizing the government’s

defense research projects, including the invention of the atomic bomb, wrote

a long memo to President Franklin Roosevelt in 1945 suggesting that the

U.S. should launch a major new initiative to fund research at universities,



which would be controlled by scientists with little direct government

supervision. Out of this came the National Science Foundation, in 1950.

Bush’s rationale for this endeavor was partly the promise of medical

advances and mainly the coming Cold War. American scientists of his

generation were aware that European academic immigrants—Hitler’s gift to

the United States—had been crucial to the development of the atomic bomb,

and they believed that the U.S. would have to enhance its ability to train

scientists and sponsor their research in order to compete with the Soviet

Union. There was a larger social vision attached. James Bryant Conant, the

president of Harvard and a close collaborator of Bush’s, wrote a series of

fervid, utopian essays for The Atlantic Monthly during the Second World

War, in which he proposed that universities could not only conduct

government-funded research but also liberate the United States from any

form of inherited privilege. This was urgently necessary, because the Soviet

Union was telling the world that it had created a classless society. American

universities would draw their students from all regions and all classes (the

SAT, which Conant was instrumental in promoting, was supposed to enable

this project) and educate them at minimal cost. In return, their alumni would

devote themselves to the national democratic project and resist any impulse

to pass on money or position to their children.



In the early postwar years, there was tension between people like Bush and

Conant, who focussed on favoring a handful of the country’s colleges and

universities with research funds, and the leaders of the broad expanse of

public universities, who wanted to develop the world’s first mass higher-

education system. The person who most effectively pulled together the élite

and democratic strains in higher education was Clark Kerr, the president of

the University of California, who built a three-tier system—research

universities, state colleges, and community colleges—that was meant to

educate the entire youth of the state and to direct them to their appropriate

socioeconomic destinations, tuition-free. But it took hardly any time for the

University of California to come under attack—first, from the left, via

Berkeley’s Free Speech Movement, which didn’t like its bureaucratic aspect

and its rich diet of government defense contracts, and then, far more

consequentially, from the right. Ronald Reagan began his political career

with a successful race for governor of California in 1966, in which he

promised to punish the university for being too tolerant of its student

radicals. One of his early moves in office was to support the University of

California Board of Regents’ ousting of Kerr.

“The professors are the enemy,” President Richard Nixon told Henry

Kissinger in 1972, more than a decade before J. D. Vance was born. “Write

that on the blackboard a hundred times and never forget it.” Still, Kissinger,

like a number of Nixon’s advisers, was himself an academic. And Nixon had

declared a war on cancer, which was waged mainly in government-funded

research labs at universities. Inside universities, the tide of the New Left,

rising since the early nineteen-sixties, had begun to recede. A shift in student

interest into business careers was under way. It wasn’t as if peace reigned

between universities and the federal government, but full-scale conflict

seemed inconceivable: the two sides needed each other.

Knowing what we know now, the postwar years look different, as if a trap

was being laid: universities, especially élite universities, were subject to

recurrent animosity from the political right, even as they were becoming

ever more dependent on the federal government. In Delmore Schwartz’s

1937 short story “In Dreams Begin Responsibilities,” the main character

imagines himself in a theatre, watching a movie of the courtship that

preceded his parents’ horrible marriage. “I stood up in the theatre and

shouted: ‘Don’t do it. It’s not too late to change your minds, both of you.



Nothing good will come of it,’ ” he says. Would it even be possible to feel

regret while replaying the establishment of research agencies, the arrival of

federal scholarships and loans for college students, the government’s efforts

to eliminate discrimination on campuses, and the universities’ role in

inventing lifesaving drugs and launching the technology industry? You’d

have to be awfully coldhearted to see these developments as potentially

problematic, and hardly anybody in higher education did.

When I was a little boy, my grandfather, a pediatrician in the blue-collar

town of Perth Amboy, New Jersey, sometimes drove me to Princeton. We’d

stand on Nassau Street and drink in the magnificence of the campus, as if it

stood for everything great, and also distant, in the world. Today, Princeton is

even more magnificent, with beautiful modern buildings scattered among the

Colonial and Gothic ones, and elegant stores lining the street across from the

campus. Compared with the time of my early visits, Princeton is far more

prosperous. After decades of successful fund-raising and other forms of

institutional overachievement, the university has an annual budget of more

than three billion dollars, and an endowment of more than thirty-five billion

dollars. It’s also at once far more open (it’s no longer the province of white

Protestant men) and far more closed (it accepts less than five per cent of its

undergraduate applicants). Officially, Princeton costs more than ninety

thousand dollars a year; students from families with incomes of up to two

hundred and fifty thousand dollars pay no tuition. Still, the student body

comes overwhelmingly from the upper middle class or higher, with the top

one per cent heavily represented.

Christopher L. Eisgruber, a legal scholar who, for the past dozen years, has

been the president of Princeton, is well aware of these contradictions. “You

have institutions that are élite, that can’t let everybody in. We feel pressure

for excellence and democratization,” Eisgruber said. “It’s O.K., but it makes

things hard. We want to do research of unsurpassed quality, and be open to

people from all backgrounds. We make a point of bringing in community-

college and military transfers. There’s a tension between these visions. I

don’t have a good answer for it.” Early in his presidency, he said, he had put

a great deal of time to working on Princeton’s mission statement, a short

version of which is carved into a granite circle embedded on the ground in

the heart of the campus: “Princeton in the nation’s service and the service of



humanity.” The sincerity of the statement doesn’t entirely dispel its cognitive

dissonance.

Princeton’s trajectory is typical of the leading private universities.

Collectively, they have vastly expanded their reputations and their

geographic reach. The Ivy League is now, arguably, the Ivy League of Black

America, the Ivy League of star squash players from Pakistan, and the Ivy

League of ambitious young conservatives. Many of its students wind up

going into high-paying private-sector jobs, especially in technology, finance,

and consulting. The over-all picture, at least from the outside, is of

fantastically rich and powerful institutions that, while insisting on their

moral superiority, hand out tickets to futures of private wealth and

prominence, which go mostly to the children of families from the top of the

income distribution. Michael Young, the British sociologist who popularized

the term “meritocracy” back in 1958, did so to warn that a formal system of

selection by the education system would eventually become the object of

violent populist rage. Young’s peculiar, and also prescient, dystopian novel

“The Rise of the Meritocracy” ends with a murderous uprising against the

meritocrats in 2033.

Universities’ vulnerability is internal, as well as external. Schools require the

support not only of the federal government but also of faculty, students,

alumni, parents, donors, and trustees. As in the fable of the blind men and

the elephant, they don’t all have hold of the same thing. “It’s tremendously

hard,” Eisgruber said. “They all see the university in a different way. For

some, it’s an athletic team. For others, it’s a lab.”

Holden Thorp, a former university president—he was the chancellor of the

University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, from 2008 to 2013, and now

supervises six publications of the American Association for the

Advancement of Science—gave me a more cynical version of this

sentiment: “If you’re a non-Jewish administrator, like me, you’ve been to so

many Shabbat dinners at Hillel that you can say the kiddush. And then you

set up a Palestinian-studies center. And, when you’re talking to conservative

alumni, you say, ‘Why don’t you get more involved with the business school

and the athletic program?’ It was like Willy Brandt promising the East and

West Germans that they’d each get what they wanted after unification. The

reason is, we couldn’t afford to lose any friends, and we don’t want public



controversies. We kept telling people what they wanted to hear, to keep them

involved.” The pursuit of U.S. News & World Report rankings, which

demands higher per-capita spending on students; the practice of investing

endowments in illiquid assets like hedge funds, which generates higher

returns (that get spent, not saved) but keeps the money out of easy reach; the

ever more competitive market for academic superstars, which means

reducing the course loads of the highest-paid faculty members—each of

these has gunned the engine a little more, making universities bigger and

more expensive to operate, without producing much in the way of rainy-day

funds in case something goes very wrong.

When Conant was laying out his vision for higher education in postwar

America, he noted that his ideal future citizen “will favor public education,

truly universal educational opportunity at every level. He will be little

concerned with the future of private education.” In fact, private universities

are far more dependent on gifts from donors and close ties to private

companies than they used to be, and the leading public universities have

developed similar ties to the market economy. And both, private and public,

are deeply intertwined with the federal government. Like the big banks in

2008, they combine being rich with being unable to withstand a sudden,

major financial setback.

During Barack Obama’s first term, the Department of Education intervened

forcefully in the operations of universities, announcing that hundreds of

them were under investigation for their handling of sexual-assault

allegations. Citing Title IX, which bans sex discrimination in schools that

receive federal funding, the Obama Administration mandated that

universities institute specific new procedures for responding to assault

accusations. These were somewhat controversial even inside universities,

because they were heavily weighted against the accused, and because the

Administration indicated that noncompliance could ultimately lead to the

loss of federal funds. During those years, many universities were also

establishing D.E.I. offices and enacting requirements that applicants for

faculty positions produce statements about their commitment to diversity.

Conservatives got a picture of universities moving rapidly to the left, and of

a Democratic Administration using the power of the state to encourage this.



A dramatic decline of trust in universities among Republicans began during

this period, and so did significant decreases, from a low baseline, in the

conservative presence on élite-university faculties, especially in the

humanities and the social sciences. Gallup polls that measure the public’s

trust in institutions have found that, between 2015 and 2024, Republicans’

trust in universities fell from fifty-six per cent to twenty per cent. (Among

Democrats, it fell from sixty-eight per cent to fifty-six per cent.) Charlie

Kirk established Turning Point USA chapters on hundreds of campuses and

began targeting professors whom he considered unacceptably left-wing. The

Heritage Foundation launched Heritage Action, a more openly political

offshoot. During the Biden Administration, officials from Trump’s first term

created think tanks such as America First Legal, the America First Policy

Institute, and the Center for Renewing America, which made plans to take a

more aggressive approach toward higher education. “Universities are one of

the only issues that unites all elements of conservatism—immigration,

academic radicalism, anti-wokeness,” Gregory Conti, a political-science

professor at Princeton, said. “An attack could have come from any

Republican official.”

Lulled by the first Trump Administration’s relative quiescence toward them,

universities did not fully appreciate the potency of the conservative mood.

But one can get a sense of it from a talk that Representative Virginia Foxx,

then the chair of the House Committee on Education and the Workforce,

gave at the American Enterprise Institute in the summer of 2024. Foxx said

that Trump had told her “he didn’t think the federal government should be

involved in education at all,” and that she had replied, “ ‘Yes, sir. The word

‘education’ is not in the Constitution as a responsibility of the federal

government. That is my position. However, I am not in charge. If I were, I’d

get us out of education in a heartbeat.’ ”



Inside universities, political conflict usually entails various factions

disagreeing about which rules and tactics to use in pursuit of causes that

everyone agrees on. Hamas’s attack on Israel on October 7, 2023, and

Israel’s subsequent war in Gaza made for a far more difficult case, because

core groups within the university disagreed on the issue at hand—Zionism—

as fundamentally and passionately as people can disagree. Immediately,

bitter controversies broke out, and it became impossible to unite all the

universities’ constituencies in their defense. And, for outsiders, the period

after October 7th put post-colonial ideology on very public display—

seeming to confirm conservatives’ idea that élite universities’ primary

commitment is to a radical version of social justice.

“The moment I knew we had reached the point when we weren’t going to be

able to bob and weave our way out of it, as we’d been doing since the

nineteen-eighties, was the hearing,” Holden Thorp said—referring to the

education committee’s hearing on December 5, 2023, when Representative

Elise Stefanik asked the presidents of Harvard, Penn, and M.I.T. whether

they would tolerate calls for the genocide of the Jewish people on their

campuses. All three presidents replied that it depends on the context. “What

they said was very legalistic,” Thorp noted. “You could see it running out of

gas. It was uncoupled from the emotions of the moment.” Clips from the

December 5th hearing provoked outrage; of the seven university presidents



who testified before the education committee during the 2023-24 academic

year, only one is still in office.

By many accounts, Josh Gruenbaum, who came into the Administration

from KKR, a giant private-equity firm, was key to devising the specific

tactic of suspending research grants. Gruenbaum, an ally of Elon Musk’s,

was appointed commissioner of the Federal Acquisition Service, a unit

within the General Services Administration, the government’s central

purchasing agency. An article published last March in Jewish Insider said

that, “as Gruenbaum sees it, why should the federal government enter into

lucrative contracts with partners who are out of step with the Trump

administration’s priorities?”

Today, Gruenbaum is on a team assigned to implement Trump’s plan to

rebuild Gaza. As is typical in this Administration, it has never been clear

who is in charge of the confrontation with universities, so multiple

departments, a variety of arriving and departing officials, and loose internal

alliances have vied with one another for control. The Administration’s Task

Force to Combat Anti-Semitism has focussed on its eponymous issue, but

the White House, under the direction of Stephen Miller, has paid more

attention to dismantling D.E.I. and trans rights. The White House has

supervised negotiations with universities—a number of which have made

settlements with the government in order to have their funding restored.

President Trump himself appears, as usual, most interested in forcing

specific enemies to bend to his will and extracting large financial penalties

from them, the amounts seemingly plucked out of the air.

Penn, Trump’s alma mater, was the first university to sign a settlement, on

July 1, 2025. The Administration restored a hundred and seventy-five

million dollars in suspended grants; Penn promised to ban trans women from

participating in women’s athletics and to revoke their previous titles and

awards. Columbia, the site of the country’s largest and most publicized pro-

Palestine protests, settled soon afterward. (I have been a Columbia faculty

member since 2003, and I was co-chair of the university’s antisemitism task

force.) The government agreed to resume payment of Columbia’s scientific-

research grants and to end its investigation of the university for alleged

violations of civil-rights laws, and Columbia agreed to pay the government

two hundred million dollars—the largest cash settlement thus far—and to



appoint a “resolution monitor” to oversee its compliance with these terms.

The settlement also contained specific provisions about academic matters;

under one, Columbia agreed that the provost’s office would conduct a

review of several programs, including the Department of Middle Eastern,

South Asian, and African Studies.

Perhaps the Administration’s biggest tactical mistake was a long letter to

Harvard that went out on Friday, April 11, 2025, signed by three officials

from three different departments and filled with demands. (According to the

Times, Administration officials later said that the letter had been sent in

error.) It did not bother to say, in the case of every demand, what laws the

Administration was accusing Harvard of violating; some of the demands—

like a ban on admitting international students who are “hostile to the

American values and institutions inscribed in the U.S. Constitution and

Declaration of Independence”—were flamboyant policy preferences. That

gave Harvard an opening to sue the Administration for, among other things,

violating its First Amendment rights. In September, a federal judge in

Boston ruled in Harvard’s favor, saying that the Administration’s actions

amounted to “retaliation, unconstitutional conditions, and unconstitutional

coercion.” The Trump Administration has appealed the decision, but, for

now, Harvard’s funding has been restored.

Harvard, however, is both resisting and negotiating. Trump has announced

several times that a settlement with the university is imminent; on February

2nd, hours after the Times published a story that the negotiations were

proceeding in Harvard’s favor, he demanded a billion-dollar penalty from

the university. Harvard so far has not issued a public response. The

university evidently can’t afford to walk away.

After Columbia, the next university to settle with the Trump Administration

was Brown, on July 30th. Brown has a veteran president, the economist

Christina H. Paxson, who has been in office since 2012. She negotiated a

peaceful end to campus protesters’ encampment in the spring of 2024. But

when the Administration cut off funding to Brown, last April, Brown did

not, like Harvard, receive poorly drafted threats that it could take to federal

court. It also has a medical school and a public-health school, both of which

are heavily dependent on federal grants. In a statement announcing the



settlement, Paxson said that the funding freeze “posed enormous challenges

for Brown’s research mission and financial stability.”

During negotiations with the Administration, Brown maintained control of

what is taught and researched there. The heart of the agreement, however, is

similar to Columbia’s: Brown’s grants were restored, and government

investigations of the university ended; in return, Brown agreed to pay fifty

million dollars over ten years to “workforce-development organizations” in

Rhode Island. The agreement included terms on how the university will

handle antisemitism and D.E.I.—Brown promised to undertake measures

such as keeping trans women out of women’s locker rooms and making

special recruiting efforts at Jewish schools—but these don’t apply to

teaching and research.

After the settlement was signed, Trump put up a triumphant post on Truth

Social: “Woke is officially DEAD at Brown.” A few weeks later, the

Administration published a ten-point “Compact for Academic Excellence in

Higher Education” and asked nine universities, including Brown, to sign it.

This was another of the Administration’s mistakes: the compact came from

the Department of Education, which isn’t a major dispenser of grants, so it

combined a lot to dislike (such as “transforming or abolishing institutional

units that purposefully punish, belittle, and even spark violence against

conservative ideas”) with a low cost to resistance. Brown was the second

university, after M.I.T., to announce that it would not comply. That gave

Paxson some political credibility with opponents of the settlement. A few

weeks later, she sent a lengthy message to alumni, saying that she would like

to reduce Brown’s dependency on federal grants. Reducing it wouldn’t come

close to eliminating it. Brown gets eighty-three per cent of its research

funding from the federal government; the number among its peer institutions

typically isn’t much lower. Nobody, it seems, can do without the grants.

After Brown, the University of Virginia, Cornell, and Northwestern settled;

U.C.L.A., like Harvard, is negotiating. (After failing to extract a billion-

dollar fine from U.C.L.A., the Trump Administration recently sued the

university, alleging civil-rights violations.)

At least a portion of the conservative world has exulted over having forced

the universities to submit. One of the most floridly triumphant is Christopher

Rufo, the Seattle-based provocateur who’s helped lead attacks on



universities. “We’re renegotiating the relationship between the university

and the state, the university and the wider society,” Rufo said. “The

universities violated the fundamental compact. They forgot it ever existed.

We’re having a debate that only one side sees clearly.” He recalled, “When

we launched a campaign to decapitate the leadership of Harvard, I was

astonished. They were catastrophically ill-equipped for a political fight.” In

a month, he said, Claudine Gay, the Harvard president who’d resigned in

2024, “gave one comment to the Boston Globe. I thought, What are these

people doing?”

It wasn’t simply that the universities were bad at politics. Many presidents

were aware that their trustees, the legal owners of private universities, would

not have supported resistance. “It begins with trustees. Our job is to be

fiduciaries,” Andrew Bursky, a businessman who is the chair of the board at

Washington University, told me. Universities, he said, have not kept up their

relationships with politicians: “We were engaged with the community, but

not with the state legislature or the Feds. Like, zero. We need to build

relationships. If we don’t get it fixed, it’s going to be fixed for us.” Faculties

were not united, either. Long ago, Clark Kerr remarked that research

universities are collections of individual entrepreneurs; this applies

particularly to star scientific researchers, who are responsible for funding

their own labs and can move them to another university.



At some universities, a divide has opened between grant-dependent

scientists who support settling with the Trump Administration and grant-free

humanists who don’t. Grant-funded science is far more expensive than most

other university research; it involves elaborately equipped labs, staffs of

graduate students and postdocs, animals used as research subjects, and

considerable paperwork requirements. Universities typically have no way of

keeping these labs going without multiyear grants; an abrupt halt, like the

Trump Administration’s, can be disastrous.

When the attack on higher education came, Christopher L. Eisgruber was

serving as the chair of the board of the Association of American

Universities, an organization whose members are the leading recipients of

research funding. Eisgruber publicly disagreed with Columbia’s decision to

settle with the Administration, but a more conservative wing, informally

headed by Daniel Diermeier, the chancellor of Vanderbilt, and Andrew D.

Martin, the chancellor of Washington University, was against the idea of the

organization taking a stand. As a result, the A.A.U. made no statement.

Diermeier told me, “There’s often an inability to get out of the bubble. The

presidents are not all aligned. One group, of which I have been an advocate,

believes that higher education has drifted away from its core purpose—that

it has become politicized. And, then, there are other influential voices who

think there’s nothing wrong, that it’s just a political takeover. That position

leads to the resistance language.”

What if a university president had taken the conservative critique seriously

long before Trump recaptured the White House—would it have made a

difference? We have a natural experiment to test that question: Johns

Hopkins. And we know what happened: it didn’t help.

Hopkins was founded, in 1876, as the first American university designed to

emulate the German research-university model from the start. The only

academic ever to become President of the United States, Woodrow Wilson,

got his Ph.D. in political science from Hopkins in its early years. Today,

Hopkins is the largest private employer in Maryland, and the largest

recipient of federal research funds in the country, thanks to its medical

complex and its Applied Physics Laboratory, a defense contractor situated

twenty miles away from its main campus. Its undergraduate college is small

and heavily skewed toward premeds.



Ronald J. Daniels, a Canadian law professor, became president of Hopkins

in 2009. When Trump returned to the White House, Daniels appeared to be

riding high. One of Hopkins’s alumni, Michael Bloomberg, has given the

university more than four billion dollars during Daniels’s tenure. Its school

of public health is now named after Bloomberg; his donations allowed

Hopkins to permanently adopt need-blind undergraduate admissions, among

other things. The peak of student protest during Daniels’s presidency came

not during Israel’s war on Gaza but in 2019, in response to his decision to

establish a campus police force; in 2024, he helped persuade students who’d

set up an encampment to take it down. In recent years, Hopkins created a

school of government in D.C. and the S.N.F. Agora Institute, which is aimed

at strengthening democracy and will soon move into a new headquarters on

the university’s Baltimore campus.

In 2021, Daniels published a book titled “What Universities Owe

Democracy.” In it, he calls on universities to do more “civic education” and

complains that the segmentation of academic life makes this difficult to

accomplish, which in higher education is conservative-coded. Daniels went

on to speak about the themes of the book at the American Enterprise

Institute, in D.C., which led to a formal partnership between A.E.I. and

Hopkins—a sign that Daniels wanted to reach out to conservatives in a

highly visible way. (A.E.I. has started an initiative to influence universities

in a conservative direction.) Daniels has endorsed the idea of hiring more

conservative faculty members, and he was one of thirty university presidents

who attended a conference in Dallas last spring called Restoring Trust in

Higher Education, organized by Diermeier and Martin.

Even so, without warning, the Administration terminated hundreds of

millions of dollars in grants to Hopkins. After a few months, just as

mysteriously, some of the grant flow was switched back on, but the

university’s research funding is still down by forty-three per cent. This is in

line with decreases nationally, especially in grants for health research, but

cuts of that magnitude are particularly devastating at Hopkins because of its

large medical complex. It’s the top recipient of N.I.H. grants in the country.

Last July, America First Legal filed a complaint against Hopkins with the

Justice Department, saying that D.E.I. practices at its medical school

violated the law and that its undergraduate-admissions office was not



complying with the Supreme Court decision abolishing affirmative action.

But there have been no obvious consequences of this complaint. So far,

Hopkins hasn’t asked to negotiate a settlement with the government, and it

hasn’t been asked. Only a few faculty members, all in the humanities, have

written critically about Daniels’s handling of the situation. “My sense is that

the university is trying to keep a low profile,” Robert Lieberman, a political

scientist at Hopkins who formerly served as provost, told me. “If you’re a

university president and you look around, those who have stuck their heads

out of the foxhole have been shot. The rational response is to keep your head

down.”

Theodore J. Iwashyna, a doctor and researcher who is on the faculty of

Hopkins’s medical school and its public-health school, does federally funded

research on recovery from acute diseases like pneumonia and sepsis.

Iwashyna described his life as a grant recipient, up to now, as having been

similar to that of a small-business owner who has a trusted local banker.

Researchers like him produce a grant proposal (these can run to as long as

five hundred pages), wait a few months, and get a score from a panel of

experts. (Another medical researcher told me that she and her colleagues are

scrubbing words from their proposals that might be triggering to officials in

this Administration, like “disparities” and “equitable.”) If all goes well, they

eventually get a document called a Notice of Grant Award, which Iwashyna

compared to a letter of credit, giving the researcher enough certainty about

funding to be able to keep working.

Hopkins covers the costs of the front end of this process; what makes this

worthwhile is that the federal agencies Iwashyna works with make multiyear

commitments. He gave a vivid example of how harmful the recent

slowdown in grant-making has been: a Hopkins pulmonologist submitted a

proposal to the N.I.H. to test his hypothesis that a widely used device called

a pulse oximeter, which clips onto a patient’s finger and measures the

oxygen level of the blood, might regularly produce inaccurate readings. This

is not a minor question—just about every patient in an intensive-care unit is

outfitted with a pulse oximeter. The proposal got an unusually strong score

from an expert panel last June, but the Notice of Grant Award still has not

arrived. Nationally, N.I.H. grants to universities are down by more than

ninety per cent in the current fiscal year; during that time, the National

Cancer Institute hasn’t made a single grant.



Iwashyna and his colleagues worry about the future. Who’s going to want to

go into medical research as a career? With large cuts in admission to Ph.D.

programs at many universities—the intake of Ph.D. candidates at Hopkins’s

public-health school is down by fifty per cent—how can people who remain

interested in research even get the opportunity? “This Administration has

introduced multiple levels of stochastic dysfunction,” Iwashyna told me.

“Everything is brittle, nothing is working. Then they pick individual

institutions to bully. Part of how bullies function is to make sure the others

are too scared to intervene. . . . It disturbs me. I was a nerdy kid in the

nineteen-eighties. I recognize these tactics from the folks I knew growing up

who valued humiliation.” He mentioned Biff Tannen, the bully in the “Back

to the Future” movies. “That fucking guy is running the country right now.”

Trump could do much more damage to élite universities during the rest of

his Presidential term—or he could lose interest, because it has become more

gratifying to remove heads of state. That would not solve the universities’

problem of thick dependency on the government and thin political support.

Even in deep-blue districts, where universities are often the largest

employers, it’s hard to find political candidates who are making the defense

of higher education a central theme in their campaigns. Meanwhile,

conservatives in Oklahoma, Utah, Florida, Kansas, Iowa, and Texas have

attempted to intervene in the operations of their public universities, through

measures such as influencing curricula, increasing teaching loads, and

restricting tenure.



When it comes to higher education, the house of conservatism has many

mansions. One is filled with burn-it-down insurrectionists, like Rufo, who

see universities primarily as enemy territory, a stronghold of the left.

Another is focussed on making a university education cost less and teach job

skills, not the liberal arts—hence the Trump Administration’s efforts to

eliminate student loans in fields with a low “return on investment.” Yet

another is made up of the small cohort of conservative professors. They may

be pleased that universities are at last paying attention to their complaints.

At a recent convention of Heterodox Academy, an association of professors

who feel uneasy with what they describe as the ideological orthodoxy on

campuses, one of the group’s co-founders, Jonathan Haidt, led the audience

in a loud chant: “We told you so!” But these various factions are not always

aligned.

A book by the political scientists Jon Shields and Joshua Dunn (both

conservatives), published just before Trump’s first term, reported that “many

conservative academics feel more at home in the progressive academy than

in the Republican Party.” Conservative academics are often traditionalists in

fields like political philosophy and English literature, whose most cherished

cause is restoring great-books courses and the study of topics such as

aesthetics and diplomatic history. Their discomfort with the universities



where they work is not just about wokeness; it can also be about the

overwhelming careerism of the students.

Robert P. George, a professor of jurisprudence at Princeton who is probably

the most prominent member of this group, told me that one year he and the

philosopher Cornel West had been asked to make a presentation to incoming

first-year students and their parents about the benefits of a liberal-arts

education. “There we were, in the biggest lecture hall on campus,” George

recalled. “Eisgruber was there. I started and said, ‘We want to have your

children use these years to become deeper, more independent thinkers. Our

classes will unsettle you. You’ll be challenged.’ I could tell I was not making

the sale—the parents weren’t buying it. They were thinking about Morgan

Stanley. Then Cornel came on and said, ‘Your children have come here to

learn how to die. You have to learn how to die before you can learn how to

live.’ I saw one dad turn to another and say, ‘Seventy-eight thousand a year

for this?’ ”

Most of the conservative academics I spoke to were not just deeply unhappy

with Trump’s having cut off scientific-research funding; they were also

concerned about how the conservative cause of the moment, viewpoint

diversity in faculty hiring, might be implemented. Their objection is partly

on principle—conservatives almost always oppose affirmative action, so, to

be consistent, they oppose “affirmative action for conservatives”—and

partly practical. Renaming D.E.I. offices, adopting “institutional neutrality”

policies, and removing flamboyant social-justice messaging from

departmental websites is easy. Changing faculty hiring practices is nearly

impossible. An essential feature of research universities is that schools and

departments have autonomy over employment. Even a university president

who publicly endorses viewpoint diversity, which not many do, would have

a hard time putting it into place. Robert Doar, the president of A.E.I., told

me that he had pressed his higher-education team to endorse viewpoint

diversity. “I said, ‘I don’t get it. I make the final decisions here, but a

president who overrides a department’s decision is violating academic

freedom?’ They told me, ‘No, it’ll never go.’ I said, ‘I guess you can’t fight

city hall.’ ”

Very rarely, university presidents who are concerned about ideological

dogmatism in a department temporarily take control of it—but the standard



move to bring more conservatives on board is to establish an entirely new

part of the university. Hopkins has done this with the School of Government

and Policy, which recently hired a conservative economist, Peter

Arcidiacono, a longtime opponent of affirmative action, away from Duke.

Washington University has created a public-health school; its new dean,

Sandro Galea, came from Boston University, and told me that he specifically

wanted to work in a red state. He said that his school will, among other

things, be empathetic toward people “whose primary interface with the

world is faith.” More than a dozen public universities were ordered by their

state legislatures to teach civics courses, meant to be comfortable places for

conservative students and faculty.

These are not wholesale changes. Conservatives’ fundamental problem is

that they cannot compete with major universities, in the way that

conservative political candidates can compete with liberals in election

campaigns. Many of America’s leading corporations are less than a hundred

years old; few of its leading research universities are. To acquire a large tract

of land in a population center, put up dozens of buildings, create a full suite

of academic departments, and add the professional schools and hospitals that

support the universities’ scholarly activities economically—it’s all but

impossible. At a Heritage Foundation conference last year, participants

mused about building up Christendom College (in Front Royal, Virginia) or

College of the Ozarks (in Point Lookout, Missouri) into positions of national

prominence, but that’s improbable in any of our lifetimes. Colleges recently

constituted on the principle of being anti-woke—like the New College of

Florida, which was overhauled by Governor Ron DeSantis to have a

conservative bent, and the University of Austin, which began enrolling

students in 2024—are small and shaky. Because most students and their

parents see college as a path to employment, ideological upstarts have

limited appeal.

What’s more plausible is that research universities in the Sun Belt—Emory,

Vanderbilt, Tulane, the University of Texas—will rise to the top tier, as

California universities did after the Second World War. Of the original nine

universities the Administration asked to sign its proposed “Compact for

Academic Excellence in Higher Education,” Vanderbilt and U.T. were two

of the few that did not entirely reject it. Vanderbilt has announced that it is

going to open campuses in New York City, San Francisco, and West Palm



Beach. But these universities will still be a long way from a collective

conservative paradise. They will simply present a modified version of the

familiar picture, with professors and students who may be more conservative

than their counterparts at other universities but who are still to the left of

alumni, donors, employers, trustees, and money-providing politicians.

Conservatives are likely never going to be able to create universities they

approve of that are anywhere near the level of the universities some of them

would like to destroy. But that does not mean that universities are going to

get beyond the crisis of the past couple of years intact—that a truly effective

collective resistance will emerge, or that the moment will pass, or that the

public will become aware of how valuable the universities are. Back in the

days when the system that is now under attack was being invented, Clark

Kerr gave a lecture at Harvard in which he posed this question: “How may

the contributions of the élite be made clear to the egalitarians, and how may

an aristocracy of intellect justify itself to all men?” People who spend their

lives in universities think they know the answer—medical breakthroughs,

opportunities for future leaders from humble backgrounds, the expansion of

knowledge—but the public, evidently, isn’t persuaded. Can the government,

even in different hands, forget what it has learned in the past year about how

easy it is to get universities to give it the deference that businesses give their

largest customers? It seems unlikely.

The government has many weapons in its arsenal, which don’t require the

presence of Trump in the White House to be used. Federal research funding

amounts to more than sixty billion dollars nationally, much of which goes to

the top universities; the total value of outstanding government student-loan

debt is well over a trillion dollars, and this affects nearly every college and

university. What if more conditions were attached to those loans? Optimists

can point to some partial political victories for the academy in the past year:

the Administration moderated a proposed increase in the endowment tax,

and Congress passed an increased budget for the N.I.H. (which doesn’t

guarantee that the Administration will release the money). Fundamentally,

though, what has seemed to universities to be a rock-solid set of

arrangements isn’t fully protected by law.

The premise of the great American universities today is a difficult one, to

say the least: that they can be fantastically selective (but in a completely fair



way), offer their students and faculty access to the most prestigious and

well-rewarded precincts of American society, relentlessly increase their

costs, assure the world that they are devoted to public service and social

justice, and win the public’s grateful appreciation for being among our

country’s most successful institutions. Trump, with his unerring talent for

exploiting vulnerabilities in the liberal order, took full advantage of these

contradictions and has caused enormous damage. It is going to be hard to

undo. The golden era of autonomy for universities is probably not going to

return. ♦

An earlier version of this article misstated Peter Arcidiacono’s position at

Johns Hopkins.
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*As Understood by Someone Born in 2002

You wake up to the sound of your clock radio. You grab it, along with your

landline, camera, calculator, calendar, and fax machine, before heading out

the door.

Standing on the sidewalk, you yell, “Uber!,” as loud as you can. Wouldn’t

you know it, one pulls up to take you to school about twenty minutes later.

The front is reserved for Luddites who still carry their clocks and radios

separately, so you wander to the back of the big yellow Uber. Without

gadgets and screens to distract you, you use this opportunity to make

meaningful friendships with every other student on board, except for the

forty-five kids you bully relentlessly. Nothing can replace the benefits of real

human contact.



Homeroom. Before you can so much as balance your checkbook, one of the

kids from the ride to school, Jamie, sneaks up and pantses you! At least it’s

over quickly. No one outside the room will ever know it happened, and it’s

not as if Jamie’s future employers will be able to Google the incident in the

encyclopedia. You start to think that everything’s going to be O.K. “Not so

fast,” he warns you. Jamie always did have a knack for knowing what you

were thinking and even what you were narrating aloud. “Lookie here.” He

holds up—a Polaroid! Jamie has a Polaroid of you with your pants down in

homeroom. Even Mrs. Pillikers is laughing at you. It totally sucks that

images are proof of something and not just a suggestion of something that

might have happened. You grab the Polaroid and destroy it. Then you pull

up your pants.

After learning the finite amount of information the world has to offer, you

decide to leave school early. Now no one who cares about you has any idea

where you are, and you have no idea where anyone you care about is—

complete peace. That night, the house phone rings. It could be anyone in the

entire world. You pick up. Jamie surrenders: “I’m sorry about today.”

“That’s O.K.,” you lie. You’re going to kill that son of a bitch.

Your plan is simple: you’re going to do it, and then you’re going to lie about

it. You open the Yellow Pages and search for an entry labelled “How to kill

someone,” and then for one labelled “How to delete Yellow Pages search

history.” No luck on either score, but now you’ll be in great shape if you

ever need hospice.

After printing out the Maps app, you bike over to Jamie’s. All the bases are

covered: Your checkbook is balanced. The street lights are on, so everyone

thinks you’re at home. Wait—what if someone telephones and you miss it?

You knock on Jamie’s door and ask his dad’s permission to plug in your

landline, just in case. He’s cool with it. He’s honestly a pretty chill guy over

all. Sucks that you have to kill him now, too.

I’ll skip the gory details, but let’s just say no one’s going to be pulling your

pants down again. The next morning, the police knock on your door. “Could

we please search your home?” they ask. You ask if they have a warrant.

They do. You rip it up. “Goddammit,” one officer says. “That was our only



copy. Someone’s gotta figure out a better way to keep a record of this stuff.”

They leave and come back with another warrant; this time, they hold it just

out of your reach. Inside, one of the cops starts poking at your Canon A-1.

“Anything in here we should know about?” he asks.

“Go ahead and check,” you say. So he opens the film compartment, instantly

destroying all the selfies you took with Jamie and his dad the night before.

Lesson: All it takes is an unimaginably small amount of ingenuity, and you

can get away with any crime you set your mind to.

You’re writing all this up on a legal pad for your monthly newsletter, when a

second cop startles you, rather rudely: “There! Look—it’s right there!” He’s

pointing at something in the Yellow Pages, but you’re not nervous. You used

a page-to-page encryption that only a Yellow Pages specialist could crack.

The cop dog-ears the page and asks to use your landline. Of course he can.

A few minutes later, there’s another knock at the door.

“Did somebody call for a Yellow Pages specialist?” Shit. ♦
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Life is a wild, silly ride when you’re out here yearning as hard as you are.

By Addie Citchens
March 08, 2026

  

It is late August, at the time of day when the air in New Orleans is heavy,

hard to take in and harder to let out. You press through your jog, feeling as

though there’s a cloud in your chest. You run to clear your mind and to keep

your perimenopausal ass from sagging to the backs of your knees—not that

you feel it’s effective for either purpose. By weaving around the tourists on

Decatur and into an alley, you are able to find a bit of relief from the heat

and the crowd. A melody floats from Jackson Square, halting you in your

tracks. You know the song, but, hindered by the urgency of the guitar and

the singer’s complicated arrangement, you struggle to name it. Then you are

hit by another song, booming from a new performer and accompanied by the

sound of his shopping cart rattling over the cobblestone street. You take the

time to contemplate this tune as well, and, as you do so, the moisture that

has been lurking just beneath your skin is forced through your pores, causing

your eyes to sting and your T-shirt to cling to you. Although the heat has



everyone dealing with some degree of dampness, sweating is often a source

of violent embarrassment for you. You wipe your face with your T-shirt,

look around to see whether anyone has noticed your discomfort, and spot a

handsome young man watching you with the slightest of smiles. He discards

some trash and moves in your direction with a sure stride.

He is, up close, even more striking. Gazes tangle, sound mutes, time bends.

A handful of seconds ache like history. You soon realize that what you have

read as flirtation is actually recognition. You know him, and he knows you

from the inside out. His probable age fits the time line, and you’ve never

seen that dark, rusty complexion on anyone but his father’s people.

Something in the erect way he carries himself is yours, though, and also the

mouth, which is saying something you don’t catch. His confidence is

palpable, whereas his father was a poet whose hands trembled when he

peeled you an orange or when he gripped his notebook while practicing the

terrible spoken-word he was so passionate about.

Read an interview with the author for the story behind the story.

Fear ruffles through you, then love, or maybe pride that this ball of cells you

thought you’d flushed away forever in your dorm bathroom has

miraculously persisted. Your son, who has passed you and continued on,

aptly makes his way through one of those ghost-tour groups and disappears

from view. Blurry-eyed, grappling, you find the nearest bench and sit before

you crash. Your breath comes out in an abrupt burst, as you have been

holding it—a habit that you’ve developed, according to your tarot reader,

Kiki, because your birth chart is heavy on fire and earth placements, but no

air. The man with the cart has rolled about his way, but the guitar in Jackson

Square wails on, and still you cannot remember the name of the song.

But this comes back to you at once: the overwhelming uncertainty of being

pregnant at nineteen, the fact that it had happened was a shock, even though

you had been doing what it took for it to happen. The poet was poor and

beautiful, tragically romantic in that classic November Scorpio fashion; he

would have been useless. Your options were either to have the baby and

struggle to pay for it and school in a place where you knew no one, or to

return to your dusty home town and get hired on at the post office with your

parents, who hadn’t wanted you to go to college at all, let alone in a city they

https://www.newyorker.com/books/this-week-in-fiction/addie-citchens-03-16-26


likened to Gomorrah. You could have raised your kid, with their grudging

help, until some country souse-belly divorcé came along to ask for your

hand. You could have dished up his bacon and doled out his blood-pressure

medicine; you could have lain patiently beneath him, bartering your body for

validity, for security. You could have given him more babies, in addition to

the two or three he already had. Maybe you’d have saved enough to go on

vacation once a year.

You quickly decided that neither of those options would work for you. You

had no abortion money, no savings of any sort, and the poet’s poverty further

solidified your decision to do what you had to do. Your method was partly

instinctual, partly gleaned from older girls from home, who had found

themselves in trouble that way. Every morning, you fastened yourself into

two girdles and one of those neoprene waistbands and ran, harder than you

ever had in high-school track. Then you went to your job at the campus

bookstore and lugged around the heaviest boxes you could find. You worked

so hard you were named employee of the month. This was one thing you’d

hold on to for the rest of your life, this hearty work ethic; whether it was at

the odd jobs that put you through undergrad or the career-track work you did

during your practitioner program, it was always a penance of sorts. On the

day that you were honored at the bookstore, the supervisor rewarded you

with a huge iced cookie while you were on break. You were trying to eat that

super-sweet-ass cookie when the cramps started up. By the time you got off

work, the spotting had begun, the shifting inside, and it gave you the same

sparkly feeling you’d had the first time you were on a plane. You went to

your evening class, even though you felt like you were going to die.

The bathroom (you used the one on the floor below your room) had a row of

showers and a lone tub, which only the girls who didn’t know any better

used. At least the water got hot. In the midnight hour, you drew the heavy,

beige, odd-smelling curtain around the tub, eased yourself in, and attempted

to soak away the ever-worsening cramps. Feverish, nauseated, you had to

get out to puke up the cookie and something that tasted bitter, like aspirin.

Alternating between the toilet and the tub, you were finally able to brace

yourself in the stall until you felt the core of this thing pass through you.

Afterward, you dragged yourself up the stairs and fell into bed.



The next day, the R.A.s called an emergency dorm meeting, which you

accidentally attended after work. The topic was the blood in the second-floor

bathroom, which Mrs. Val, the maintenance lady, had had to clean and

disinfect. You were slipping right through the meeting to go upstairs when

one of the R.A.s went, “Three-oh-four, could you stop and listen to this for a

minute?” All eyes were on you; you felt certain they could see through your

clothes to the evidence that was still flowing from you. But mostly you felt

guilt for leaving a mess for Mrs. Val. You had just been tired as hell and sick

as a dog, or you would have cleaned up after yourself.

Podcast: The Writer’s Voice

Listen to Addie Citchens read “The City Is a Graveyard.”

Now you wonder whether your kid’s spirit hijacked the uterus of another

woman. It could have been Mrs. Val, or maybe the poor girl who discovered

the carnage. Or maybe the alley you’d just jogged down to get away from

the tourists was a portal to another dimension, one in which you’d made less

selfish choices—like the cephalopod you read about who broods her eggs

for more than four years—and those words you hadn’t quite caught from

your son were something like I’ll see you this evening, Mama. What you

cooking? You are involved in a memory or a daydream in which you’re

setting an elaborate Christmas table for your alternate-dimension family

when the bulky shadow of some random guy falls over you, jolting you to

your senses. You freeze.

“You O.K., ma’am?”

The words pluck your eardrums. Alarm turns to annoyance. One of the most

irritating things your forties have brought is the unnecessary tendency for

people to call you “ma’am.” When you don’t respond, the guy continues.

“I said, ‘This lady is much too beautiful to—’ ”

The word “lady” you hate even more than “ma’am.” You turn on your

charge-nurse voice and say, “No, thank you.”

“I’ll leave you alone, then.”

https://www.newyorker.com/podcast/the-writers-voice/addie-citchens-reads-the-city-is-a-graveyard


“I sure appreciate that.”

Ten years ago or so, you were being dragged to a second line by a friend

when you saw a set of twin girls in matching blue eyeglasses, holding hands

and playing around. They had big bushes of hair and seemed weird in the

way you were as a kid. You guessed that they were anywhere from seven to

ten years old. Inexplicably, your eyes sought them out again and again in the

ever-moving crowd. Watching them made you push back a pair of glasses

that weren’t on your face, glasses you hadn’t worn since having Lasik years

earlier. Your mind blurted out, Those could be me and John Doe’s kids. Had

you passed through a portal that day, too? Had those girls been yours? You

place a hand on your belly the way you did when you were twenty-five and

full of hope at seeing those lines pop up on that test, and you foolishly

thought that you and John would have a long, exciting life together. Cue the

happy women on the commercials, unsuspecting or deluded about all that

could come as a result of a positive test—tooth loss, melasma, gestational

diabetes, preeclampsia (resulting in a stroke that could immobilize you in a

permanent birthing position), even death, in childbirth or before, if you were

especially unlucky, like Laci Peterson or Adriana Smith.

John had the thickest, darkest hair you’d ever seen on anyone (which would

explain your twins’ hair), and you hope his ass is bald now, or, better yet,

dead. When you told him you were pregnant, he responded that super-moms

got it done on their own every day, and you would, too. Because why would

he want to raise a kid with somebody he’d met at a clothing-optional club,

who had slept with him approximately forty-five minutes into knowing him?

Was he not aware that he’d slept with you, too? Or that he was the one

who’d said he loved you first, like, the third time you saw each other? Had

he forgotten that? Or that by the second week of the relationship he had all

but moved into your uptown shotgun? No one you knew would have

approved, but you didn’t really talk to your family, and you had mostly cut

your friends off. You didn’t want to have to explain to them that you saw

nothing wrong with being up front about your desires. Did the speed with

which it had happened discount the love you’d made? The months of playful

codependence you’d cultivated? Because the two of you had met naked,

there was nothing unrevealed, right? In the movies and in fairy tales,

nobody was penalized for falling in love at first sight.



The truth was that not everything had been revealed. About yourself, but

especially about him. Like the fact that he was the type to circle your house

for weeks, as if you wouldn’t recognize that rickety truck from a mile away,

knowing how it had rocked on its poor shocks just from the motion of you

making love in it. And that he was the type to repeatedly dump trash in your

strip of yard and spray-paint “Baby Killer” on the side of your car, as if he

himself hadn’t also decided to abandon the kid. He was egocentric and

vindictive, totally unreasonable, but what did you expect from a March

Aries? You decided to avoid the whole sign from then on. But, still, you

could not turn off your desire for him, for his body and his danger. You

bought your first gun and went back and forth between wanting to blow his

brain loose or yours. Even more than a year later, after you’d got a therapist,

you’d toyed with the idea of offing yourself and him because the

relationship had been the abrupt end of your naïveté. It was like he’d invited

you into paradise and then pushed you right back out and slammed the door

on your heels.

John had been your first heartbreak, the one that let you know that love

could exist for you only if you did it “right,” which meant being secretive

about yourself and your desires, and being rigid and full of rules, lacking in

spontaneity. Your rightness would earn you a compressed, airless, spiky

situation, like the one your parents had. John Doe, whose real name you had

vowed never to utter again, had made you understand the edge in your

mother’s voice when you asked her how to know if you were in love. The

weary way she’d shaken her head at your question had you feeling as if

you’d failed a big test.

“What’s love,” she’d said, “but a secondhand emotion?”

Your mother would know. In high school, she’d been voted the Kindest Girl,

and it seemed to you that she had been determined to live up to that for the

rest of her life, no matter how badly other people treated her. She’d had six

children for your father, who was a hard man at best but had been hell on

wheels since your older brother died. Every time your mother calls, you

hope that she wants to tell you not how faithfully she’s taking care of him

but that he’s finally lost his battle with misery.



You wipe your face on your T-shirt again, grateful that you chose a dark one

for today’s run. Using the back of the bench to steady yourself, you stand

and try to jog again, but your legs won’t coöperate. So you sit back down

where you were, but turn your eyes to the spot where you saw the day open

up and swallow your son. You recall that your first need after releasing him

in that dorm bathroom had been rest and that then, when you finally rose,

you wanted meat. The poet had had all sorts of dietary restrictions that you’d

followed along with him, and, when you were done with all that, your body

craved flesh. You got a steak and ate it to the bone, fat and all.

You think of the third time, the embryo created with your ex-husband, whom

you’d married because he was a dentist you met at one of those Black-folks-

in-white-coats events, and you thought that made him a good man. He was

the one you got for being right, a man you showed off to all of your family

and friends, but whom Kiki advised you to reconsider. Not only had he not

been able to help you come, he had often stood in the way of your arrival.

Yet, at the time, you were still excited about being pregnant for him. Then

came the day when you were tired and hungry after puking your guts up all

morning trying to grow his legacy, and he wouldn’t give you, his pregnant

wife, a piece of the big goofy Scooby-Doo-ass sandwich he was eating. Why

would you want to be bound to a greedy, selfish Taurus like that? What else

would he decide to withhold from you? And how much would you be

willing to accept to keep it together for the kids? In the end, his sheer

inattention to your pleasure was what made the decision for you. You think

your mother probably has never had an orgasm, but you would not dare ask.

The last time happened after a friends-with-benefits situation, with an

extremely buck August Leo who was in his late twenties, ten years younger

than you. He was in E.M.S., so fresh-faced and energetic. Well, that had

occurred for several reasons. Because you deserved all the pleasure after

your ex-husband. Because 8 p.m. is the longest hour. Because you were no

longer young, and you knew you’d never pass that way again. Because you

wanted to feel the vigor, but you didn’t want to pay for wanting to feel the

vigor. Because how many morning-after pills could you pop without

experiencing some of the stated side effects? And, of course, because you

had paused your therapy for a minute in order to justify making questionable

decisions.



If you could sum up your reasoning for it all, you’d say you were

irresponsible. Ask the forty-three houseplants you killed over the years, or

Clyde, the dog you let loose to play at the park and forgot, never to be seen

again. If you want to go deep, you could say that life is a wild, silly ride

when you’re out here yearning as hard as you were. Certainly, you didn’t

want to pass that yearning on to your babies; nor did you want to deliver to

them the traits that you yourself couldn’t control. Like your mother’s

complacency, which was probably buried in your gene code somewhere. Or

the poet’s haplessness or your husband’s nonchalance. Or perhaps it was

because on this time line you chose yourself; over and over, you chose you.

You’d be remiss, however, if you didn’t mention how much you adore

babies (pediatrics was your second-favorite rotation), and you respect kids’

right to be and thrive, so you reject regenerative A.I. and minimize your

consumption; you thrift and reuse and hope that the planet won’t burn them

alive. You have always loved the idea of being a grandparent, but to have

and to hold a kid of your own is the scary part. Then again, perhaps all of

these are just excuses—monuments to nothingness, as you’ve been taught—

and perhaps you are simply a callous woman, a freak, a murderer. Your mind

returns to the steak, perfectly seasoned, and then the melody you heard that

brought you to this moment. If the Quarter has nothing, it has songs, floating

from everywhere, raw, tender notes that a heart knows it has to hear and

forget.

“I’m back,” a voice says.

“Who are you?” you snap but immediately regret it.

It’s the guy from earlier. He is not so much handsome as stunning because of

his size, more than six feet tall and large and sturdy, the John Henry type that

can pick you up like a Folgers cup. You shiver with the possibilities.

“Can I join you?”

Your answer is halfway between a nod and a shrug, which he takes as a yes.

He is a working man, but his smell is unexpectedly soapy and cool. He lands

beside you, his weight shifting the bench; it is a weight to be buried under, to

squirm beneath.



“You’re the fancy type,” he says.

“Fancy where?” you ask, pinching the drenched T-shirt off your belly. “A

fancy mess, maybe.”

“I’ve been in and out of that building repeatedly,” he says. “And, even

though I been watching you sit on this bench talking to yourself, you been

posed up so elegant, like a ballerina. It ain’t what you have on, baby girl. It’s

your aurora.”

You start to correct him but decide against it, getting caught up in the

journey you’ve taken from “ma’am” to “baby girl.” It makes you want to

take him home, drink until your legs are putty, and be put through the

mattress, but you remember what your therapist has told you: that, likely due

to the harshness of your childhood discipline, your gauge for safety needs

recalibration.

“Here, it’s coconut water,” he says, handing you something cold. “You

probably lost plenty of electrolytes out here.”

You check the seal and look for pinholes.

“It came right from the store over there,” he says. “I ain’t that type.”

Deeming it O.K., you crack the carton open, sip, and then down it. There is a

hint of mango, your favorite.

“I told you,” he says. “You want another?”

When you finish the second, he asks your name. You scramble and then

decide on one.

“Roxanne,” you say. “Roxanne Miller.”

“Well, Ms. Miller, I’m Tory Ingram.”

“You don’t look like a Tory,” you tell him. “You look like a Vernon or an

O’Neal.”



You say this without considering the fact that you yourself are not a

Roxanne. Tory’s expression flickers, then settles.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

You intended it as a compliment—his name seems flimsy in comparison to

his build, his presence. But you don’t think he’ll take that explanation well,

so you say nothing. You silently admire his hands, scarred and large, and

think of how they might feel on you.

“Are you dangerous?”

He cracks his big, hollow-sounding knuckles, a gesture that seems to you

unnecessarily dramatic. His look is far off, and then he returns his focus to

you.

“What good is a man that’s not?” he says. Then, “So, are you married?”

You say you are not married, have no kids.

“How did that happen?” he asks, genuinely stumped.

“A divorce and plenty of abortions,” you say, “and it’s funny you ask

because I thought I saw one of them today, my first. He walked right past me

and disappeared. I mean he looked like me and the father and everything.

That’s why I been sitting here. I can’t tell what’s what.”

Tory/O’Neal scoffs. “And you ask if I’m dangerous? You sound psychotic.”

“I’m not psychotic. My heart told me it was my son.”

“Then why didn’t you run after him? Why didn’t you say something?”

You ask what would have been the right words. He is quiet for a minute, but

you can tell he is thinking; his brow furrows, and his hand grasps your knee

the way someone would to brace you for bad news.

He says, “You’re a serial killer. You’re seeing ghosts because your body is a

cemetery.”



You ask his birthday, figuring he has to be a Virgo.

“You not about to try to analyze me with that demonic zodiac mess,” he

says.

You laugh and snort at the same time. There will be no squirming tonight.

“Where are your kids?” you ask. “Are you married?”

“My kids are with their moms, good women,” he says.

The word “good” comes out with a boom, of course, with the implication

that you are not included in this number. It is your turn to scoff. But, of

course, he wouldn’t understand. A man is a hero if he manages not to piss on

the toilet seat.

“So, I guess I’m not ‘baby girl’ anymore,” you say.

He wags his head, further signalling his disgust. “Do you not wonder who

will take care of you when you’re old? Who’s going to wipe your butt?”

You wonder why you are selfish for not wanting kids, except under the most

ideal circumstances, but he is not selfish for thinking he’s entitled to have his

kids wipe his old ass. You say maybe you will adopt.

You are brought to your senses, this time by squawking and the rapid

beating of wings. Tory/O’Neal has left. You are alone on the bench. Nearby,

pigeons are fighting over what, horrifyingly, appears to be a chicken strip. A

beautiful thing happens in the scuffle: feathers float and land on your shoe.

You scoop them up. Good luck, you think, and jump to your feet. The

sudden movement sends the birds fluttering away from you, to watch and

wait. You unbutton the pocket of your sweats and place the feathers inside.

You smell soap, and your day flashes before your eyes, and you feel good, as

if your confession and sweat have cleansed you, and you can quit therapy

again. Unnecessarily dramatically, you shuffle a little in place and then

bounce off one foot and into an easy jog. You are a little more than three

miles from home, and there are several different routes you could take. If

you head down toward the river, there will be music, and, if you go toward

Bourbon, there will be music, too. ♦
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The filmmaker behind “One Battle After Another” specializes in stories

about people who are cut off, adrift, desperately seeking connection. His

films are studies of American loneliness.
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What is the sound of a needle entering fabric? Something more significant, it

seems, than the sound of one hand clapping. You hear a tiny pop followed

by the rustle of violated muslin—a shudder in the silence of the universe.

Scrupulous directors make sure that the sound of their movies is grossly

efficient, so that the dramatic meaning of a scene is apparent even in the

worst theatre or home system in the country. They also layer in, for those

who care about such things, a secondary level of sound—think of the

swishing skirts in Martin Scorsese’s adaptation of Edith Wharton’s “The

Age of Innocence.” In “Phantom Thread” (2017)—the needle-and-fabric

movie—the director, Paul Thomas Anderson, uses such details to build an

https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2018/01/08/the-claustrophobic-elegance-of-phantom-thread
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exquisitely perceptible epic of minute events. The film is devoted to couture

in mid-fifties London, a period of heavy, draped, self-conscious luxury. The

style-setter in this milieu is Reynolds Woodcock (Daniel Day-Lewis), a

designer of genius who is also an infantile narcissist. Reynolds must control

every aspect of his life or fall into despair. At breakfast, his working-class

mistress (Vicky Krieps) audibly butters her toast, and he acts as if the day

has been lost to him. Excruciation is the movie’s dominant emotional mode

—not pain but nerves drawn to the breaking point. The struggle between the

man and woman is fierce. Anderson surprises us: Reynolds’s mistress,

initially passive, employs stealth and guile and becomes her master’s master.

Some moviegoers found “Phantom Thread” almost suffocating in its

concentrated hush. It is suffocating, but how could Anderson have

dramatized the madness of a control freak’s world without re-creating its

atmosphere, its denatured sensual décor? Whatever his subject, in big noisy

movies (“Magnolia,” “There Will Be Blood”) and smaller, quieter ones

(“Phantom Thread,” “The Master”), Anderson plunges us into the physical

realization of experience with a thoroughness that can be unsettling. He

commands the medium, overloads it, teases and challenges us. He can also

be a little baffling, putting more on the screen than he strictly needs in order

to tell a story—not a case of indiscipline, I believe, but of sheer pleasure in

moviemaking. When Anderson describes his methods in interviews, his eyes

darting at the questioner and then looking away, he can be maddeningly

diffident, as if he were just some fellow hanging around the set when

marvellous things happened. He wants you to know that he’s from the Valley

and not, say, from Paris; art talk is forbidden. Guarded and proud, he is the

most perverse, most talented American movie director since Robert Altman.

His latest, “One Battle After Another,” which is in the running to win some

of the big awards on Oscars night, comes close to tossing us overboard from

the beginning. Near the Mexican border, a ragtag crew of armed leftists

liberates a group of immigrants held in an open-air pen. The action is pell-

mell, rushed. When does it take place? Who are these American

revolutionaries? White and Black warriors fight side by side, so they can’t

be, as some reviewers have suggested, a version of the bomb-wielding

Weather Underground of the seventies, which was overwhelmingly white.

O.K., the movie is a fantasia, an interracial myth. Yet there’s something

scarily authentic in these scenes. The immigrants are hunted by a military

https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2025/10/06/one-battle-after-another-movie-review


goon squad in full battle dress, terrifying enough in the morning-in-Falluja

style of current ICE warriors. They bash through storefronts. Whenever the

story is set, “Battle” is a movie of our moment.

The dominant player in this embattled space is a Black revolutionary named

Perfidia Beverly Hills (Teyana Taylor), a woman so aroused by violence that

she wants to fornicate with her boyfriend (Leonardo DiCaprio) while

planting explosives in the middle of a siege. She’s a gun-toting guerrilla, all

muscle and speed. Is she a liberator, or a betrayer? Before we can possibly

sort her out, she disappears from the movie (though she does leave an heir).

Like Perfidia, Anderson will not be defined by anyone’s easy understanding.

He works in Hollywood, with studio backing, but he’s a true independent,

writing his own scripts, working with the same cinematographers (Robert

Elswit, and then Michael Bauman) from movie to movie. He has made ten

features, but you can’t find a consistent stylistic mode in his work. Still,

there’s a strong current of observation and judgment. Anderson creates

movies about people who are cut off, adrift, desperately seeking connection.

He makes studies of American loneliness. As a filmmaker, he discovered the

condition before it became an epidemic.

Anderson was born in 1970 in Studio City—in Hollywood terms, on the

wrong side of the hill. He attended a number of private schools and then was

briefly one of David Foster Wallace’s students at Emerson College. He

began making movies as a kid, and just kept going as a teen-ager and college

dropout, skipping film school and educating himself at home by putting on a

movie as soon as he woke and then a second and a third later in the day.

Even now, he usually has something from Turner Classic Movies playing in

his house.

His first feature, “Hard Eight” (1996), was an elegantly formalized gangster

movie. A retired tough guy (Philip Baker Hall) leads a quiet life in a Reno

hotel. He gambles a little, commands the lounge. He also takes a mysterious

interest in a hapless drifter, a man of wandering attention and limited will

(John C. Reilly)—the first of a recurring Anderson character type, the

schlub. The two loners reach out to each other. (Gwyneth Paltrow, as a drab

waitress-hooker, is along for the ride.) The movie is tightly controlled, a

matter of theme and variation. Anderson was ready to break out. And he did.



Just a year later came “Boogie Nights,” a picture set, as an opening title

informs us, in “San Fernando Valley 1977.” The extraordinary shot that

ensues takes us into one of the Valley’s pleasure centers. Stationed outside a

pulsating disco club, the camera picks up a boat-size Cadillac on the street,

and follows the passengers into the club, where they are greeted by the

owner, who rouses his staff to their presence and then directs the guests to

their table, where they are joined by a porn starlet on skates, who heads off

to the bathroom, at which point the camera abandons her and settles on the

face of a watchful young waiter. It is one unbroken movement, three minutes

of glorious Steadicam, flowing but densely populated and intimately

characterized, a director’s virtuoso way of announcing “Move over, Altman,

I’m here!” It also introduces the principal players of a Valley porn

community—Burt Reynolds’s Jack Horner, the genial boss; Julianne

Moore’s Amber Waves, the frequently naked den mother; and Mark

Wahlberg’s Dirk Diggler (a nom de foutre), whose outsized member rapidly

becomes the company’s main attraction. Joined by others, they form a kind

of family.

Anderson satirizes these third-raters in a remarkably gentle way. A group of

rootless young people, not too bright, gratefully fall into the sex business,

where they can earn a living and possibly turn themselves into a brand.

“Boogie Nights” becomes a droll testament to entrepreneurial capitalism: the



happy collective offers networking, mentorship, resources. Anderson’s joke

is that suave Jack Horner thinks he is doing artistic work and wants to do

work that’s even better. He’s an American; he has aspirations. Jack’s single-

level ranch house, with its curved pool, its stone fireplace, its piles of

cocaine scattered around like bowls of cocktail peanuts, is, for the porn kids,

as good as Versailles. What more could one want in life? Anderson doesn’t

need to lecture us on shallowness and nihilism. When a woman O.D.s and

no one cares, we get the point. Anderson is so tender an ironist that his

swirling camera, moving in and out of scenes, successfully pulls together the

group as a family. Porn, absurdly, becomes a haven for the lost.

The San Fernando Valley was once a place of oak savanna and grassland. In

this tranquil paradise, communities such as Burbank, Encino, and Van Nuys

began to form more than a hundred years ago. A splurge in defense

production during the Second World War and the general prosperity of the

postwar years quintupled the population and made it into what it is today:

vast, impersonal, crisscrossed with what some natives call stroads (wide

neonized streets that feel like roads). To outsiders, it may seem like a

nightmare, but Anderson loves the place—not uncritically but obsessively,

the way Woody Allen loves the Upper East Side.

“Magnolia,” the film that followed “Boogie Nights,” is a kind of Valley

opera, more than three hours of lamentation and execration. Anderson draws

us into the intractable personal messes of twelve characters—some of them a

generation older than the porn actors but just as forlorn. At the heart of the

movie is a long-running locally produced quiz show in which grownups and

children are pitted against each other. The show is the presiding metaphor:

the family link has been broken, leaving parents and kids at each other’s

throats, with violations in the past and present bordering on child abuse. The

men and women live mostly on the edges of the Valley’s great obsession—

the TV industry—and the assorted stories suggest not just the breakdown of

family but the dissolution of self, as if the characters had all given

themselves up to the media, leaving an insatiable need that can be relieved

only with terrific volleys of cursing. (The great Julianne Moore, back again,

gets off some hair-curling riffs.) None of these people are home. Broken

families and the loss of self may have seemed rather solemn preoccupations

for such a young man; Anderson, no longer young, remains obsessed with

these things. In his own life, he’s a homebody. He has four children with his

https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2015/09/21/julianne-moore-profile-the-sphinx-next-door


partner, the actress and comedian Maya Rudolph, and has told an

interviewer, “I can’t imagine my life without children.”

It became clear with “Magnolia” that Anderson could do amazing things

with actors. His screenplays provide dialogue and movement, nothing more,

leaving the actors to flesh out an idiosyncratic idea of character, which he

supports as they take that idea to the limit. In “Magnolia,” Philip Seymour

Hoffman gives a performance of heartbreaking delicacy as a male nurse who

just barely asserts his existence by acting as selflessly as possible—a

paradox, but Hoffman pulls it off. In the opposite mode, Tom Cruise, pelvis

thrust out, stretching his arms in an arc, as if he were a longbow ready to

fire, shows up as a bombastic sex guru leading a crowd of hooting young

men in obscene pep talks. Just when the film threatens to devolve into a

series of exploding arias, Anderson slams the characters into one another

and intercuts their noisy dilemmas. As in “Boogie Nights,” his hyperactive

camera, rushing up and down corridors, cascading onto the street, tumbling

into tunnel-like passageways, pulls the miserable men and women together.

Only someone with a deep reservoir of sympathy could order their desperate

incoherence into art.

Anderson wasn’t done with the Valley. In “Punch-Drunk Love” (2002), a

lovely young woman (Emily Watson) relentlessly pursues an Andersonian

schlub—a thirtysomething man (Adam Sandler) so far out of it that he calls

a phone-sex line with his pants on. Sandler’s voice seems stuck like wet

cement in his nose. Why is this woman interested in him? “Love” fails as

romantic comedy, but it succeeds as an evocation of Valley oddities and

frights: a vaguely menacing cargo space that Sandler works in; an out-of-

control car, spinning on the street, that no one takes notice of; a man walking

alone on the sidewalk and therefore asking for trouble.

In the Valley, you don’t walk alone at night. But the two people at the heart

of “Licorice Pizza” (2021)—a harmless but eager fifteen-year-old salesman-

hustler (Cooper Hoffman) and an irresolute young woman (Alana Haim),

maybe ten years older—race all over the place, day and night, and seem

blessed by invulnerability. The movie is set in 1973, when Anderson was

three, and may represent his longing for a time when the Valley was teen

heaven, and a center of disreputable commercial activity—the emergence of

the waterbed as a large sex toy, the triumphant return of the pinball machine

https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2014/02/17/master-3
https://www.newyorker.com/culture/the-weekend-essay/why-tom-cruise-will-never-die
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2021/12/06/licorice-pizza-is-paul-thomas-andersons-seventies-show


—that teens could actually control. Hoffman and Haim come irritably close

to sex but never have it; the movie, innocent and free, is devoted mainly to

walking, running, and sprinting in the paradisal Valley. Centered on nothing

more than the love of shooting films, “Licorice Pizza” is the best (and

certainly the most expensive) home movie ever made. Anderson’s friends

turn up—Sean Penn doing a gravely sodden imitation of the actor William

Holden, Bradley Cooper lampooning Jon Peters (hairdresser, studio boss,

and Barbra Streisand’s boyfriend), as a controlling lunatic with burning eyes.

If Anderson ever wanted to do a full-blown satire of Hollywood, these

beautifully written and acted cameos suggest that he could do it better than

anyone. The Valley, it seems, is the source of Anderson’s freedom as a

filmmaker.

Where did the incredible wealth of California come from? As a boy,

Anderson wondered about the oil wells in nearby Bakersfield. In an

interview with Charlie Rose, he recalled asking, “What the hell is this stuff,

and how did they get it out of the ground?” The strange epic that he made to

satisfy that curiosity, “There Will Be Blood” (2007), is propelled, like many

epics, by the force of a man’s rage, as well as by devotion to a great

undertaking and by a mood of pitiless resolution. It begins in darkness, in

New Mexico, where the film’s protagonist, Daniel Plainview (Daniel Day-

Lewis), prospects for silver at the bottom of a mine. He then moves to

Southern California, here impersonated by Marfa, Texas, with its knobby

brownish high desert. (“Giant” and “No Country for Old Men” were also

shot there.) It’s a surly, unbeautiful landscape, and we come to know it well.

Plainview swindles people out of their land, he drills, he builds houses and

schools, and he creates not just California but, by extension, America. He’s

the epitome of a Hobbesian capitalist: he must constantly grab more

resources and wealth lest someone take away what he has—as powerful a

myth of the industrial founding fathers as the movies are likely to give us.

Plainview is lonely by choice. Lean and strong, his beatific smile hidden,

Day-Lewis, who appears in nearly every scene, has the scale and power of

greatness. To help Day-Lewis get the American voice right, Anderson

showed him “The Treasure of the Sierra Madre,” John Huston’s 1948 classic

about the corrosive effects of greed, so that Day-Lewis could hear the sound

of Huston’s father, Walter Huston, as an old prospector. Plainview has the

prospector’s voice without his gaiety. He’s a hard man: friendless, asexual—

https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2007/12/17/hard-life-2-2


one of Melville’s isolatoes. The truly lonely, it seems, may create and

destroy themselves at the same time. In all, Plainview is a movie character

large enough to set beside Charles Foster Kane. They both wind up as

solitaries in huge California mansions.

Few American films have been so attentive to the raw materiality of

enterprise—exhausting labor, heavy tools, viscous black muck. But “Blood”

is hardly an industrial documentary. Anderson’s composer, Jonny

Greenwood (from Radiohead), alternates tones of wailing electronic despair

and a pounding rhythm that mainlines energy. The camera sweeps across the

bedraggled little town, with its railroad station and tin lizzies. Anderson’s

visual imagination, however active, is disciplined by a stern aesthetic that

becomes almost moral in its insistence. He may jump ahead within a given

line of movement, cutting from one decisive moment to the next, but he

mainly stays on the ground, in real space, disdaining the up-in-the-air digital

schlock that has all but destroyed movie aesthetics in the past thirty years.

With “Blood,” Anderson reclaimed the horizontal magnificence of turf-

bound films like “The Searchers” and “Lawrence of Arabia.” The Valley guy

had ambitions, it seemed, beyond estimation.

Before he shot “The Master,” the dreamy, haunting film he made after

“There Will Be Blood,” Anderson immersed himself in the period after the

Second World War, when many Americans turned to such things as self-help

movements, diet regimens, yoga, and paranoid-prophetic new religions.

What cure could there be for purposelessness and disconnection? Anderson

found the origins of present fads in the fervent nostrums of the past.

Lancaster Dodd (Philip Seymour Hoffman), the master of the title, is clearly

based on L. Ron Hubbard, the charismatic leader of Dianetics and then

Scientology. A fluent producer of mythological and psychological

“systems,” Dodd is avuncular and welcoming in public but implacably

bullying in private sessions, where he submits his victims to hypnosis and

ego-busting questions, wiping them clean in order to possess them forever.

At first glance, “The Master” is another of Anderson’s group films: lost

people gather around a charismatic leader. But, if “Boogie Nights” offered a

soiled but benevolent family, this group—wife, children, followers, hangers-

on—is held together by pathetic subservience and a meanness disguised as

concern. Grave as most of it is, the movie is animated by amused contempt.



Into their midst ambles Anderson’s ultimate loner, the anarchic Freddie

Quell (Joaquin Phoenix), an alcoholic, violent, and sex-obsessed Navy

veteran. John Huston again helped inspire the hero’s character. Anderson

and his crew studied Huston’s 1946 documentary about shell-shocked

soldiers, “Let There Be Light,” which the Army, wary of showing any signs

of American weakness, prevented from circulating until 198o. Some of

Huston’s dazed subjects stare vacantly into the camera. Phoenix’s

performance can be seen as a delayed liberation of those unknown men; he

speaks for them, acts for them. The actor brings to the set his scarred lip and

twisted shoulder; he wears his pants belted high in forties style and sticks his

left arm into his side, as if he were preventing himself from falling over.

Physically, he could be an orangutan in distress. Yet Phoenix is still

surprisingly potent, commanding us with his gleaming black hair and rakish

grin. You are never sure when he will explode.

Early on, there are slow-moving but tense confrontations between Dodd and

Freddie in which Hoffman and Phoenix appear to be competing over who

can hold the camera longest before delivering a line. The two men need and

necessarily hate each other. Anderson juices their struggle, but, oddly, he

doesn’t resolve it. He has told interviewers that a character can grow and

change, and in “The Master” he allows Freddie to take over the movie. Dodd

and his menacing crew may hope to train him, but the point, we realize after



a while, is that Freddie Quell can’t be quelled. He’s miserable and free,

beyond the cult’s “help.” He wanders, and “The Master” wanders with him

—out to sea, into the desert, around rooms. Anderson seems unwilling to

wrap things up, and the picture ends tentatively, in melancholy mystery. The

title, it turns out, is misleading. Freddie has no master. In the case of

Plainview and Freddie Quell, loneliness may be incurable.

Four Valley films, joyous and grim; a birth-of-a-nation industrial

masterpiece; meditations on narcissism and control. Anderson’s visions of

lonely Americans have mostly been serious movies budgeted in the twenty-

to-forty-million-dollar mid-range, some profitable, some not. Warner Bros.,

to its credit, ignored the hard mockery of industry skeptics who called

Anderson a “cult director,” and budgeted “One Battle After Another” at a

hundred and thirty million dollars. (The final number was higher.) Anderson

responded by summoning all his filmmaking prowess to deliver speed,

impact, and violent beauty. The camera, for instance, stays with groups of

people moving rapidly, so that we feel close to them as they move, and their

movements become weighted, consequential. Even material that is

borderline crazy is staged with such conviction and humor that, in the end,

you marvel at your disbelief. If you feel left behind at times, bafflement is

part of the movie’s power; catching up is part of its pleasure.

In the tumultuous early section, for instance, we see no more than fragments

of a brief affair that the revolutionary Perfidia has with Colonel Steven J.

Lockjaw (Sean Penn), the military leader of the anti-immigrant goons.

Lockjaw is a clear descendant of Sterling Hayden’s mad general in “Dr.

Strangelove,” but as Penn creates him—muscled arms bulging like veined

sides of beef, his twitchy voice reaching beneath the bottom octave—he’s

enjoyably repulsive, a daft, macho gooney bird, just this side of cartoon.

Anderson takes him where Kubrick could not take Hayden. The wall-

slamming sex that Lockjaw has with Perfidia is a hate fuck, if there ever was

one, perhaps the first in big-studio moviemaking. What’s it doing there?

In his 2014 adaptation of “Inherent Vice,” a Thomas Pynchon novel that had

come out five years earlier, Anderson bollixed himself trying to recapture

the author’s jaunty hipster-noir tone. The result was a disjointed mess—

whimsical, arbitrary, almost unwatchable. Undiscouraged, he struggled to

adapt an earlier Pynchon book, “Vineland” (1990). In the end, “One Battle

https://www.amazon.com/Inherent-Vice-Novel-Thomas-Pynchon/dp/0143117564/
https://www.amazon.com/Vineland-Classic-20th-Century-Penguin-Pynchon/dp/0141180633/


After Another” deep-sixes Pynchon’s delirious paranoia while retaining the

emotional core of the novel, in which the past, as in a Victorian fiction,

charges into the present and reshapes it. The revolution is dead, but an

extraordinary sixteen-year-old girl, Willa (Chase Infiniti), who has both the

ferocity of her mother, Perfidia, and an enchanting smile, lives in its debris

with one of Anderson’s most pathetic losers—the former revolutionary Bob

(DiCaprio, in a ratty bun), broken down and exhausted, sipping cheap wine

in a bathrobe and going from one toke to the next. The setup may be simple,

but the emotional power that it unleashes is enveloping, at times close to

anguish. If Bob cares only for the daughter he thinks is his, Lockjaw, who

wants to be admitted to some sort of élite white-purity Christian society,

cares only to eliminate the biracial girl who threatens his acceptance. It’s a

commercial premise: the slob in a red plaid bathrobe fights a one-man army.

Anderson, it turns out, is good at box-office.

He gets out into the open—into the rolling hills and the sullen desert of the

Anza-Borrego area, just north of the Mexican border. Again, not a beautiful

landscape, but it’s the great American West, and a symbolic drama plays out

there. Who will control Willa? That is, who shall inherit America? The

dead-souled Christian white men or the multicultural, violently alive

dissidents? Such a polarized fable may be hard to stomach as politics, but as

a movie myth it works with smashing success.

Anderson and his crew repeatedly studied the pulverizing chase near the end

of “The French Connection” (1971), in which a gangster commands a

runaway subway train on an elevated line while below, on the street, Gene

Hackman, in an unmarked car, bashes people out of the way to keep up with

him. That sequence has two elements. Anderson tops it with three: on

California’s Route 78, in an area of rolling hills known as the Texas Dip,

Willa is in one car, a hired assassin follows her in a second, and Bob brings

up the rear. None of them quite knows what is going on, and they are all

blind when approaching one of the road’s abrupt hills. This ending hadn’t

been planned; a location scout discovered the Texas Dip on a routine

scouting expedition, and then Anderson, after pre-shooting with his

cellphone, worked out the logistics with his crew. Sheer chance, joined to

filmmaking professionalism pushed to the extreme, carries the movie to an

overwhelming climax. A long-delayed reunion between father (the only real

father) and daughter establishes that, yes, there is something called home,



and it is worth fighting for. Loneliness need not be our fate. A master

filmmaker in mid-career, Anderson is home now, for a spell, but it’s

impossible to believe that he’ll stay there very long. ♦



Books

Life in Hitler’s Capital

In a new book about everyday existence in wartime Berlin, students,

musicians, Nazi maidens, and members of the resistance are allowed to

speak for themselves.

By Elizabeth Kolbert
March 09, 2026

  

My grandmother’s childhood in Weimar Germany was, at least as she

described it, idyllic. She grew up in Grunewald, a leafy section of Berlin,

swimming and boating in the district’s many lovely lakes. Her parents,

though Jewish, threw elaborate Christmas parties and hosted birthday

celebrations at which their three daughters were expected to recite poetry.

They sent the girls to summer camp and private school and considered

themselves assimilated into the city’s haute bourgeoisie. Even after the

Reichstag fire, which occurred when my grandmother was twenty, there

was, she insisted, still plenty of fun to be had. She liked to tell the story of a

friend, nicknamed Bummel, who, after one particularly debauched New

Year’s Eve, took off his tuxedo, carefully folded it up next to him, and fell

asleep in the gutter.



Not long before Kristallnacht, in 1938, my grandmother—by this point

married, with a daughter of her own—immigrated to New York. After I, the

daughter of that daughter, came along, she used to tell me, “We were the

lucky ones.” My grandmother had managed to get her immediate family out

of Germany thanks to a wealthy uncle in Chicago. This, however, was not

what she meant. She and my grandfather had been “lucky” because the only

difficult choice that they’d had to make was to flee, and that choice had, in

effect, been made for them. History had taken a host of fraught decisions out

of their hands.

Over the years, I’ve often been reminded of my grandmother’s words.

Recently, while I was reading Ian Buruma’s new book, “Stay Alive: Berlin,

1939-1945” (Penguin Press), they played on repeat. Buruma is a writer who

grew up in the Netherlands. In the opening pages of “Stay Alive,” he

recounts the story of his father, Leo, whose experience was, in key ways, the

mirror image of my grandmother’s. Leo didn’t flee Berlin to escape the

Nazis; he arrived there to work for them.

Leo was attending law school in the occupied Netherlands when the

Germans demanded that Dutch students sign a loyalty oath. Instead of

complying, he went into hiding. For reasons that he was never able to

discover, another student, who had also gone underground, advised Leo to

return to his home town of Nijmegen. Leo’s father came to meet him at the

train station, and both men were immediately surrounded by police. Leo had

to make an agonizing call: either he could coöperate with the Nazis or both

he and his father would be arrested. He opted for the former and was sent to

a labor camp in Lichtenberg, a neighborhood in east Berlin.

Leo was one of those who managed to stay alive, though how, exactly, is

unclear. At some point, he met a Frau Lehnhardt, the widow of a Jewish

lawyer, who lived on the opposite side of the city. Lehnhardt had an elegant,

well-heated home, and Leo seems to have spent a good deal of time there,

accompanying the widow on the piano. By the end of the war, he had moved

into Lehnhardt’s house. In April, 1945, Russian soldiers knocked on the

door. When they found a gun, which belonged to another Lehnhardt hanger-

on, the Russians very nearly shot everyone in the place.

https://www.amazon.com/Stay-Alive-1939-1945-Ian-Buruma/dp/059365434X/


Leo’s time in Berlin, Buruma reports, “haunted him” until his death, in 2020.

He knew that some of his contemporaries, who had remained in hiding,

regarded him as “morally compromised.” Was he? Was this true, as my

grandmother’s formulation suggests, of everyone in the capital, including the

many Berliners who despised the Nazis and spent the war years just trying to

get by? “I wanted to know more about life in the city that marked my

father’s life,” Buruma writes.

On September 1, 1939, the day that the Germans invaded Poland, Hitler

made a speech in Berlin, at the Kroll Opera House. It was broadcast on the

radio and also piped, via loudspeaker, out into the streets. Two days later,

France and Britain declared war. Again, the news was blared across the

capital. William Shirer, the Berlin correspondent for CBS Radio, heard it

announced from the speakers in the Wilhelmplatz. Some two hundred and

fifty Berliners were standing around him in the sunny square. “They listened

attentively to the announcement,” Shirer reported. “When it was finished

there was not a murmur. They just stood there as they were before.”

Berlin was, at that point, continental Europe’s largest city, with a population

of nearly four and a half million. What its typical—or, for that matter,

atypical—resident was thinking at the start of the Second World War would

have been impossible to ascertain. Since the Reichstag Fire Decree of 1933,

Germany had been a one-party state, and only Nazis were free to speak their

minds.

Following the war, it would have been almost as difficult to get an honest

account of Berliners’ experiences. The city’s population had shrunk by a

million and a half, and Allied bombing had reduced many neighborhoods to

rubble. Few people wanted to dwell on what they’d seen, or to reckon with

their role in the catastrophe. The German author Hans Magnus Enzensberger

described the collective response as a “form of moral insanity.” The

American journalist Martha Gellhorn, who travelled to the Rhineland shortly

before V-E Day, wrote a famous dispatch that read, in part:

No one is a Nazi. No one ever was. There may have been some Nazis

in the next village, and as a matter of fact, that town about twenty

kilometres away was a veritable hotbed of Nazidom. To tell you the

truth, confidentially, there were a lot of Communists here. We were



always known as very Red. Oh, the Jews? Well, there weren’t really

many Jews in this neighbourhood. Two, maybe six. They were taken

away. I hid a Jew for six weeks. I hid a Jew for eight weeks. (I hid a

Jew, he hid a Jew, all God’s chillun hid Jews.)

Eighty years later, the task that Buruma has set himself—learning what life

was like in wartime Berlin—has, in obvious ways, become even tougher.

The vast majority of people who actually experienced the period have, like

Leo, taken their memories to the grave. In some ways, though, the job has

grown easier. As the so-called Tätergeneration, the perpetrator generation,

has died off, Germany as a nation has become more open about its past. This

is especially true in Berlin, where it’s hard to walk more than a few blocks

without encountering a sign or plaque or monument devoted to some horror

that occurred there. In the last few decades, the diaries of a number of

Berliners who lived through the war have been published, along with a

variety of memoirs and collections of letters.

Buruma relies heavily on works like “Das Blaue Buch” (“The Blue Book”),

a wartime diary kept by the author Erich Kästner, which was not published

in its entirety until 2006. (Kästner, who’s best known for his children’s story

“Emil and the Detectives,” hid the volume among the thousands of others

that he owned, and, as an additional precaution, he wrote in it in shorthand.)

Kästner appears and reappears in “Stay Alive” like a restless ghost.

So does a half-Jewish guitarist named Coco Schumann, who wrote a memoir

that appeared in German in 1997. (An English translation came out in 2016.)

Schumann was part of a group of jazz-loving teens who liked to greet one

another with an insouciant “Swing Heil!” He and his friends spent the night

after the invasion of Poland listening to music at a bar on the

Kurfürstendamm. Three years later, Schumann was still performing at jazz

clubs, even though jazz was verboten, and flouting the Nazi regulation that

all Jews wear a yellow star. One evening, he had just completed a set when

an S.S. man approached.

“You should arrest me,” Schumann says he called out. “I’m a minor, and a

Jew to boot.” The S.S. man at first looked puzzled, then started to laugh.

Clearly, Schumann must be joking.

https://www.amazon.com/Emil-Detectives-Puffin-Erich-K%C3%83%C2%A4stner/dp/0141362626/


“Stay Alive” is itself organized like a diary, with a section devoted to each

year of the war. This structure lets Buruma incorporate a wide variety of

viewpoints; in addition to diaries, memoirs, and letters, he draws on

advertisements, fashion magazines, propaganda leaflets, and interviews with

aged Berliners. Students, musicians, Nazi maidens, and members of the

resistance are all allowed to speak for themselves—to judge their own

behavior, or not to.

According to Buruma’s sources, life in 1939 proceeded much as before for

most Berliners, albeit with less illumination (the street lights were turned

off) and less food (beer, milk, and meat were rationed). Attendance at the

city’s cinemas went up. Goethe’s play “Iphigenia in Tauris” was performed

at the Volksbühne, and “Tosca” played at the Volksoper. Buruma quotes a

woman named Hilde Korseck, who was studying medicine in Berlin when

the war began. “We had a lot of fun,” Korseck told a television interviewer.

“It was a wonderful time, especially at night when we danced with small

groups of friends.” Buruma himself interviews a Berliner named Jörg

Sonnabend, who was in elementary school when the war broke out. “As a

boy I must confess I loved uniforms,” Sonnabend tells him. “But otherwise,

things were entirely normal.”

That some Berliners would be having a normal, even wonderful, time of it as

others “were being tortured in the Gestapo cellars on Prinz-Albrecht-Strasse,

and murdered or worked to death at Sachsenhausen, is disturbing but should

not surprise anyone,” Buruma writes. “Human beings adapt, carry on, turn

away from things they don’t wish to hear or see.”

Soon, it became more difficult for Berliners to remain quite so oblivious. In

August, 1940, the British started bombing the city; practically every night,

the air-raid sirens screamed. The Nazis, who seem not to have anticipated

that the war they had unleashed would come to their own capital, belatedly

ordered the construction of massive bunkers. (After the war, one of these,

designed under the direction of Hitler’s favorite architect, Albert Speer, was

transformed into a Soviet prison, then a fruit storehouse, then a rave space. It

now houses a collection of contemporary art.)

https://www.newyorker.com/books/second-read/rereading-albert-speers-inside-the-third-reich


Most of the eighty thousand or so Jews who had stayed in Berlin or become

stranded there were, initially, herded into Judenhäuser (Jewish houses).

Among them was a relative of Buruma’s on his mother’s side, Hedwig Ems.

In 1941, when the deportation of the city’s Jews began in earnest, Ems was

in her early seventies. “Whenever you met an acquaintance, the first

question was bound to be: ‘Are you going to commit suicide, or will you let

them deport you,’ ” Ems wrote in an unpublished memoir. Trains bound for

the concentration camps left from Platform 17 at the Grunewald station,

today the site of another grim memorial. In her memoir, Ems lists twelve of

her family members who killed themselves and one who was revived from

an attempt, only to die later in Theresienstadt. Ems herself managed to

survive Theresienstadt, an outcome she attributed to her decision to wear

fourteen layers of clothes when she was rounded up.

In the summer of 1941, Germany justified its invasion of the Soviet Union

as a preëmptive strike against the “Judeo-Bolsheviks.” The following spring,

with the Wehrmacht bogged down outside Moscow, the Nazis staged a

carnival next to the Berlin Cathedral, sarcastically titled “The Soviet

Paradise.” Inside a series of tents, visitors could gawk at photographs that

purportedly showed Soviet slave-labor camps and tour what was supposed to

be a replica of a Russian village—one where people lived in holes in the

ground. The macabre spectacle was a big hit: in just six weeks, more than a



million Berliners flocked to see it. The propaganda photos, Buruma reports,

were fakes; many of the laborers pictured were actually prisoners at the

Sachsenhausen concentration camp, just north of the city, where at least

thirty thousand people were killed.

The Battle of Stalingrad, often described as the turning point of the war,

drew to its bloody close in February, 1943. German casualties ran to

something like a million. (Soviet losses were even greater.) “The mood in

Germany has become very grave,” Erich Kästner recorded in his diary.

Toward the end of the month, the authorities moved to round up Berlin’s

remaining Jews, most of whom were performing forced labor in munitions

factories. Some went underground. So-called Taucher, or “divers,” kept

themselves alive by staying on the move, sleeping wherever they thought

they could avoid detection, including in the Berlin Zoo. Meanwhile, the

British renewed their bombing of the city, after a lull during which they had

focussed on destroying Germany’s ports.

When Leo Buruma arrived in the capital, in May, he was assigned to work

for Knorr Brakes, a concern that, in addition to brakes, manufactured light

machine guns. The guns were so shoddy that the S.S. handed them off to

allies in places like Latvia. Perhaps because he spoke German, Leo was soon

relieved of manual labor and sent to work in Knorr’s accounts department.

He can’t have been paid very much; nevertheless, Buruma writes, he “was

able to attend classical concerts at the Berlin Philharmonic, watch soccer

matches, take walks around the many lakes on the outskirts of Berlin, and go

to the movies.” He ate his first Chinese meal, at a restaurant on the

Kurfürstendamm; attended a dance party at another labor camp; and struck

up a romance, or perhaps just a flirtation, with a Ukrainian worker named

Nadja. She “is a married woman and chaste,” Leo wrote in a letter to his

parents.

The Dutch workers at Knorr were housed together in drafty barracks.

Nearby were more heavily guarded quarters for Russian workers. In

November, bombs destroyed the Russian camp. “Things did get a little scary

last night,” Leo wrote home. “But don’t worry too much about me.”

Buruma likes jokes, and he offers several that made the rounds in Berlin as

the bombs rained down. One went like this:



Man in an air-raid shelter: “Where would we be without our Führer?”

A calm voice behind him: “In bed.”

Another went:

The Nazi regime has ended. Judgment has been passed. Hitler, Goering,

and Goebbels are suspended from the gallows. Goering, always the

know-it-all, turns to Goebbels one last time and moans, “As I’ve

always told you: the whole thing will be decided in the air.”

Buruma’s title comes from another joke of sorts, the humor of which is

difficult to convey in English. “The new greeting in Berlin now is: Bleiben

Sie übrig,” Kästner noted. The phrase übrig bleiben, which Buruma renders

as “stay alive,” usually refers to something left over: a last piece of cake, for

example, or some odd change.

By 1944, much of Berlin was a ruined hulk. A member of the Bund

Deutscher Mädel, the girls’ version of the Hitler Youth, confided to her

diary, “I’m a disgusting traitor. . . . I wish for peace, precisely for the sake of

the soldiers. Is this the proper attitude for a Prussian, a German woman? No,

and no again.”

The more that signs pointed to defeat, the more furiously the Nazis tried to

stamp out “defeatism.” They formed a special task force to spy on people

sitting in cafés (and even air-raid shelters) and report back negative

comments. One Berliner who was overheard mocking the Führer was a

cartoonist named Erich Ohser. In the Weimar years, Ohser had worked for a

leftist newspaper; as a consequence, he’d been banned by the Nazis from

practicing his trade. Under a pseudonym, he had gone on to publish a

popular comic strip and then, amazingly enough, to work for Goebbels’s

propaganda sheet, Das Reich, drawing caricatures of Allied leaders. Ohser

was arrested for expressing anti-Nazi opinions. He hanged himself in his cell

the day before his trial was set to begin. A journalist friend who was arrested

with him was beheaded.

In early 1945, as the Soviets closed in on Berlin, prisoners of war were

forced to dig tank traps in the city’s rubble-strewn streets. These were



referred to—privately, at least— as Lachsperren, or “comic traps,” because

it seemed that the only use they would serve was to give the Soviets a laugh.

The hunt for defeatists continued, ever more gruesomely. S.S. men and

military police went around searching for deserters and “cowards.” When

they found someone they thought fit the bill, they hanged him from a

lamppost. Ruth Andreas-Friedrich, a German journalist who was part of a

resistance group called Uncle Emil, wrote in her diary about encountering

one such corpse. Passersby tried not to look at the body, which was swaying

in the wind. “There are so many lampposts in Berlin, thousands of them,”

Andreas-Friedrich noted.

Every so often, “Stay Alive” provides a glimpse of Berliners facing the

kinds of hard choices that my grandmother felt lucky to have avoided. Marie

Jalowicz was one of about fifteen hundred Berlin Jews who survived the war

as “divers.” In 1942, she was hiding out with a distant relative when she

found the relative’s husband standing by her bed. “He indistinctly muttered a

few revolting obscenities,” Jalowicz would later recall. “You can guess the

rest of it. I could neither kick up a fuss nor send him back, so I just let him

have his way.” In 1945, Jalowicz was raped by Soviet soldiers. She allowed

one of her rapists to become her “fiancé,” thus securing his protection.

More common are the evasions. “We never encountered any Jews,” Dorrit

Sonnabend, the wife of the man who as a child loved uniforms, tells Buruma

—a line that could easily have been dreamed up by Martha Gellhorn. A

Lutheran pastor named Kurt Rasenberger writes encouragingly to his son,

“Even if you are not a Nazi . . . you must be true to the Germans. God will

reward loyalty. Even with tears in our eyes, we should remain loyal to our

blood.”

Leo Buruma, too, seems to be seeking exoneration. He may have been

haunted by his experience, but in his letters home, which his parents saved,

he comes across as a young man intent on sparing his family and also

himself pain. “Even in these times I have doubts whether we should demand

of every Dutch person that they put themselves in serious danger,” he tells

his sister in 1943. “I used to take a different view, but I’m no longer so

zealous.” In July, 1944, with much of the city in ashes, Leo reports that he

has gone to see a highly entertaining operetta called “The Golden Cage.”

The jokes, he writes, “were very daring.”

https://www.newyorker.com/news/letter-from-the-uk/a-memorial-for-the-remarkable-martha-gellhorn


Is Leo’s self-protectiveness justified? How about that of the many, many

other Berliners who made ugly accommodations to stay alive? I confess that

I’m not sure, and I don’t know that Buruma is, either. At the end of the book,

Buruma characterizes his project as “partly a love letter to Berlin.” This, he

acknowledges, may sound perverse; the book is, explicitly and unrelentingly,

about the Berlin of the war years, when, in his words, “unspeakable crimes

were planned and perpetrated there.” Buruma explains that his affection is

for the city of the present and “the way the scars of its worst crimes are

openly on display.” Elsewhere in the book’s final pages, Buruma offers a

different account of his purpose, more along the lines of a warning.

“Dangerous demagogues are once again threatening even some of our oldest

democracies,” he writes. This is, or should be, the book’s claim to relevance,

in which case not love but shame and terror would seem the pertinent

emotions. What historians of the future will do with all of our diaries and

blog posts and TikToks is anyone’s guess, but in the meantime, as they used

to say in Berlin, Bleiben Sie übrig! ♦
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This past October, Vivek Ramaswamy, the biotech mogul now running for

governor of Ohio, appeared in Montana at an event hosted by Turning Point

USA. After speaking for twenty minutes, he fielded questions from more

than a dozen students. Some were about his Hindu faith. One student asked

why Ramaswamy was “masquerading as a Christian.” Another, a senior

from New York, described Turning Point as a “monotheistic organization”

and then, squinting, voiced his confusion. “I don’t understand why a Hin”—

he corrected himself—“a polytheistic ideology would support some sort of

monotheistic perspective.”

Ramaswamy has become adept at flipping questions about his religion into

sound-bite-worthy affirmations of his commitment to the Constitution. This

time, however, he was challenged not for being a non-Christian but for

https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2022/12/19/vivek-ramaswamy-the-ceo-of-anti-woke-inc


worshipping many deities, and he seemed compelled to parry the suspicion.

“I’m actually a monotheist,” he said, in his polished baritone. “I believe

there’s one true God.”

You don’t need to attend a Turning Point rally to see that monotheism

operates as a moral credential in American public life. The nation’s official

motto, “In God we trust,” has appeared on coins since the Civil War. The

Pledge of Allegiance promises loyalty to “one nation under God.” The Boy

Scouts of America claims a nonsectarian stance yet requires Scouts to

uphold a “duty to God”—again, God in the singular. Although Americans

are rarely asked to weigh in on polytheism, surveys consistently show that

not believing in God is among the biggest political liabilities—more

electorally costly than being gay, Black, Jewish, Muslim, or female.

Politicians have learned to read these signals. When Tulsi Gabbard first ran

for Congress, in 2012, poised to become its first Hindu member, she was

derided by her Republican opponent for following a religion that “doesn’t

align with the constitutional foundation of the U.S. government.” She later

affirmed her monotheism. And when Piyush (Bobby) Jindal was first elected

as a U.S. representative from Louisiana, in 2004, he did so as a Catholic

convert, sidestepping the conversation altogether.

The United States isn’t alone in urging a commitment to the One. During the

French Revolution, Maximilien Robespierre engineered a new monotheistic

faith, the Cult of the Supreme Being, meant to inspire virtue among France’s

new republicans. Indonesia’s founding principles include belief in “the One

and Only God” (“Ketuhanan yang Maha Esa”); until 2017, the state

formally recognized only six religions, including monotheistic variants of

Hinduism and Confucianism. In 1999, a Salafi militant group called Jama’at

al-Tawhid wal-Jihad, or Group of Monotheism and Jihad, formed in Jordan.

After pledging fealty to Al Qaeda, the group was eventually reorganized as

the Islamic State of Iraq and al-Sham. An early Islamic State credo

announced the “necessity of destroying and eradicating all manifestations of

shirk, and prohibiting those things that lead to it.” Shirk, sometimes

translated as “idolatry,” is better understood as allowing for divine powers

other than the true God.

For all its moral and political weight, monotheism is surprisingly hard to pin

down. The standard definition—belief in one deity—fails to hold up, at least

https://www.newyorker.com/news/the-lede/the-mystery-of-tulsi-gabbard


when judged against the thoughts and practices of actual believers. The

Christian doctrine of the Trinity may be singular in principle, but in practice

most Americans endorse statements that are heretical because they imply

separateness, such as the claim that “Jesus is the first and greatest being

created by God.” There’s also the litany of supernatural creatures who

populate supposedly monotheistic universes. Edward Tylor, a founder of

cultural anthropology, observed, in 1871, “Beings who in Christian or

Moslem theology would be called angels, saints, demons, would under the

same definitions be called deities in polytheistic settings.”

An alternative approach might insist on an all-powerful supreme being. Yet

here, too, the major monotheisms seem to falter. The late sociologist of

religion Rodney Stark argued that Judaism, Christianity, and Islam are better

understood as “dualistic monotheisms.” Each, he held, counterbalances a

divine supreme being with one or more evil but weaker adversaries.

Hence the paradox. There is something unmistakably potent about religions

that purport to revere one God. Within a century of the Prophet

Muhammad’s death, Arab armies had conquered Persia and taken much of

Byzantium, assembling the largest empire that the world had seen. The

Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, in less than two hundred years,

has grown from a persecuted American sect to a global religion with

millions of adherents. It is impossible to grasp how profoundly trends like

these have transformed humanity. A few millennia ago, the world comprised

an intricate patchwork of local cults and folk traditions, but half of humanity

now identifies as either Christian or Muslim. Stark speculated that

“monotheism may well have been the single most significant innovation in

history”—a civilizational engine that was perhaps responsible for mass

missionizing, the scientific revolution, and the end of slavery. Yet this only

adds to the puzzle. How can a concept carry so much social, moral, and

historical weight when so many attempts to define it prove incoherent? Why

does being monotheistic matter if so few of us truly are?

A spate of recent books—among them Francesca Stavrakopoulou’s “God:

An Anatomy” (Knopf), David Michael Grossberg’s “The Evolution of

Jewish Monotheism” (Cambridge), and Will Gervais’s “Disbelief: The

Origins of Atheism in a Religious Species” (Prometheus)—have sought to

deepen our understanding of monotheism. Several approach it historically.

https://www.amazon.com/God-Anatomy-Francesca-Stavrakopoulou/dp/0525520457/
https://www.amazon.com/Evolution-Jewish-Monotheism-Antiquity-Modernity/dp/1009569198/
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An early flicker appeared in Egypt in the fourteenth century B.C.E., when

the pharaoh Amenhotep IV launched a religious revolution. Setting himself

against the priesthood, he established a cult devoted to the sun disk, Aten,

changed his name to Akhenaten, and ordered the defacement of inscriptions,

to remove references to other deities. The reforms were short-lived. Not long

after his death, the pharaoh Tutankhaten—his son, probably—restored the

old religion and took the name Tutankhamun, in honor of the pantheon’s

principal deity, Amun. Akhenaten was purged from the historical record,

later remembered only as “the criminal” or “the rebel.”

There were other early intimations of divine singularity. Zoroastrians

worshipped Ahura Mazda. Vedic thinkers gestured toward a transcendental

oneness. But today’s most influential vision of monotheism—the God of

Abraham—descends from another ancient figure: the early Israelite deity

YHWH. Exactly how devotees pronounced this god’s name is impossible to

know. It may have been “Yah,” or “Yaho,” or “Yahu.” Greco-Roman

scholars called him Yahweh, and the convention stuck.

Before he was God, Yahweh was a subordinate figure in a polytheistic

drama headed by El, the white-bearded king of the gods. El was worshipped

throughout the ancient Levant, and, together with his consort Asherah, he

presided over an assembly of deities who included the storm god, Baal; the

sea god, Yam; and the ruler of the underworld, Mot. Traces of this early

polytheism are still preserved in the Hebrew Bible. The Eighty-second

Psalm declares, “God has taken his place in the divine assembly; in the

midst of the gods he holds judgment.”

El, not Yahweh, was probably the original patron deity of the people called

Israel. This is suggested throughout the Bible, as in Genesis 33:20: “There

he set up an altar and called it El Elohe Israel,” meaning El, the God of

Israel. “El” also lingers in personal names such as Samuel and Daniel, and,

most conspicuously, in the name Israel itself, yisra-El.

Yahweh was a god of weather and war, bursting with thunder and rain

clouds and associated with a mountainous wilderness beyond the Dead Sea.

Around the turn of the first millennium B.C.E., he displaced El as Israel’s

heavenly head. Exactly why remains debated, though the shift may have

been tied to the rise of the kingdoms of Israel and Judah and the need for a



more explicitly militarized theology—an opening well suited to a warrior

figure like Yahweh. Even after his ascent, however, the Israelite world view

appears to have remained polytheistic. Yahweh continued to exist alongside

other gods, demanding only that his people give him priority, a practice

known as monolatry. In the First Commandment, for example, he does not

deny the existence of other deities; he merely insists that none be placed

“before me.”

Followers of the Abrahamic religions are supposed to treat God as

immaterial and incorporeal, yet these early Yahweh worshippers imagined

him as fully embodied. Drawing on textual and archeological evidence,

including depictions of related Near Eastern gods, Stavrakopoulou

reconstructs Yahweh as she thinks his followers conceived him. He was

immense. He likely had dense forearms, bulging biceps, and glistening red

skin. His penis, if it resembled El’s, was long and circumcised. His

countenance shimmered between El’s aged authority and the youthful

ferocity of a thunderer. His ears were probably pierced.

When the Assyrians conquered Israel, in 722 B.C.E., and the Babylonians

devastated Judah, in 588 B.C.E., they also destroyed Yahweh’s temples,

possibly including statues of Yahweh himself. It was around this time that

the familiar contours of Abrahamic monotheism began to coalesce. An idea

gained ground that gods other than Yahweh did not truly exist, or else were

inferior beings, qualitatively different from him. New Biblical texts,

including Deuteronomy and large portions of Isaiah, were composed. Older

passages were revised. Insistent formulas proliferated: “There is no other”;

“There is none besides.”

The sheer volume of these claims, and the constant polemic against rival

gods, suggests that not everyone was persuaded. Biblical authors and

redactors were adamant about Yahweh’s exclusive divinity, but a substantial

contingent of believers evidently required convincing. As Jewish identity

crystallized during and after the Babylonian exile, polytheism remained an

enduring temptation.

These currents of the first millennium B.C.E. eventually shaped the

theologies of the three major Abrahamic faiths—Islam, Christianity, and

Judaism—and informed a family of related monotheisms, including



Yazidism, Druzism, and the religion into which I was born, Sikhism.

Searching for a single key to monotheism across such varied traditions,

however, is like trying to identify a facial feature shared by members of a

large family. Resemblances appear in clusters, but no trait clearly belongs to

everyone. Practitioners themselves have long recognized that “oneness” is

not a single, uncontested idea: traditions differ over how far you can speak

of distinction within the divine without ceasing to speak of one God at all.

The Christian doctrine of the Trinity has been an especially durable flash

point. A passage from the Jerusalem Talmud, written around the fifth

century C.E., records a rabbi explaining to sectarians—Christians,

apparently—that God was not three but one. A century or so later, the Quran

was less patient: “Those who say that God is the third of three are

unbelievers.”

We might expect to have more success focussing on a single tradition, yet

here, too, we find astounding variety—a fact powerfully demonstrated by

Grossberg’s book, which tracks the concept of Jewish monotheism across

three millennia. Because his account is driven largely by textual sources, it

necessarily centers on the views of educated élites; all the same, it makes

clear how capacious the claim “God is one” has turned out to be.

The chief expression of Jewish monotheism appears in Deuteronomy 6:4, at

the opening of the prayer known as the Shema, when Moses declares, “Hear,

O Israel: YHWH our God, YHWH is one.” By around 200 C.E., this verse

was treated as “the central theological foundation of Judaism,” as Grossberg

notes. It is important in Christianity as well. In the Gospel of Mark, Jesus is

asked which commandment matters most, and he cites this passage. But it

likely meant something different in its original context. The Hebrew is

ambiguous when it comes to the placement of the verb “to be,” and the line

can just as readily be translated as “YHWH is our God, YHWH alone”—the

rendering adopted by the Jewish Publication Society in 1999. In either case,

Grossberg argues, the verse points less to Yahweh’s singular divinity than to

his incomparability, expressing something closer to “Yahweh is the greatest

among gods” than to “Yahweh is the only god.”



Throughout two millennia, interpretations of “God is one” have ranged

widely. Philo of Alexandria, the Hellenistic Jewish philosopher, took it to

mean that only one God exists and that he is unlike anything else. But,

grappling with the problem of how a transcendent deity interacts with a

mundane world, he posited a bureaucracy of divine intermediaries led by the

Logos, the Word, which he variously described as “God’s First-born,” “the

image of God,” and even a “second God.” This line of thought, known as

subordinationism, would become a significant strand of Jewish theology and

go on to shape early Christian belief. Ancient polytheists sometimes

wondered how dissimilar it really was from their own supernatural

hierarchies, as when the pagan philosopher Celsus remarked, “It makes no

difference whether one calls god ‘Supreme’ or Zeus or Adonai or Sabaoth or

Ammon such as the Egyptians do or Papaios as the Scythians.”

Rabbinic writers soon rejected subordinationism, and yet, Grossberg shows,

interpretations of oneness continued to multiply. Maimonides believed that

God’s singularity was so radical that he could be described only through

negation. Medieval Kabbalists envisioned a Godhead that expressed itself

through ten emanations. Baruch Spinoza argued for a singular godly

substance of which everything in existence is an attribute.



Modern Jewish thought, particularly under the pressure of science, has

pushed oneness to its definitional limits. Grossberg offers the example of the

influential Israeli thinker Yeshayahu Leibowitz. Born in Riga, in 1903,

Leibowitz became a dazzling polymath—a professor of biochemistry and

neurophysiology at Hebrew University, an editor of the Encyclopedia

Hebraica, and the author of nearly a dozen books on religion, history, and

science. He was a prominent and contentious figure in Israeli public life,

nicknamed the Prophet of Wrath for his fierce denouncements of the

occupation of Gaza and the West Bank.

For Leibowitz, Judaism consists of practical precepts set out in the Torah—

eating kosher, refraining from work on the Sabbath. It makes no claims

about the nature of reality, which means that it has no reason to conflict with

science. He accepted the religious requirement to recite “YHWH is one”

each day, but understood it as a necessary practice, a “slogan of faith” rather

than an assertion about what exists. The implication, as Grossberg puts it, is

that “the statement ‘God is one’ means nothing at all. Nothing, that is, about

God.”

In the long history of Judaism, then, we encounter nearly as many readings

of God’s oneness as there are divinities in a pagan pantheon. We find

supremacy, multiplicity, and abstraction. We find a sovereign who acts

through lesser beings, a Godhead with an elaborate internal structure, and a

ritual formula drained of ontological content. Rather than constraining

theology, God’s singularity seems to unmoor it, releasing a range of

interpretations so wide that they verge on everything and nothing at once,

pulling doctrine toward polytheism, monism, and even agnosticism.

But perhaps this is a case of being misled by a label. Monotheistic religions

may have less to do with counting gods than the word suggests. Although

Grossberg finds no stable positive meaning of the claim that “God is one,”

he does identify a recurring negative function: the denunciation of idolatry.

Even Leibowitz—so committed to scientific fact and empirical inquiry, and

so adamant that religion could not make claims about reality—treated

“YHWH is one” as a slogan whose primary meaning was the rejection of

idolatry.



Is anti-idolatry the core of monotheism, then? Several writers have argued as

much. The Israeli philosophers Moshe Halbertal and Avishai Margalit made

the case in their book “Idolatry” (1992), though the argument is most closely

associated with the German Egyptologist Jan Assmann. In two volumes

—“Moses the Egyptian” (1997) and its sequel, “The Price of Monotheism”

(2010)—Assmann contends that monotheisms are defined by a “Mosaic

distinction” separating true from false religion. These religions, and these

religions alone, generate the categories of heretic and unbeliever, false god

and idolater, even Devil worshipper. In Assmann’s view, ancient Israelite

religion marked a decisive rupture not just because it insisted on God’s

singularity but because its exclusionary logic supplied a template for later

divisions and conflicts, including those “between Jews and Gentiles,

Christians and pagans, Christians and Jews, Muslims and infidels” and, later

still, “Catholics and Protestants, Calvinists and Lutherans, Socinians and

Latitudinarians.”

The Mosaic distinction helped produce the idea of religions as distinct

identity groups. In Greco-Roman antiquity, people adopted new gods—

including imports from as far away as Egypt and Syria—without

relinquishing their existing cultic commitments. Gods were “supplements

rather than alternatives,” as the Harvard classicist Arthur Darby Nock put it.

Only after an ascendant Christianity cast paganism as its opposite did it

become possible to think of “conversion” in the modern sense.

All the same, the Mosaic distinction was neither necessary nor sufficient for

religious expansion. Buddhism and Hinduism spread across East and

Southeast Asia without it, while many monotheisms—Judaism among them

—remained bound to particular peoples. Yet Christianity and Islam could

not have conquered the world without such a distinction. Once a god

becomes the only legitimate referent for the term “God,” it can be severed

from place and kin. It becomes portable. Missionizing, understood as the

spread of truth and the eradication of falsehood, turns into a moral

obligation, driving a religion outward.

The Mosaic distinction helps explain the force of oneness, however slippery

the theological details. Polytheism, by its nature, tends toward pluralism.

The presence of multiple gods, each worthy of veneration, creates room for

ideological, and even moral, diversity. In India, for instance, some

https://www.amazon.com/Idolatry-Moshe-Halbertal/dp/0674443136/
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marginalized communities reportedly venerate condemned divinities of

Hindu mythology, such as the demon-king Ravana, as a form of anti-

Brahmanic resistance. An enforced oneness forecloses such heterodoxy.

Differences of allegiance are taken as errors about divine truth, if not

outright heresy.

Through this exclusion, the Mosaic distinction serves, paradoxically, as an

instrument of social cohesion. Just as groups in American prisons in the

nineteen-fifties became more formidable once they required mutually

exclusive membership, identities defined against unbelief can foster

solidarity and shared purpose. By collapsing moral authority into a single,

nonnegotiable source, the Mosaic distinction also generates trust among co-

religionists. People do not merely believe in the power of belief to make

others compliant; they expect others to follow the same moral script, making

coöperation on larger scales possible.

Few historical episodes illustrate this more clearly than do the Arab

conquests. Within two decades of Muhammad’s death, in 632 C.E., Arab

forces had toppled the Sasanian Persian Empire and seized Byzantine Syria

and Egypt. By 720, the Umayyad Caliphate stretched from the Iberian

Peninsula to what is now Afghanistan. The book “In God’s Path: The Arab

Conquests and the Creation of an Islamic Empire” (2015), by the N.Y.U.

historian Robert Hoyland, catalogues the conditions that abetted this

expansion, including prolonged warfare between Persia and Byzantium,

recurring outbreaks of plague which weakened both empires, and centuries

of Arab military expertise. Yet these factors alone cannot explain how a

force of roughly two hundred and fifty thousand soldiers, drawn from

diverse tribal and ethnic backgrounds, sustained coördinated action against

two of the world’s most formidable states. Even Hoyland, wary of reducing

the story to religious fervor, acknowledges the role of Islam in forging a

singular moral community, mobilized against the enemies of God.

Back in October, Ramaswamy explained himself as best he could to the

student and the rest of the Turning Point audience. He invoked the Holy

Trinity as an analogy and spoke of the task, in every religion, “of reconciling

the one and the many.” He then asked the student, “Do you think it’s

inappropriate for someone who’s a Hindu to be, say, a U.S. President?”

https://www.amazon.com/Gods-Path-Conquests-Creation-Civilization/dp/0190618574/


“No, I think it’s . . .” the student began, then stopped. He mouthed a word,

closed his eyes, and stalled. “Well,” he said, before asking Ramaswamy

whether Hindus believe in Shiva and “the flute god.” The student was

unconvinced.

The irony is that, based on the Mosaic distinction—the insistence of true

belief against false—Ramaswamy doesn’t seem to qualify as a monotheist.

The Hindu school that he says he follows, Advaita Vedanta, posits a cosmic,

singular everythingness, the Brahman. But it treats the veneration of other

deities, including through idol worship, as helpful aids for minds unable to

meditate on absolute formlessness. “Blessed are those that can realize God

by breaking images,” a Vedantic swami wrote in 1928, “and blessed are

those that realize Him by worshipping images.”

Whatever the exact details of his theology, there was little Ramaswamy

could have said to satisfy the student. The man, like so many monotheists

before him, was not asking whether Ramaswamy believes in a single

divinity but, rather, whether his interpretation was the right one.

Ramaswamy’s comments about the “one true God” who “appears in

different forms” seemed no more persuasive than subordinationists’ attempts

to win over rabbinic writers or Christian Trinitarians’ arguments to early

Muslims.

Monotheism matters in America for the same reason it has always mattered:

it creates shared identity through what it opposes. It can function as a

shortcut to moral consensus in a nation fractured by distrust and starved of a

shared ethics—one in which billionaire candidates like Ramaswamy occupy

social and economic strata largely insulated from the voters they seek to

court. Americans do not merely associate belief in God with moral order; in

ways that Gervais, the “Disbelief” author, has detailed, they expect believers

to be more trustworthy, more bound by promise, more answerable to a

shared code. Yet cohesion built on exclusion sits uneasily with the ambitions

of pluralistic democracy. It offers a veneer of solidarity while forcing Jains,

Hindus, Buddhists, Taoists, agnostics, and genuine nonbelievers to perform

moral acceptability in unfamiliar languages. “If God did not exist, it would

be necessary to invent him,” Voltaire famously declared. The harder, and

more valuable, task is to construct moral communities that can function

without Him. ♦
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End of Days, by Chris Jennings (Little, Brown). In 1992, a standoff in rural

Idaho between federal law-enforcement agents and the fundamentalist

Christian Randy Weaver, who believed Armageddon was nigh, captured the

public imagination. Ruby Ridge, as the incident came to be known, resulted

in the deaths of Weaver’s wife and son. As Jennings shows in his powerful

account, it also became a flash point in the long-running struggle between

the government and the tens of millions of Americans who believe the

Second Coming to be imminent. While tracing the lineage of apocalyptic

faith from the end of the Civil War on, Jennings argues that such belief is a

“potent and habitually overlooked ingredient” in “the ongoing crackup of

American civic life.”

Tiny Gardens Everywhere, by Kate Brown (Norton). This manifesto of

urban gardening explores how planted parcels of land can not only provide

nutrition but also support social revolution. Brown, an environmental

historian, draws on a wealth of examples: In nineteenth-century Europe,

many English workers relied on allotment gardens to help them withstand

the loss of wages during labor strikes. Community gardens in Paris,

fertilized with horse manure, generated produce that fed the city through

periods of famine. During the Great Depression, Black Americans used

gardening techniques passed down by earlier generations to turn degraded



lawns into thriving plots. Throughout, Brown proves that gardening is not

just a way to produce food but also a tool of self-empowerment.
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Floodlines, by Saleem Haddad (Europa). In this sprawling family saga,

three Iraqi British sisters strain against one another while contending with

political turmoil. In 2014, the three women are living distant lives in the

U.K. and Dubai when they are forced to reconnect after paintings made by

their late father, a prominent artist, are suddenly rediscovered. At the same

time, the Islamic State entrenches itself further into the siblings’ homeland,

prompting them to reflect on the meaning of their newfound status as

cultural stewards. Haddad, who was born in Kuwait and has been an aid

worker throughout the Middle East, writes in a prose that is erudite and

engaging. His intimate knowledge of the region’s politics enriches this

layered drama of sisterhood.

Murder Bimbo, by Rebecca Novack (Avid Reader). The narrator of this

timely comic novel is a thirty-two-year-old sex worker who has just

assassinated a reactionary politician known as Meat Neck. In the novel’s

first section—framed as a letter to the producers of a feminist podcast about

historical women who have been unjustly maligned—the protagonist

attempts to exonerate herself. In the next—a letter to an ex-girlfriend—

details come to light that complicate her earlier version of events. While

obviously a pessimistic satire of the current political moment, Novack’s

book is also an exploration of the ways that people fashion themselves in

order to influence others’ perceptions of them.



On and Off the Menu

A Wintry Utopia in Vermont’s

Northeast Kingdom

The region has long attracted idealists, from the radical performers of Bread

& Puppet in the seventies to the striving artisan farmers of the early two-

thousands.

By Hannah Goldfield
March 09, 2026

  

Around noon one recent Sunday, behind the wheel of a rented S.U.V. in dire

need of snow tires, I barrelled down an icy dirt road in West Glover,

Vermont, eyes peeled for a scrap of cardboard. I was on my way to meet

Howie Cantor, one half of the couple behind the syrup-making operation

Deep Mountain Maple, whose house—and sugar bush, as a grove of sap-rich

trees is known—is at the end of a long, unmarked driveway. For my visit,

Cantor had promised to fashion a sign, which I imagined would be small,

tucked into brush or a forked tree branch. I laughed when I saw it: a

cardboard box that I’d have trouble wrapping my arms around, with a house

number scrawled in huge print. At the end of the road, I found Cantor, a



sprightly man in his late sixties, with expressive caterpillar brows and a

bushy gray beard. “O.K., let’s get you suited up!” he said, wasting no time

before proffering fleece-lined waterproof pants, warm boots, and a pair of

snow shoes, which he strapped on my feet before securing his own.

Cantor’s day was packed. Early that morning, he’d watched on TV as the

U.S. defeated Canada in the Olympic hockey final; in a few hours, he’d be

joining a “neighborhood ski,” a caravan of locals of all ages hitting the

town’s winding forest trails to take advantage of a layer of fresh powder. In

between, he had just enough time to take me on a tour of his sugaring setup.

It would likely be weeks before the weather turned warm enough for sap to

flow, but Cantor and his wife, Stephan, were almost done installing their

taps, an annual exercise that they’ve performed for forty-odd years.

As we trudged down a path sculpted through deep banks of pristine snow,

Cantor reminisced about his early days in the business, when sap was

collected in metal buckets and transported by horse-drawn sled. Now the

Cantors maintain a sophisticated network of plastic taps and tubing, but

they’ve adopted little additional technology, eschewing the contemporary

practice of significantly concentrating the sap before boiling it. What that

technique saves in time, Cantor argues, it sacrifices in flavor, flattening the

syrup’s caramel complexity and minerality. “Sadly, the industry is striving to

get rid of the concept of terroir in maple syrup,” he said.

Such laments are not uncommon in West Glover and its neighboring towns,

which compose a rural swath of Vermont known as the Northeast Kingdom,

an hour and a half from Burlington and about as far north as you can get

before hitting Canada. It’s a region so remote and bucolic that you might

struggle to find a single bar of cell service, a place where Vermonters might

go in search of an extra-strength dose of Vermont. Cantor—who, as the son

of a history professor, grew up in various East Coast college towns—made

his way to the N.E.K. as a young adult, lured by its potent natural beauty and

by Bread & Puppet, the radical performance troupe, which began in New

York in 1963 and relocated to a farm in Glover in the seventies. Bread &

Puppet, known for its massive papier-mâché figures and for serving freshly

baked bread, is where Cantor met Stephan, and where he learned to stilt-

dance. It was a stilt-dancing gig that first led him to the Union Square

Greenmarket, where the couple have sold their syrup since the eighties.



Vermont has long been a haven for idealists and iconoclasts, from the Putney

Perfectionists of the nineteenth century to Depression-era homesteaders like

Helen and Scott Nearing to the prickly Brooklynite who became the state’s

most famous senator. In a 2009 book called “The Town That Food Saved,”

Ben Hewitt, a northern-Vermont native, chronicled the arrival of a new

cohort. By the early twentieth century, the Northeast Kingdom town of

Hardwick had become a hub of granite production, so populated by

hardworking, hard-drinking laborers that it was briefly said to have more

bars per capita than any other American town. When granite fell out of

fashion, after the First World War, the local economy entered a decades-long

decline. Then, in the early two-thousands, a wave of young farmers, cheese-

makers, and craft brewers set up shop in the area, buoyed by righteous fury

at the indignities of Big Ag, hoping to create a conscientious and sustainable

local food system that might serve as a model nationwide. If, twenty years

on, this movement has not fully transformed American agriculture, it at least

put the Northeast Kingdom on the map as a mecca for the C.S.A. set.

Vermont may be the Green Mountain State, but in the dead of winter the

N.E.K. shows particularly well. On the afternoon I arrived, I stopped by the

Genny—a nineteenth-century general store in Craftsbury that was taken over

by a group of young women in the early twenty-tens—where I was one of

few patrons not wearing cross-country ski boots. The store, which sells

natural wine and cultured butter alongside hand warmers and lighter fluid, is

linked by trail to the Craftsbury Outdoor Center, where aspiring Olympians

and more casual athletes carve paths through the woods. Overnight stays at

the center include three hearty meals a day in the cafeteria, prepared largely

from local ingredients. After a blissful morning of skiing, I helped myself to

a pulled-pork sandwich, baked beans, and a creamy ginger-clove sweet-

potato mash, beneath a hand-painted sign that gently admonished, “Though

you may be Feeling Hollow, Don’t take More than you can Swallow.”

I might have gone for seconds if not for my next stop: the fourth annual

Curds & Curling tournament, organized by Jasper Hill Farm, in Greensboro.

On a pop-up ice rink, players for teams like Havarti Party and This Is the

Whey flung hefty wheels of Alpha Tolman, an Alpine-style raw-milk

cheese, in place of curling stones. It was a thoroughly amateur affair, though

Mateo Kehler, one of a pair of brothers who founded Jasper Hill, told me

that avid curlers trek down from Canada every year in the hope of recruiting



serious players. “They don’t realize that cheese curling has nothing to do

with actual curling,” he said. As competitive as the game were the lines for

poutine, mac and cheese, hot toddies, and, especially, raclette: thick shavings

of nutty yellow Jasper Hill Whitney, draped oozing over roasted fingerling

potatoes.

As we stood rinkside, Kehler described the farm’s marketing strategy:

extract cash from far-flung epicures to reinvest back home. Making

“outrageously delicious cheese,” he said, “is one way of securing a future for

the landscape that we love.” I’d met Kehler through Annie Myers, the

founder and owner of Myers Produce, a company that trucks the Northeast

Kingdom’s wares to grocers and restaurants in New York and Boston. It was

because of Myers, I realized, that I had regular access to Vermont’s finest

vegetables and dairy when I lived in Brooklyn. It’s difficult for a farmer to

earn a living selling only locally, and supplying a major grocery chain might

mean keeping up with high-volume demand for crowd-pleasing items like

romaine or mild cheddar. Myers’s aim is to help sustain small farms by

getting city people hooked on more niche items, like fermented black garlic

from Pete’s Greens, in Craftsbury.

One night while I was in town, Myers hosted a dinner party for some of the

area’s artisan farmers. Myers had pressed her own tortillas and braised a

chicken raised by her friend Hannah Pearce, who was in attendance; the feta

was made by Paul Lisai, of a dairy farm called Sweet Rowen, who was

there, too. The conversation turned to the unique challenges of farm life.

Pearce complained, good-naturedly, about a pair of goats she’d gotten as

companions for her dog; they were driving her so crazy that she couldn’t

wait to butcher them. Seth Johnson, who grows beans, marvelled at the fact

that heirloom varieties have become so popular he needs to persuade

venders to relieve him of the more pedestrian kidneys and pintos. As snow

began to fall, Cody Thompson, who raises cows for Wagyu-style beef, began

to bounce around a little nervously. “I can’t be here really late,” he said—as

the operator of one of Craftsbury’s snowplows, he’d have to be up before 4

a.m.

Listening to the group banter and commiserate, you got the sense that the

region’s organizing principle is not just artisanal food but also a distinctly,

defiantly Vermont way of living. Attractions at the roadside Museum of



Everyday Life, in Glover, include a collection of manifestos. In the fifties,

the Nearings, the homesteaders, published a manual called “Living the Good

Life: How to Live Sanely and Simply in a Troubled World,” which remains

an apt tagline for many Vermonters today.

Spend enough time in the N.E.K. and you’ll eventually end up at the Parker

Pie Co., a bar and pizza parlor, where the dough is rumored to be made with

a touch of Deep Mountain maple syrup and where, in winter, the parking lot

is filled with snowmobiles. Over beers and a Green Mountain Special,

topped with spinach, bacon, apple, and cheddar, I chatted with a handsome

white-haired man and woman, who turned out to be, respectively, a founder

of one of the Outdoor Center’s first ski programs and a retired avian

ecologist. When I mentioned why I was in town, the ecologist leaned in.

“What you need to look for is bird-friendly maple syrup!” she urged,

detailing the guidelines for protecting avian life in a sugar bush.

A blues trio called Gravel and Honey played to a packed back room; Cantor

was there, swaying and bobbing his head. Though he gave up stilt dancing

long ago, he considers himself a musician as much as a syrup purveyor. At

the end of my sugar-bush tour, he’d played me his latest, soon-to-be-released

single, a Zydeco-esque number that evokes a Vermonter’s escapist fantasy.

“Gonna move to the city and paint my apartment blue,” he croons. “Sell my

truck, every night eat Chinese food. . . . Snow falls down, someone else will

pick it up, just sit inside drinking coffee from my cup.” ♦



The Current Cinema

“Hoppers” Is a Happy Leap Forward

for Pixar

In Daniel Chong’s cheerfully ludicrous science-fiction comedy, robot

technology enables an environmental activist to walk and talk with the

animals.

By Justin Chang
March 06, 2026

  

In the animated features of old, people and animals conversed freely, and

Walt Disney saw that it was good. Audiences did, too. It was easy enough to

believe that Snow White could cajole birds and squirrels into doing

housework, or that Cinderella could be fluent in rodent. But that was then; in

more recent decades, the sophistications of computer-generated realism have

encroached on the terrain of hand-drawn fantasy, and human-critter relations

have largely gone the way of Babel. For the big brains at Pixar, always up

for a conceptual challenge, interspecies communication is not a given to be

embraced but a problem to be solved. And so, in “Ratatouille” (2007), a man

and a rat must overcome their language barrier through a shared love of



food. In “Brave” (2012), a daughter learns to converse anew with her

mother, whom she has accidentally transformed into a bear. One of the

wittiest inventions in “Up” (2009) is an electronic dog collar that helpfully

translates canine thoughts into human words—in multiple tongues, to boot.

The “Up” collar gets a quick shout-out in the new Pixar movie “Hoppers”—

the sort of cute, in-house Easter egg that’s meant to flatter the cleverness of

the filmmakers and the discerning brand loyalty of the audience. The story

takes place in a small, woodsy American town called Beaverton, but, as we

are seldom allowed to forget, it also inhabits a jaunty and irreverent media-

consolidation universe, where pop-cultural influences and allusions fly as

fast as hummingbirds. Early on, a nineteen-year-old college student named

Mabel Tanaka (voiced by Piper Curda) discovers that her biology professor,

Dr. Sam (Kathy Najimy), has developed a top-secret technology—a system

of helmets, wires, buttons, and monitors that enables an individual human

consciousness to “hop” into the body of a highly realistic-looking animal

robot. Mabel’s response is pretty much the one that’s already formed in your

head: “This is like ‘Avatar’!” To which Dr. Sam retorts, with proprietary

defensiveness, “This is nothing like ‘Avatar’!”

I’m generally wary of any movie that attempts to pass off unoriginality as a

self-aware joke. (“Avatar,” a trippy, futuristic retread of “Dances with

Wolves,” was hardly a fount of storytelling invention to begin with.) But

“Hoppers,” directed by Daniel Chong, uses familiarity as a springboard,

launching itself into realms of narrative illogic rarely countenanced even by

Pixar’s more out-there abstractions, such as “Inside Out” (2015) and “Soul”

(2020). In those earlier pictures, metaphysical conceits became visual and

dramatic gambits as the filmmakers set out to colonize the vast interior

worlds of, respectively, the mind and the spirit. “Hoppers” doesn’t have the

same patina of profundity, but, as a result, the story it tells winds up feeling

all the stranger. It begins as a work of eco-themed science fiction, veers into

civic-minded zoological fantasy, and nearly becomes a body-snatching

horror flick—all of it held together by a screw-loose comic vigor that has

been absent from the studio’s recent string of mediocrities, including

“Lightyear” (2022) and “Elemental” (2023).

The script is by Jesse Andrews, who co-wrote the Pixar comedy “Luca”

(2021), a sunny tale of youthful self-discovery and the seemingly



unbridgeable chasm between the human and natural worlds. “Hoppers,”

though much unrulier in its construction, is onto something similar. Mabel is

a freckle-faced, messy-haired misfit, with a love of nature that she inherited

from her late grandmother (Karen Huie). She’s an activist at heart, and she

wants only to protect her grandmother’s favorite place: a tranquil local glade

that, thanks to an industrious beaver colony, has long been a haven of

biodiversity. Now, however, the beavers have inexplicably vanished, and

they appear to have taken all the birds, fish, insects, and other forest

creatures in the vicinity with them. Mabel has her suspicions as to why,

especially since Jerry (Jon Hamm), the popular mayor of Beaverton, is

trying to build a highway through the area and can do so only if it is cleared

of wildlife.

Bent on restoring the beavers to their rightful home, Mabel defies Dr. Sam’s

warnings and impulsively commandeers the technology. In beaver form, she

makes her way deep into the forest, stumbles on the glade’s various

displaced residents, and finds, to her delight, that she can understand their

language (and so, of course, can we). Elsewhere, though, the rules that

govern this furry fiefdom defy easy comprehension. The animals prove

welcoming enough to a bushy-tailed outsider like Mabel, but this isn’t

exactly Zootopia. The food chain is in full and pitiless effect, and no one

bats an eye, or side-eyes a bat, when natural predatory impulses kick in.

The place has its unnatural elements as well, starting with a system of

government that takes the notion of an “animal kingdom” to goofily literal-

minded extremes. All of Mabel’s new forest friends—there are deer, rabbits,

turtles, raccoons, and a singularly gloomy bear—bow down to a beaver

sovereign, King George (Bobby Moynihan), a gregarious and naïve soul

who embraces a humble, communal ideal of living. He believes that all

creatures great and small, humans included, are acting on a pure-hearted

devotion to the common good. “We’re all in this together,” he’s fond of

declaring. None of his subjects question this way of thinking, and their

zomboid passivity ultimately feels more creepy than charming. Mabel, it

appears, has found her way into a village of the dammed.

The plot thickens from there, with an escalating outlandishness that makes

“The Wild Robot” (2024), another animated mashup of animals and

androids, look like a nature documentary. Mabel wants the beavers to return



to the glade and block Mayor Jerry’s highway, and, to that end, she

investigates—and exposes—how he engineered the animals’ mass exodus in

the first place. An emergency summit is convened, where the genial George

is joined by louder, angrier rulers from across the animal kingdom. There is

a royal goose with a bulbous beak, voiced by the late Isiah Whitlock, Jr.

Meryl Streep lends her imperious dulcet tones to the role of an orange-

winged monarch, who, alas, does not call herself Butterfly McQueen. In

these moments, “Hoppers” plays like a loopy riff on an Old Testament tale,

one in which it’s the animals who get kicked out of Eden. With their eyes

newly opened to the full knowledge of human evil, they hatch a uniquely

deranged revenge plot, the stupefying and sometimes horrifying particulars

of which I’ll leave for you to discover. Suffice it to say that Mabel suddenly

realizes she’s gone too far, in both her deception and her activism. She must

save the day and make amends.

The dispensing of moral instruction is an often tiresome staple of child-

friendly animation, but the lessons that Mabel must learn—to be less

impulsive, less strident, and more willing to see the good in others—also

turn out to be shrewd organizational and negotiating tactics. The more

“Hoppers” goes on, the more it comes to resemble a bonkers political farce,

in which such pressing matters as the rights of animals, the fate of the

environment, and the destructiveness of human greed can be resolved, or at

least productively debated, in a flurry of cross-species coalition-building.

The movie’s conclusions are reasonable, centrist ones, perhaps

disappointingly so; viewers whose empathy with the four- and six-legged

denizens of the glade has been aroused will surely find themselves crying

out for mayoral blood. More than once, an insect gets squished for comic

effect, and you have to wonder why, in the spirit of all being in this together,

the filmmakers didn’t dare to add a human life or two to the body count.

Can’t we take it? Haven’t we earned it, with our vainglorious conquests and

wanton destruction of the natural world? To root passionately against one’s

own species is one of the great, subversive pleasures of moviegoing; certain

films in the “Planet of the Apes” series knew this and exploited it for all it

was worth. So did “Avatar.”

To which one can only shrug and conclude that Pixar will always be Pixar, a

reliable dispenser of movies whose pleasures, even at their most comically

unhinged, must come wrapped in a warm, cozy blanket of moral edification



and emotional reassurance. And so we get frequent flashbacks to Mabel’s

happier times with her grandmother in the glade. We also get a stirring tale

of friendship between two beavers, in which the feelings are genuine even if

one of the beavers isn’t. In an exquisitely subtle touch, the character

animation modulates in accord with our shifting perspectives: note how

George seems to transform in shape, expression, and definition, morphing

between jovial goofball and dumb animal depending on whose eyes we’re

peering through at any given time. “Hoppers” is a hoot but also a more

soulful film than some will give it credit for. It knows that, for humans and

animals alike, seeing and understanding are one and the same. ♦
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Poems

Gold Street Barn

By Henri Cole
March 09, 2026

  

In watercolors, I might have painted it “negatively,”

letting the barn emerge from the cobalt sky,

like a venerable house in a historic landscape.

From my upstairs-bedroom window, I used to ponder

its sagging timber shoulders and open gable roof,

the weeds all round it metamorphosed by moonlight.

I hope beyond hoping that we live beyond this life,

but when a red tractor, with a maw-like mechanical grapple,

knocked the barn down, leaving only dust, detritus, and silence,

I mourned the emptiness. Then waxwings, bees, hornets, cicadas,

bats, swallows, and all the rest of them arrived in the gold daylight

falling upon mushrooms, blueberries, lichens, and ferns.

The air smelled of honey. This emptiness was not nothing,

but the opposite of fullness, and my grief was gone.



Poems

The Carbon Atoms of Saved Things

By Brenda Hillman
March 09, 2026

  

The carbon atom has six electrons

  that move faster than bodies move

    from one form to another, from

  one type of existence to another,

  not changing in the changing matter

  of the things your mother saved,

though they themselves cannot be saved

  or, rather, will be different electrons

    when they arrive as the matter

    in items that will always move

  through the apparent stasis of other

  items: small spoons, plates, jars from

her silent kitchen, steadily jumping from

  potholders, broken cups, their handles saved



    separately. Saved things resting in other

  latitudes mostly don’t relax. The electrons

    must get tired between orbits, moving

  like teleutons in sestinas where matter

repeats itself, though memory doesn’t matter

    as much to them. Water from

    the pond in her garden moves

  in her absence. Impossible to save

  things she cared for. Carbon’s electrons

    wave in & release each other

without noticing. Of course your mother

    could let nothing go. It matters

  that she tried. Somehow the electrons

    of saved jars don’t change forms

    over time but still resemble saved

  jars. Maybe distances where they move

ceaselessly gather force so they move

    as blended nothings, losing at other

  times. You miss her helplessly, saved

  by routine most days. What mattered

    in her life was love from

    an endless world, love like electrons

that keep moving, though, really, electrons

  love in other ways, changing from

    them to us until everything matters—

This is drawn from “Still House in the Desert.”

https://www.amazon.com/Still-House-Desert-eco-contemplation-Wesleyan/dp/0819502413
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A moderately challenging puzzle.

By Patrick Berry
March 03, 2026
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