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CAN A NEW MAYOR FIX 
HOMELESSNESS IN NYC?
Decades of conflicting political agendas have created a maze of problems 
for the city, and its most vulnerable citizens
By Ross Barkan

D
uring his first week as mayor of New 
York City, Eric Adams arrived at the 
cavernous Fulton Street subway sta-
tion, in Manhattan. Standing with 
Governor Kathy Hochul, Adams 

vowed to address a growing challenge for 
the city in the pandemic era—the growing 
number of homeless taking refuge on sub-
way platforms and trains. The plan was a 
new version of what had already been at-
tempted under prior administrations. Ho-
chul, who became governor last August 
after the resignation of Andrew Cuomo, 
said the state would pay for dozens of new 
social workers to help the homeless get into 
shelters. Adams, boosting the initiative, 
added that more police would patrol sub-
way cars and stations to attempt to defuse 
potentially violent situations. “It’s about 
building trust. When you build that trust 
and provide the wraparound services, you 
can actually have a better chance of taking 
them off the streets,” explained Adams. 
“These are people who are living on the 
streets and the subway system, and just 
have a lack of trust in the system.” 

It’s true that trust between those living 
on the city’s margins and the bureaucracies 
charged with managing them—the police, 
the Department of Homeless Services, the 
shelter system—is largely frayed, where not 
completely broken. Like many major cities 
in America, New York has grappled with an 
explosion of the homeless population over 
the course of the 21st century. Families jam 
decrepit shelters and single men and 
women, some of them with mental health 
or substance abuse challenges, roam side-
walks and subway cars. The coronavirus 
has wreaked havoc in crowded, unsanitary 
congregate settings, infecting and killing 
the city’s most vulnerable people. Adams 
has yet to offer a far-reaching plan for com-
bating homelessness. As a candidate for 
mayor, he backed a proposal to turn under-
used hotels into affordable housing units 
but has not pitched any specific projects 
since. He has demurred over whether he 
will ever appoint a deputy mayor for hous-
ing, as past mayors have done. 

Vowing to curb or end homelessness is, 
of course, not new. As Michael Bloomberg 
was leaving office, in 2013, The New York 
Times published a wrenching five-part in-
vestigative series about a girl named 
Dasani who had grown up in the shelter 
system. The reporting amounted to a sear-
ing indictment of the 12-year Bloomberg 

era, a time when the homeless population 
steadily increased and more and more resi-
dents, even those gainfully employed, were 
forced to dwell in overcrowded shelters. 
Under Bloomberg, the city had grown 
wealthier but more unequal. Rents rose 
dramatically as gentrification took hold in 
the outer boroughs. In his third term, 
Bloomberg terminated a short-term rental 
subsidy program known as Advantage, 
worsening the crisis. 

“If you ever needed an illustration of 
what the tale of two cities is all about, there 
you have it,” Bill de Blasio, the incoming 
mayor, said after the series was published. 
“We are simply not going to allow this kind 
of reality to continue.” But it did. De Blasio, 
a liberal Democrat, could not significantly 
drive down the city’s homeless popula-

tion—in fact, for much of his tenure, it in-
creased. In the 2010s, homelessness 
reached levels in New York not seen since 
the Great Depression, when Hoovervilles 
(shantytowns named after then president 
Herbert Hoover) filled the city. By October 
2021, there were close to 49,000 homeless 
people, including more than 15,000 home-
less children, sleeping each night in the 
city’s municipal shelter system. That over-
all number, though down from the 60,000 
peak of a few years previous, is still 20% 
higher than it was before de Blasio took of-
fice. On average, both homeless single 
adults and families with children will spend 
more than one year in a city shelter.

“They’re not trying to help nobody—not 
trying to help nobody at all,” Douglass 
Powell, a Manhattan resident who has 
spent more than two years in the shelter 
system, tells the Voice. He says he has rarely 
felt comfortable in shelters, and staff have 
not successfully helped him find perma-
nent housing. Fights break out over food 
and water, he says, and isolating from CO-
VID-19 is virtually impossible. “I’m in a 
corrupted place with a bunch of corrupted 
people. They don’t care about nobody.”

Why can’t a city with a $100 billion bud-
get and a relatively generous social safety 
net—in NYC, the right to shelter has been 
legally guaranteed after a 1970s lawsuit, 
unlike in other places—stamp out home-
lessness for good? For advocates, policy ex-
perts, and those who regularly study the 
issue, the answers are both complex, 
rooted in decades of disinvestment and al-

tered priorities, and startlingly simple. De 
Blasio, like previous mayors, seemed con-
tent to treat homelessness as a social ser-
vices problem, not a housing problem. By 
herding the homeless into an ever-expand-
ing public-private shelter network, rather 
than permanent housing, the de Blasio ad-
ministration likely perpetuated, rather than 
solved, a crisis. “One of the significant 
roadblocks we encountered in the de Blasio 
administration was a failure to align his af-
fordable plan with record homelessness,” 
says Jacquelyn Simone, the policy director 
for the Coalition for the Homeless. “We 
need both supportive housing and deeply 
subsidized affordable housing.” (“Support-
ive” housing refers to units with wrap-
around mental health services for those 
who require them.)

The homeless population of single 
adults, in particular, remained stubbornly 
elevated in the de Blasio era. It is now at 
least 60% higher than when de Blasio took 
office, as city housing assistance programs 
tend to benefit those who have families. 
The jail and prison populations have de-
clined sharply, a welcome development for 
many advocates, but the state sends more 
than half of the prisoners it releases to New 
York City directly to shelters. Anti-eviction 
measures, which de Blasio introduced 
through the right to counsel in housing 
court, are of little help for those freed from 
jails and prisons. 

At the same time, de Blasio—and even 
Bloomberg—was dealt a rather poor hand. 
Beginning in the 1980s, the Reagan admin-

The Front

Notes from the underground: Mayor Eric Adams and Governor Kathy Hochul talk about 
homelessness during a January visit to the subway. 

lev radin/Shutterstock
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5istration cut federal housing vouchers, the 
Department of Housing and Urban Devel-
opment’s budget was slashed, public hous-
ing deteriorated, and single-room 
occupancy units, or SROs, were systemi-
cally taken off the market, converted to 
market-rate apartments, or demolished al-
together. “You can make the case that this 

is an issue bigger than any one city, any one 
mayor. The mayor is limited by fiscal limits, 
state authority, and international real es-
tate trends,” says Samuel Stein, a housing 
policy analyst for the Community Service 
Society and the author of Capital City: Gen-
trification and the Real Estate State. “There 
is a lot Eric Adams can do differently than 
de Blasio and Bloomberg, though. He can 
recognize homelessness as a housing prob-
lem and not a social services delivery prob-
lem.” 

A Short History of 
Homelessness in NYC

Through the 1970s, and even past that de-
cade’s fiscal crisis, which brought New York 
City to the brink of bankruptcy, homeless-
ness was not a glaring challenge. Even as 
deindustrialization gutted the city in the 
postwar period and the white middle class 
took flight for the suburbs, there were not 
large numbers of homeless sleeping on 
streets and subways or filling up shelters. 
The city grappled with rising crime rates, 
racial strife, and unemployment, but not an 
exceedingly large number of people with-
out a rented bed to sleep in at night. For de-
cades prior, beginning with Franklin 
Roosevelt’s federal New Deal programs, 
progressive politicians and labor unions 
had held great sway in the five boroughs, 
beefing up the municipal workforce, fight-
ing for greater safety net programs, and 
spearheading the creation of public, subsi-
dized, and union-owned housing. Mean-
while, rent-control and rent-stabilization 
programs, created during World War II, in-
troduced fresh regulations for private-sec-
tor apartments. 

But the dawn of the 1980s offered new 
opportunities for a real estate and finance 
class now empowered to control the des-
tiny of a city still recovering from its brush 
with bankruptcy. Financial controls on city 
spending lent tremendous new authority to 
the banking sector, which had been unwill-

ing to loan money to a municipal govern-
ment that, while mismanaging budgets, 
remained committed to generously fund-
ing its postwar welfare state as tax revenue 
cratered. With left-wing Democrats dimin-
ished, city, state, and federal actors com-
bined to create a new order for housing. 
First, there was the slow death of single-
room occupancy hotels, long demonized in 
the media for their shabby conditions and 
the types of people who lived in them. A 
20th-century fixture, SROs were far from 
ideal—drug use and violence were a reality 
in some—but they offered a baseline safety 
net for the young and the desperately poor, 
many of them single, who wanted to live in 
New York City. The rooms were cheap 
enough that almost anyone, whether they 
were a disabled veteran or a destitute high 
school graduate, could afford one, avoiding 
nights on the streets. And SRO tenants 
could live in these hotels night to night or 
week to week, with few questions asked. 
When mental institutions shuttered as part 
of a national trend, in the 1970s, thousands 
of troubled people were sent into the city 
with little government assistance, but SROs 
were initially able to absorb that popula-
tion. 

From 1955 onward, the city restricted 
the construction of new SROs and began, 
by the 1970s, to offer tax breaks to land-
lords to demolish them or convert them 
into almost anything, including upscale 
apartments or boutique tourist hotels. Be-
tween 1976 and 1981, nearly two-thirds of 
all remaining SRO units were lost in the 
city. “There was no homelessness to speak 
of in the 1970s. There were enough units 
available to meet demand,” says Deborah 
K. Padgett, a scholar on homelessness at 
NYU’s Silver School of Social Work. “The 
1980s were a perfect storm. You had con-
servative government policies and the total 
privatization of housing—it became a com-
modity.” Real estate developers and land-
lords were hungry, throughout the 1980s, 
to convert as many SROs as they could into 
market-rate housing. New York was roaring 
back to life, and once-cheap land was grow-
ing incredibly valuable. Instead of housing 
the impoverished, landlords could attract 
affluent young professionals to Midtown 
and Downtown. The Baby Boom had cre-
ated a whole cohort of them, young college 
graduates now entering their prime earn-
ing years, ready to make the big city their 
home. The old SRO tenants turned to shel-
ters or the streets. 

Reagan’s presidency cemented a neolib-
eral turn that had begun under Jimmy 
Carter, the Democratic president who 
oversaw, after Gerald Ford, an onerous fed-
eral bailout of New York City. Reagan, a 
conservative Republican, gutted the bud-
get of HUD, the federal agency that over-
sees housing, and reduced federal funding 
for the city’s deteriorating public housing 
stock. Federal housing vouchers for low-in-
come tenants were dramatically cut. At the 
same time, New York began to gentrify, 
with more and more working-class neigh-
borhoods experiencing rising rents. By 
1990, politicians had begun to recognize 
the growing challenge on their hands. Da-
vid Dinkins, the city’s first Black mayor, 

had defeated Ed Koch, who built a large 
amount of affordable housing during his 
tenure but presided over the destruction of 
SROs. Partnering with Mario Cuomo, the 
longtime Democratic governor, Dinkins 
announced a joint city-state agreement to 
find, refurbish, or build new housing for 
5,225 “mentally ill” homeless people. 

The NY/NY agreement, as it was called, 
was a relative success. It also laid the 
groundwork for additional agreements to 
create more supportive housing. The 
model pointed a way forward—if the politi-
cal will could be summoned to implement 
it on a mass scale. But Dinkins and Cuomo 
would lose re-election, in 1993 and 1994 re-
spectively. Republicans Rudy Giuliani and 
George Pataki took power, partnering with 
Democrats who were skeptical of expen-
sive government interventions to solve 
homelessness. Mario Cuomo’s son An-
drew Cuomo was heavily involved in the 
issue in the late 1980s and early 1990s, 
founding Housing Enterprise for the Less 
Privileged (HELP), which grew into a large, 
nationwide private provider of transitional 
and emergency housing for the homeless. 
The younger Cuomo, who also chaired 
Dinkins’s City Homeless Commission, was 
an early proponent of the shelter system as 
an alternative to subsidized housing. He 
argued, in a much-read 1991 report, that 
homelessness should be treated as a men-
tal health and social services issue, not 
necessarily one related to the loss of hous-
ing. 

But despite the growth of the shelter 
system, homelessness continued to rise 
during the Giuliani and Bloomberg years, 
as the city grew more expensive and the 
housing constructed, much of it market-
rate, was priced far out of the reach of 
those trying to get out of the shelter sys-
tem. In the late 1990s, another policy 
bomb was dropped—vacancy decontrol, 
backed by moderate Democrats and Re-
publicans alike, which allowed landlords 
to take apartment units out of the rent-sta-
bilization system altogether if certain rent 
thresholds were passed, various repairs 
were made, or an apartment became va-
cant. Over the next two decades, before its 
repeal in 2019, vacancy decontrol led to 
hundreds of thousands of stabilized units 
exiting the program, fueling further gentri-
fication. 

Homelessness Today

“The fact that homelessness has increased 
so greatly, it’s the chickens coming home 
to roost. What do you expect when 
300,000 rent-stabilized units go market-
rate?” asks Michael McKee, a longtime 
housing advocate and the leader and trea-
surer of Tenants PAC, an advocate for ten-
ants’ rights in New York State. “What do 
you expect when you don’t provide billions 
in vouchers that actually help people get 
out of shelters and into housing?” Another 
challenge, for New York City and other 
American localities, is the lack of new 
housing construction, especially of units 
that can be easily rented by working-class 
residents. De Blasio’s housing plan had 
small set-asides for affordable apartments 

that could still be too expensive for neigh-
borhood residents. Overall construction 
has lagged, reducing supply: Between 
2009 and 2018, the city saw a net increase 
of only 100,000 housing units, according 
to the city comptroller’s office, though resi-
dent employment grew by 500,000, leav-
ing a substantial gap between available 
shelter and new wage-earners. Tradition-
ally, upzonings to build new housing have 
been carried out in working-class, non-
white neighborhoods that are wary of new 
development, because it tends to drive 
rent increases. Adams has championed 
building new housing in wealthy areas like 
Midtown Manhattan, though he has not 
advanced any concrete proposal. Ideally, 
housing experts say, the city would upzone 
transit-rich and more affluent areas in the 
five boroughs, where development has tra-
ditionally been restricted. This would 
mean taking on tough political fights that 
mayors have generally avoided. 

What Else Can Adams Do?

Undoubtedly, a subsidized housing pro-
gram that targeted the city’s poorest would 
reduce the homeless population. A revival 
of the SROs—newer and more humane 
versions of what came before—would do 
wonders. All of this will be very expensive, 
requiring partnerships between the city 
and state, like a much more ambitious iter-
ation of the Dinkins-Cuomo plan. Private 
developers do not want to build for the 
working-class or poor, because it’s the 
market-rate tenants that allow them to re-
coup and profit off their investments. 

In the interim, Adams could more gen-
erously fund one of the few successes the 
de Blasio administration found in its fight 
against homelessness: the right to counsel 
in housing court for low-income tenants 
facing eviction. Since the “Right to Coun-
sel” bill passed the city council and de Bla-
sio signed it into law in 2017, the city 
shelter population has declined. 

Just as important, Adams can partner 
with state lawmakers to pass a new univer-
sal housing voucher program that would 
simplify a process that leads to too many 
tenants fighting through a confounding bu-
reaucracy to land affordable housing. The 
Housing Access Voucher Program (HAVP) 
would create a state-funded analog to Sec-
tion 8, allowing residents facing homeless-
ness to easily access a new housing subsidy. 
Another piece of legislation being priori-
tized by advocates, the Good Cause Evic-
tion bill, would make it far easier for tenants 
to renew their leases, potentially keeping 
them out of the shelter system. Under the 
legislation, tenants would have a defense 
against arbitrary or retaliatory eviction.

“Somebody in government needs to say 
that we are going to build housing and end 
homelessness—we’re not going to manage 
it any longer,” says McKee, the housing ad-
vocate. “Can we ever completely solve the 
problem and get every single person 
housed? Could we get close? Yeah, we 
could.” 

Ross Barkan is an author and journalist 
from New York City. 

“The 1980s were a 
perfect storm. You 
had conservative 
government 
policies and the 
total privatization 
of housing—
it became a 
commodity.”
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2.12

FIRE AND FURY 
BURLESQUE VALENTINE’S 
WINTER WARMER  
(LATE SHOW)

2.13 Tinsley Ellis

2.24 Found Footage 
Festival

2.25 Bell Bottom Blues

Rufus does 
Judy at City Winery

6.075.18 6.10
6.086.055.17

2.18
2.11

3.13

EXCLUSIVE PRESALE 
AC CESS,  NO T ICKETing 
FEES,  & more!

become a 

vinofile

T HE  LOF TT HE  LOF T
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SOCIAL 
JUSTICE AND 
THE CITY
Are you a progressive? Citizen Action 
of New York wants to know
By Frank Pizzoli

A
re progressives, like beauty, in the eye of 
the beholder? If you see yourself as po-
litically progressive, Citizen Action of 
New York wants you to join them in Al-
bany—COVID-permitting—on Febru-

ary 16 for a Lobby Day, contacting assembly 
members on social justice legislation, and on 
March 15 for a Day of Action to demonstrate 
public support following Citizen Action’s Jan-
uary 20 statewide virtual rollout of its 2022 
Social Justice Agenda. This focuses on end-
ing mass incarceration and improving gen-
der, worker, housing, climate, education, and 
health care justice, among other issues. (Up-
dates on these actions and dates will be 
posted on citizenactionny.org.) 

Affiliated with national umbrella group 
People’s Action, Citizen Action is one of 40 
organizations in 30 states pursuing progres-
sive advocacy in order to build “the power 
of poor and working people in rural, subur-
ban, and urban areas to win change through 
issue campaigns and elections.” There are 
eight Citizen Action chapters spread across 
NYC and New York State; membership is 
offered on a sliding scale (starting at $10) 
and includes workshops on issues and com-
munity organizing. Regardless of how 
someone defines themselves politically, 
what’s more important is deciding if they 
can “support the main legislative and policy 
issues” around which the justice campaign 
is focused, Citizen Action’s media strate-
gist, Timothy Hunter, tells the Voice during 
a phone call.

“Our legislative goals formally represent 
our statement of what we think New York-
ers need, especially working-class people 
dealing with COVID and its aftermath,” 
Hunter says. He adds, “New York saw its 
eviction ban expire January 15 with little 
hope for renewal by New York governor 
Kathy Hochul. Without a renewal, there is a 
great deal of misery ahead for so many New 
Yorkers.” In other words, Hunter is more in-
terested in reaching people who are af-
fected by social justice issues or those who 
support his organization’s policies and pro-
posed legislation than in how they may la-
bel themselves.

Each of the Social Justice Agenda items 
translates into a piece of legislation. For ex-
ample, the Good Cause Eviction bill, if 
passed, will alleviate some of the hardships 

caused by the state’s nonrenewal of its evic-
tion ban. Another Senate bill involves “elder 
parole,” which relates to parole eligibility 
for certain incarcerated persons age 55 or 
older. The measure calls for the Board of 
Parole to review a prisoner’s sentence who 
is “55 or older who has served at least 15 
years … to determine whether they should 
be released to community supervision.” 

“Our audience is everyday New Yorkers 
that are impacted by the inequities of hous-
ing, mass incarceration, healthcare, educa-
tion, and climate change,” Rebecca 
Garrard, Citizen Action’s legislative direc-
tor, tells the Voice in an email. “Our organi-
zation connects with its audience via 
newsletter, email, and social media plat-
forms.” To achieve justice, Garrard says, the 

proposed social justice agenda must be 
looked at as a whole—especially the interre-
latedness of the issues involved. “For New 
Yorkers to get real justice, our agenda has to 
be passed in its entirety,” Garrard notes. “Is-
sues like housing insecurity and mass incar-
ceration are connected, as one can lead to 
another.” This happens because “when 
people serve time in our criminal justice 
system, there are sometimes little to no re-
sources that help to reduce recidivism. Pro-
viding safe, low-cost housing is one way 
that we can address that issue.” Garrard is 
hoping that the New York State Assembly 
and the governor will “do everything in 
their power to prioritize the best interest of 
the working-class people in our state.”

 Who makes up the various “camps” that 
Citizen Action hopes to draw into their lob-

bying efforts? There are three primary 
groups of voters who might be attracted to 
Citizen Action’s focus, according to Susan 
Kang, associate professor of political sci-
ence at John Jay College of Criminal Justice, 
and member of the Democratic Socialists of 
America. She tells the Voice that she sees in-
dividuals who may have been attracted to 
former Ohio congressman and Cleveland 
mayor Dennis Kucinich’s progressive oppo-
sition to the Patriot Act and the Iraq War 
right through to followers of Senator Bernie 
Sanders’s populist presidential runs in 2016 
and 2020 as one potential pool of progres-
sive voters. Kang says, “These are voters we 
can describe as ‘economic Populists’ or sim-
ilar to Democratic Socialists in Western Eu-
rope.” Historically, this group represents, 

Kang explains, “the limited wing of the 
Democratic party that wanted to keep the 
New Deal coalition alive even after it was 
out of vogue,” adding, “this group also in-
cludes the ‘anti-globalization’ crowd in the 
1990s that challenged free-trade ortho-
doxy.”

A second pool of actual or potential sup-
porters of progressive policies is what Kang 
calls “the diversity crowd.” She further clar-
ifies, “These are people inspired by the poli-
tics of the social justice movements of the 
1960s, like the Black civil rights movement, 
and more recently today’s BLM, LGBTQ 
rights, and Dreamers.” She says she would 
argue that folks who loved former president 
Barack Obama unconditionally because of 
his achievements as our first Black presi-
dent fall into this camp as well. “BLM and 

Dreamers have economic justice agendas, 
but many identity-politics progressives fo-
cus on the diversity and non-discrimination 
part of the message, and the economic jus-
tice and redistributive message gets lost.” 
This camp, Kang says, “believes in the im-
portance of meritocracy and that economic 
policies only need to ensure ‘equality of op-
portunity.’ For lack of a better term, this 
group includes what I call ‘woke’ senti-
ments. These are individuals who are 
mostly upwardly mobile, metro-region pro-
fessionals.”

 Kang also sees a third group, which she de-
scribes as the “newly emerging corps of vol-
unteers—men, women, and youth not 
traditionally involved in local Democratic 
parties—who lump together as anti-Trump in 
their overall sentiments.” This group “is an 
amalgam of climate change activists, ‘Indivis-
ible’ activists [a group dedicated to resisting 
Trump’s ongoing agenda], people who may 
have attended the first Women’s March upon 
Trump’s inauguration, and resistance groups 
who organize one-off and/or sustained activ-
ity.” This third camp, Kang says,” is not neces-
sarily unified on its stance toward economic 
redistribution and universal social demo-
cratic policies.” Some members care about it 
more than others, and some tend to be agnos-
tic about it. “But in general,” she explains, 
“most of the ‘anti-Trump’ crowd is more eco-
nomically progressive than Democratic party 
leadership. This group is heavily women-ori-
ented.” Kang notes as evidence of a shift in 
voter behavior, “We saw the largest number 
of women elected to Congress in 2018.”

If it can combine these potential pools of 
supporters, defined by Kang using the Cam-
bridge English Dictionary’s current defini-
tion of progressivism as “a social or political 
movement that aims to represent the inter-
ests of ordinary people through political 
change and the support of government ac-
tions,” Citizen Action might find what it is 
looking for: a broader, motivated spectrum 
of activists who can effect real change.  
 
Frank Pizzoli is a journalist who has been 
covering politics, queer issues, health-
care, and literary celebrities for the past 
25 years.

CityState

Courtesy Citizen Action of New YorkCitizen Action of New York members speak out.

“BLM and Dreamers have economic 
justice agendas, but many identity-
politics progressives focus on the 
diversity and non-discrimination part of 
the message, and the economic justice 
and redistributive message gets lost. ”
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COVID VS. AIDS: A TALE OF 
TWO PLAGUES
When it comes to public health, haters and liars are nothing new

By Michael Musto

H
aving now experienced two—count 
’em, two—plagues botched by Republi-
can leadership, I can assure you that 
while the situations are dramatically 
different, the parallels are so striking 

that it’s basically déjà vu all over again.
Let’s start with the differences. AIDS is 

harder to get, requiring an intimate exchange 
of bodily fluids, although you can contract 
COVID just by shopping or getting in an ele-
vator. But if you had contracted AIDS when it 
surfaced in the U.S. in the early ’80s, it was a 
surefire death sentence and a much scarier 
predicament than  
COVID has been for much of the populace, 
especially since vaccines came into play. 
What’s more, AIDS in the U.S. initially mostly 
attacked gay men and IV drug users (and he-
mophiliacs), a fact that stirred evangelical 
cries of “You deserve it, sinner!” and forced 
the queer community and its allies to fight for 
survival via organizing, fundraising, and ac-
tivism, as the rest of the world gave nothing 
but a side-eye. The fact that Blacks and Lati-
nos were being disproportionately affected 
by AIDS hardly made it more attention-wor-
thy to a mostly white, straight establishment.  

In that environment, many people with 
AIDS wouldn’t have dreamed of coming for-
ward with their condition. In the ’80s, I urged 
HIV-positive writers Cookie Mueller and 
James Revson to out themselves for visibili-
ty’s sake, but neither saw the point, prefer-
ring to suffer in relative silence and avoid 
further oppression. (Mueller died in 1989 and 
Revson in ’91.) But today? People line up to 
spill their COVID test results to strangers on 
social media. With no apparent stigma and a 
diminished sense of doom because of the 
lower mortality rate (particularly if vacci-
nated and boosted), they’re practically wear-
ing their statuses as badges of honor. And in 
NYC, you gotta show that vax card to eat at 
Katz’s Deli or see The Lion King, so you can’t 
be too coy about having been poked! 

AIDS—which was first called GRID (Gay-
Related Immune Deficiency)—was so stig-
matized that onetime matinee idol Rock 
Hudson sent shock waves through the world 
in 1985 when he admitted he was sick with 
the virus. (This revelation was also received 
as his coming out as gay, another jolt to the 
People-reading masses.) Suddenly, a beloved 
icon was the face of this horror, and that gal-
vanized some previously heartless deniers 
into a semblance of AIDS awareness. But 
though the actor died a little over two months 
later, the perception battle was far from won. 
Even after Rock sadly crumbled, I remember 

celebrities not only keeping their AIDS diag-
noses secret but making sure their subse-
quent obits would be vague, for fear of 
“tarnishing” their legacy and their estate. 
When world-famous designer Perry Ellis 
died, in May 1986, it was reported to have 
been the result of viral encephalitis, a spokes-
man refusing to comment on whether that 
was AIDS-related, because “Those were Per-
ry’s wishes.”

But the celebrity COVID response has 
been in direct contrast to all that. On March 
12, 2020, just one day after COVID-19 was 
declared a global pandemic by the World 
Health Organization, Tom Hanks Insta-
grammed that he and his wife, Rita Wilson, 
had been diagnosed with the virus and were 
experiencing fatigue, body aches, chills, and 
a slight fever. Hanks assured us that they 
were going through all the appropriate safety 
protocols, and signed off by urging everyone 
to “Take care of yourselves!” Since Tom 
Hanks happens to exude credibility for a liv-
ing, his honesty helped make the coronavirus 
a reality to millions while squelching the idea 
that there could be any shame attached to 
such an admission. But I can’t help thinking it 
was a far easier move than a celebrity an-
nouncing in the ’80s that they had a “gay dis-
ease” that produces lesions, severe weight 
loss, night sweats, pneumocystis pneumonia, 
swollen lymph glands, dementia, and immi-
nent death.

Instead of doing a Rock Hudson, many 
cowered in terror back then, and I’ll never 
forget the sight of gay public figures leaping 
into opposite-sex relationships, seemingly to 
throw you off the scent of their sexuality and 
polish their “brand.” Elton John married a 
woman in ’84 and Calvin Klein did so in ’86 
(not his first time), as savvy eyebrows raised 
while closet doors slammed shut. Around the 
same time, a gay editor friend of mine 
stunned everyone he knew by suddenly mov-
ing in with a woman, but she ended up hav-
ing to nurse him as he died a horrific death 
from AIDS. Fueling all this personal panic, 
the media was heavily highlighting Ryan 
White (a 13-year-old who’d contracted HIV 
from a blood transfusion), and also babies 
with AIDS, the undertone being “These are 
innocent victims” as opposed to “special in-
terest groups” who had allegedly done dirty 
things.

That kind of bias prevented AIDS from 
nabbing comprehensive media coverage 
when it first erupted; there was a deafening 
amount of conspiratorial silence, which 
morphed into heavy panic—like the media 

having a field day wondering if Linda Evans 
had caught AIDS when she kissed Rock Hud-
son on a 1985 Dynasty episode. (She hadn’t.) 
But in 2020, the fact that COVID could hit a 
wider variety of people (even if seniors are at 
the highest risk of death) helped it grab big 
public attention from the start, not to men-
tion that this pandemic arose in the era of the 
full-bloom Internet/24-7 news cycle. With 
way more venues for people to connect in 
than in the ’80s, there was a lot of ever-evolv-
ing information available—plus the accom-
panying misinformation, with online 
desperados claiming that COVID is a hoax, 
then amending that to “No, it’s for real—it’s 
the vaccine that’s a hoax.” (The same folks 
love reminding us that “It’s Trump’s vac-
cine!” but then strangely add, “Don’t take 
it!”) With AIDS, the target crowd believed the 
facts as we gradually learned them; most im-
portant, that you couldn’t get infected from 
casual contact, and “safer sex” with condoms 
tended to work. But with COVID, every fact 
spurs a counterfact, complete with some link 
that folks can share as proof that “I did my 
own research!” Maybe it’s just me, but I’d 
rather have scientists and doctors do their 
own research than some schmendrick with 
Google.

Marking yet more of a distinction, a  
COVID test popped up early in the game, but 
there was no test for HIV until 1985, several 
hellish years into the crisis. Also, with no vac-
cine or cure in sight (and, 41 years later, there 
still isn’t a vax, just prep and remedies), AIDS 
prompted desperation measures such as ex-
perimental treatments abroad and the re-
lease of the toxic AZT right here, while the 
dumbed-down era of COVID has the “Let’s 
go, Brandon” crowd taking livestock de-
wormer in lieu of the approved vaccine, then 
calling those who get vaxxed “sheep.” In fact, 
Americans on both sides of the safety fence 
are so emboldened these days that COVID 
has created warring gangs of shamers. There 
are the Facebook regulars, who love nothing 
more than screeching about a cashier they 
spotted letting their mask drop for a second. 
And on the other team are the MAGAs, who 
call anyone who does wear a mask an unin-
formed loser who’s living in abject fear. It’s a 
real two-party system!

Similarly, while both plagues spurred an-
gry activism, the types of rights being fought 
for couldn’t be more opposite. In 1987, Larry 
Kramer co-founded the activist group ACT 
UP to demand more urgent attention to AIDS 
from the government and the media, 
whereas today’s anti-mask/anti-vax protes-
tors have rallied against mandated solutions 
to the pandemic, all in the guise of civil rights. 
It’s quite a symbol for where we are as a coun-
try, one where committed government at-
tempts to fix a health crisis are randomly 
denounced as “Communism” or “Marxism” 
and challenged or ignored by a big chunk of 
the population. The “civil rights” defense 
would be a little more cogent if these people 
hadn’t voted against real civil rights—for 
queers, women, people of color—at every 
turn.

Dr. Anthony Fauci, who since 1984 has 
been the director of the National Institute of 
Allergy and Infectious Diseases, has the dis-
tinction of being under attack during both 
crises, but for completely antithetical rea-
sons. In 1988, Larry Kramer called Fauci a 
“murderer” and a “pill-pushing pimp” be-
cause he felt Fauci’s responses to AIDS were 
misguided, slow, and not nearly enough. 
Jump ahead, and Fauci has gotten death 
threats from the anti-mask/anti-vax crowd 
for reacting too much to COVID. A walking 
punching bag, Fauci just can’t win, though 
getting lovingly spoofed on SNL by Kate 
McKinnon has no doubt provided some ef-
fective deworming.

Of course, the easy transmissibility of CO-
VID has led to shutdowns and closings and a 
complete upheaval in the way we live, which 
is new. Business pretty much went on as 
usual during the darkest days of AIDS, at 
least for the lucky ones who were still alive, 
though with the conservative fear-monger-
ing and finger-pointing that arose, it often felt 
like decency was in lockdown. 

THE MORE THINGS CHANGE…
 

But there are plenty of similarities between 
the responses to the HIV and COVID crises, 
which is surprising since you’d assume a vi-
rus that doesn’t focus on gays and drug users 
would not become politicized and stir up ha-

La Dolce Musto

Better COVID than Red: Protesting Illinois Governor J.B. Pritzker’s stay-at-home order, May 2020.
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10 tred and bias. But it has!
In both cases, there were the stab-in-the-

dark advisories floating around, posing as au-
thoritative guidance. (For AIDS, it was “Don’t 
use Poppers” and for COVID, “Suck on a 
lemon.”) Both diseases also prompted big-
otry, AIDS fueling not only homophobia but 
anti-African sentiment (“It started in Africa” 
was a popular saying), and COVID amping 
up anti-Asian hate thanks to Trump’s insis-
tence on calling the virus “the Wuhan flu.”

And, speaking of Trump, in both cases it 
was the government’s failure that was the 
most damaging element of the response, 
since he—like President Ronald Reagan be-
fore him—barely did better than the crack-
pots spreading falsehoods. Reagan’s 
administration had AIDS blood on its hands 
from the start. In October 1982, when there 
were already more than 600 cases, press sec-
retary Larry Speakes responded to a report-
er’s query about the virus by making jokes 
and indulging in gay-panic-style banter. 
Asked if Reagan was aware of AIDS, Speakes 
replied, “I don’t have it. Do you?” as the room 
erupted into laughter. Over 36 million global 
HIV deaths later, that encounter is more chill-
ing than ever. 

Reagan didn’t even bother to publicly ad-
dress the subject until 1985—not long after 
Rock Hudson’s admission, tellingly enough. 
So I guess more than 10,000 U.S. AIDS 
deaths had made virtually no impact on the 
White House, not until the costar of Pillow 
Talk took ill. 

Likewise, Trump fell short on COVID, act-
ing as if treating it with the force it deserved 
would somehow tarnish his administration 
and distract from his fabulousness. (Ironi-
cally, he might very well have won re-election 
if he’d approached the crisis more seriously.) 
Trump didn’t exhibit a Reagan-like willful si-
lence on COVID—at least not until he 
dropped the subject like a hot potato in favor 
of relentlessly trying to overturn the Novem-
ber 2020 election. But considering how he’d 
talked endlessly about the pandemic before 
that and got so much of it wrong, I started 
wishing he had kept quiet. He kept repeating 
that COVID was going away (or already had), 
while demonizing blue states, telling a re-
porter to take off his mask (the journo re-
fused), and hosting a series of news 
conferences, which were more like bragging 
sessions or campaign events. “In 90 days or 
less, your numbers will be very good,” swore 
Trump on August 11, 2020, though that No-
vember ended up amassing a record-break-
ing four million cases. As Dr. Deborah Birx, 
the White House’s coronavirus response co-
ordinator,  awkwardly adjusted her scarf, 
Trump boomed his lies, while a misleading 
“AMERICA LEADS THE WORLD IN TEST-
ING” sign hung behind him. We did not have 
the most tests per capita—far from it. And 
Trump was actually urging a reduction in 
testing, griping, “By having more tests, we 
have more cases.” That absurdist remark un-
derlined the fact that he was way more con-
cerned with image than with actual health 
and safety. 

In the process, he set the tone for the over-
all Republican response to COVID, which is 
even more head-spinning than the one to 
AIDS, because this time, they appear to be 
OK with situations that cause their own con-

stituents to get sick, as long as the result pre-
vents President Biden from scoring a win. It 
wasn’t until this past December that Trump 
admitted to having gotten a shot. (A booster, 
which means he’s received three vaxxes.) In 
another fateful twist, that revelation got 
booed by his followers, who had bought into 
all the comforting denialism from the begin-
ning and certainly didn’t want a belated 
wake-up call. Their jeers were alarming, yet 
constituted some vague sort of poetic justice 
for glib-eral observers.

Trump’s underlings didn’t help him ad-
vance in the war against COVID either. In 
February 2020, Vice President Mike Pence 
gave a speech at the annual Conservative Po-
litical Action Conference (CPAC)—as notori-
ously shown in Borat Subsequent 
Movie film—where he swore that the pan-
demic situation was under control, but also 
assured, “We’re ready for anything!” Yeah, 
anything except COVID. Trump having ap-
pointed Pence the COVID czar in the first 
place was galling to those who remembered 
that in 2015, the then Indiana governor mor-
alistically took his time to approve a life-sav-
ing needle exchange program for Scott 
County, where HIV was raging. Pence 
botched AIDS and COVID! 

Trump’s spokespeople were awful, too, 
like press secretary Kayleigh McEnany, 
who—in the same month as Pence’s CPAC 
bluff—had the hubris to boast, “We will not 
see coronavirus come here!” Unlike Larry 
Speakes, at least McEnany didn’t make a joke 
about it, especially in October 2020, when 
she tested positive. 

Like HIV, which has produced many 
strains and types, COVID is mutating into 

variants, suggesting that it might be here lon-
ger than we thought—maybe as long as AIDS! 
Alas, a lingering symptom from the old days is 

that one team roots for the other to become a 
statistic, though this time it’s the liberals flar-
ing up just like the haters did back in the ’80s. 
When an anti-vaxxer dies of COVID, many 
libs rejoice, the same way Bible thumpers 
creepily delighted over AIDS deaths. Cries of 
“You deserved it” are resonating all over 
again, when no one is actually deserving of an 
illness, no matter how many voodoo dolls you 
consult. But to draw a distinction, the anti-
vaxxers can be viewed as stubbornly misin-
formed and potentially dangerous (they’ve 
upped the chances for the virus to mutate and 
spread), while most of those dying of AIDS in 

the early to mid-’80s were infected before 
even knowing about the long-incubating vi-
rus. And if there had been a vaccine a year into 
that crisis, I’m quite certain there wouldn’t 
have been a massive campaign to avoid it be-
cause it was “government control.”

Still, it has to be said that some gay liberals 
did bring up “civil rights” issues when various 
bathhouses and sex clubs were closed in big 
cities in the mid-’80s. Debates erupted as to 
the need to balance public health concerns 
with civil liberties, which makes me think that 
today’s anti-lockdown “rights warriors” are 
not a completely new phenomenon. I also re-
call sensationalized coverage of “bug chas-
ers”—guys who allegedly wanted to catch 
AIDS, for whatever tragic reason. But these 
wannabe suicides were in the vast minority, 
and even they never thought AIDS was a hoax 
or that attempts to curb it were utterly bogus. 

So it’s all a big mess—different, but the 
same, each crisis spawning a separate epi-
demic of deadly propaganda. Since so little is 
learned from plague to plague, I can only 
hope that everyone does their best to stay 
safe, so we’ll all be around to battle the next 
one. Like the Oscar winner said: Take care of 
yourselves!  
 
Michael Musto is best known for his out-
spoken Village Voice column “La Dolce 
Musto,” which began in 1984. (With the 
Voice’s return, he is delighted to be back 
as a contributor.) He writes a gossip col-
umn for Queerty, has penned four books, 
found himself on the Out100 list of the 
most influential LGBTQs, and is stream-
ing in docs on Netflix, Hulu, Vice, and 
Showtime.

Suddenly, a 
beloved icon 
was the face of 
this horror, and 
that galvanized 
some previously 
heartless deniers 
into a semblance 
of AIDS awareness.

ACT UP (AIDS Coalition to Unleash Power) members protest at the headquarters of the Food and Drug Administration on October 11, 1988, in Rockville, 
Maryland. The action by the group shut down the FDA for the day. Catherine McGann
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HOW DO YOU GET TO 
CARNEGIE HALL?
Composer, performer, critic: Carman Moore has got it covered

By R.C. Baker

L
et’s start with a two-page photo spread 
from the March 1968 issue of Mademoi-
selle magazine, taken near the Sheridan 
Square offices of the Village Voice. The 
caption for the piece describes the 

downtown weekly as a “hard-hitting, no-
holds-barred, language-zesty paper dedi-
cated to free opinion on just about 
everything.” So there’s Deborah Jowitt, 
dance critic, stylish in white stockings and 
black pumps, and Howard Smith with a 
flowing scarf, something right out of the 
avant-garde culture notes in his “Scenes” 
column. Nat Hentoff has a sheaf of papers 
under his arm, maybe a Supreme Court 
brief or liner notes for a jazz album, depend-
ing on what he was writing about that week. 
Amid these dozen freelance Voice scribes 

who appeared regularly in the paper, only 
one was Black: Carman Moore, dapper in a 
dark suit, patterned tie, and light overcoat 
and slacks. Under his name is printed sim-
ply “Music.” 

That one word says it all, because for 
eight decades, Moore (born 1936) has prac-
ticed what he has preached, not only as a 
longtime writer of music criticism for the 
Voice and other publications but also as a 
composer for everyone from avant-garde 
jazz improvisers to classic rock stalwarts to 
full symphony orchestras. As Moore tells 
the Voice in a recent interview, his lifelong 
musical journey began in a small Ohio town 
(“20 enormous miles from Cleveland”), 
where he played first French horn in high 
school. Next stop was more music training, 

at Ohio State University, and then in the fall 
of 1958, the Juilliard School, in Manhattan. 
All the while he was writing, and at some 
point he entered a poetry contest hosted by 
the Village Voice and judged by two heavy-
weights of verse, Marianne Moore and Rob-
ert Lowell. His second-place finish made 
the budding writer think that he could find a 
home at the weekly newspaper, and add 
some new perspectives, since the bulk of 
musical coverage was still in the classical 
groove.

At first, the pay was “bupkas,” as Moore 
recalls, maybe subway fare. The greater re-
ward was to be out amid the emerging 
strains of new sounds in the 1960s. “The 
Voice itself,” he tells me, speaking not just 
about music but about the whole postwar 
cultural scene in downtown New York, “was 
a statement of that new mentality. It sort of 
got invented by the need for it.” 

With his conservatory training, Moore 
was as comfortably at home reviewing the 
Juilliard Opera Theatre’s performance of La 
Bohème (the orchestra “played with clean 
and fervent sympathy”) as he was covering 
a memorial program of chamber music by 
the American modernist Henry Cowell 
(1897–1965), noting the composer’s master-
ful phrasing—sometimes by way of “a piano 
being pounced upon with elbow and fore-
arm as in ’Tiger’ or having its strings rubbed 

from inside the lid, as in ‘The Banshee.’” 
Both reviews appeared in the same March 
1966 column; three months later, in the 
June 9 issue, Moore was writing about the 
very up-to-the-minute composer of “tape 
music,” Steve Reich, in a piece headlined 
“Park Place Electronics.” First noting that 
“foam rubber pillows were made available 
for sitting or sprawling” upon by the audi-
ence, Moore described how Reich em-
ployed taped and altered phrases, such as, 
“Come out and show them,” explaining 
how rapidly repeating the “sh” in “show” 
replicated “the sound of maracas,” and con-
cluding, “Mr. Reich’s work suggested a raga 
exercise, distorting and distorting to incan-
descence.” 

Fast forward a couple of years (and past 
scores of reviews, such as one describing a 
Ravel composition as “sad sunshine” and a 
Morton Feldman piece for percussion as 
“quiet-to-the-point-of-being-little-more-
than-philosophy”) and we arrive in that 
heady year of 1968, when Moore assays a 
pop quartet that some say was even more 
popular than Jesus. In the December 12, 
1968, issue of the paper, Moore pays hom-
age, from one music fanatic to four others: 
“I don’t know whether the original idea of 
doing virtually every popular music style 
since the ’20s and putting those 30 cuts into 
a plain, white cover is actually pompous, 

Voice Lore
Carman Moore making the scene at Lincoln Center, January 2022.

C.S. Muncy
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12 larcenous, or what. I only know that they in-
vade those fields and end up cutting the 
heavies in all but two or three of them (even 
Tiny Tim). The key to this mastery—the 
easy way to say it—is that while others break 
their necks inventing styles, the Beatles in-
vent songs. Another way—also easy—is that 
they are so obviously still respectful and ex-
cellent listeners to anybody else’s thing, 
that something makes them keep improv-
ing, and that music is their natural religion 
and they would yell their voices into ham-
burger, put their deepest secrets on a PA 
system, or strip stitchless if music is in-
volved.” 

Moore wasn’t alone in his assessment of 
the so-called “White Album,” but his ar-
dent observation that the Beatles were pas-
sionate students of their art has held up as 
well as the tunes under review more than 
half a century ago. The broadly educated 
critic with a voracious appetite for music of 
the now was also in a position to give props 
to a song that baffled more than a few Bea-
tles faithful at the time, deeming “Revolu-
tion 9” “a not-badly-formed avant-garde 
outing.” But it wasn’t just the music of the 
moment that Moore was covering—he was 
also defending its creators. The February 

16, 1967, front page of the Voice featured a 
Fred W. McDarrah photo of a distraught 
Charlotte Moorman (a cellist and seminal 
performance artist) being arrested for the 
crime of, as Moore described two months 
later in the paper, asserting “any female cel-
list’s right to play Massenet’s ‘Melodie’ in a 
bikini made of blinking light bulbs or 
Brahms’ ‘Lullaby’ topless.” Moorman had 
been playing the cello in Fluxus artist Nam 
June Paik’s “Opera Sextronique,” the vari-
ous costumes or lack thereof being part of 
the performance. In that April 27, 1967, is-
sue, Moore described the scene at the Crim-
inal Court hearing of “The People v. 
Moorman”: “Three rather scruffy police-
men discoursed on Bach and cellos bowed 
with violins, flowers and such, masks and 

modern art forms. Confusion entered the 
case here and never left it. A courtroom 
screening of a subpoenaed CBS movie of 
the concert seemed to turn that afternoon 
session into a stag night. Court was ad-
journed.” 

At one point in the performance, Moor-
man had attached little propellers to her 
breasts, which the news film had captured, 
leading to this exchange in court the fol-
lowing day, as recorded in Moore’s article:

The People: Did you use your breasts in 
any other way than by exposing and af-
fixing propellers to them?

She: What?

T.P.: I mean like using them to play the 
instrument or something. 

She: Well, you saw the film. I don’t know 
how to do anything else with them. 

Moore testified for the defense, seeing 
Paik’s production as “a tweaking (Judge 
Milton Shalleck thought he heard ‘squeak-
ing’) of the nose of a sexually unhealthy so-
ciety, as well as a dig at our electronic 
society in the idea of wiring a female body.” 
An unsigned report in the May 11, 1967, 
Voice was headlined “Moorman Guilty, 
Suspend Sentence,” and noted that while 
Judge Shalleck found the cellist “guilty of 
giving a lewd performance,” he decided 
not to send her to prison because it was her 
first offense. 

So, the times they were a-changin’ and 
Moore was traveling with them. He tells me 
during the interview that the collisions of 
musical ideas came—then, as now—from 
“spending a lot of time in New York City, 
where everything’s going on, and a lot of 
things are appreciated that are not in the 
standard set-up.” For instance, there was 
the night he spent in a little club called Un-
gano’s, on West 70th Street, where, with 
fewer than 10 people in the house, he was 
transported by the guitar alchemies of Jimi 
Hendrix, Leslie West, and B.B. King jam-
ming together. 

Like the Beatles, Moore has always been 
an ecumenical listener, and early on he real-
ized he wanted to start not just playing and 
writing about music but composing it. In a 
video interview from 2014 with the non-
profit Composers Now, an organization that 
promotes living artists, Moore speaks about 
playing French horn and cello as a youth, 
and then says, “I never thought I would be-
come a composer until I started hearing 
things in my head. I felt I should check that 
out, because hearing things in your head 
could mean one thing, or it could mean an-
other thing. The one thing was that these 
sounds and this music was original with 
me.” In 1975, his composition Gospel Fuse 
premiered with the San Francisco Sym-
phony. Speaking with The New York Times 
shortly before opening night, he described 
the piece as “almost a church service,” one 
that included the brilliant sax improviser 
Sam Rivers and a gospel quartet led by 
Cissy Houston. Moore said at the time, “At 
first I thought of Aretha Franklin but Cissy 
is fantastic. She’s Dionne Warwick’s aunt, 

and taught her to sing.” 
And remember that Voice poetry contest, 

back in the day? Well, it came full circle in 
the mid-1970s, because it turns out that Fe-
lix Cavaliere—he of soulful organ and 
heartfelt vocals for the chart-topping pop 
group the Rascals—enjoyed Moore’s Voice 
articles. When Cavaliere decided to go the 
solo route, he called Moore, who tells me, 
“Felix said, ‘I’m looking for a lyricist.’ And I 
said, ‘I’ll give it a go,’ and I became a lyricist 
[laughter].”  Moore wrote the words for all 
the songs on Cavaliere’s first solo album, 
and some of the lyrics for later albums. Plus, 
Foghat anyone? In 1974, a Cavaliere-Moore 
track gave the title to the blues-rock band’s 
Rock ’n’ Roll Outlaws album. Lines such as 
these no doubt helped the disc achieve Gold 
record status: 

Undercover of the silver moon, run for 
cover
There’s a lover with a magic tune
Gonna work you over, roll you in the 
clover

In 2006, another tune by the duo, “Ever-
lasting Love,” was sampled by Busta Rhymes 
(joined by Stevie Wonder) in “Been Through 
the Storm.” Moore’s willingness to “give it a 
go” has always led him down interesting 
pathways. During our interview, Moore 
mentions that John Lennon attended a New 
York Philharmonic program that included 
works by Stravinsky, Mozart, and Moore’s 
“Wild Fire and Field Songs.” Shortly after-
ward, Moore tells me, laughing, the ex-Bea-
tle sent a postcard reading, “I really loved 
your piece, but I could’ve done without the 
Mozart.” (Moore eventually became friends 
with the Liverpool legend, which led to an-

other court appearance, this time testifying 
on behalf of Lennon, who was fighting a de-
portation case brought by the Nixon admin-
istration—a battle Lennon eventually won). 

Then there was the collaboration with a 
luminary of the literary sort, Ishmael Reed, 
who in 1980 needed someone to score Per-
sonal Problems, his “meta soap opera” about 
an African American nurse living in Harlem 
who is also a poet, her transit-worker hus-
band, and a musician whom she is in love 
with on the side. Moore tells me that when 
they met, he felt that Reed was “another 
character, like John Lennon, in a way, differ-
ent from other people. So, he said, ‘I’ve got 
this film I’m gonna make and I’d really like 
you to do the score,’ and I said, ‘Okay, just 
give me a few bucks so I can hire some peo-
ple.’ And I just started knocking it together.” 
The 165-minute film, shot with improvisa-
tional verve on then cutting-edge videocas-
sette cameras by director Bill Gunn, was 
re-released in 2018 to positive reviews. Jake 
Perlin, artistic and programming director 
for the Metrograph theater, in New York, 
who was instrumental in the 2018 restora-
tion, told an interviewer at the time, “I think 
what a lot of people respond to is that this is 
obviously a film by people creating exactly 
what they wanted to, without compromise 
or influence by any cultural gatekeepers. 
The artists’ voices are unmediated, unsti-
fled.”

Which also describes what Moore has 
been doing for decades. Beginning in the 
1980s, he has given great jazz improvisers 
room to spread their wings with his Skymu-
sic Ensemble. The aughts brought medita-
tional compositions with such apt titles as 
Balloons After Noon, Stargazer, and Home. 
His 2015 homage to Nelson Mandela, 

Whether jazz, classical, rock, or tape music, Moore covered the NYC scene early and often. 
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Moore says that 
the collisions of 
musical ideas 
came—then, 
as now—from 
“spending a lot 
of time in New 
York City, where 
everything’s 
going on, and a 
lot of things are 
appreciated that 
are not in the 
standard set-up.”
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Madiba, premiered at Carnegie Hall; 2017 
saw a Skymusic Ensemble piece performed 
at the Museum of Modern Art, inspired by 
Robert Rauschenberg’s prints riffing on 
Dante’s “Inferno.”

Also brought forth in 2015 was Moore’s 
Concerto for Ornette, its moody strings im-
parting film-noir vibes from the 1950s un-
til suddenly we’re swooping into new 
times through fetching bleats and skronks 
on the solo sax inspired by Moore friend 

and colleague Ornette Coleman (1930–
2015). Moore’s arrangement captures the 
era when Coleman was creating new 
chops and is rife with the anxious, evoca-
tive innovations of the man wailing on the 
plastic sax who split opinions in the jazz 
world—Dizzy Gillespie: “I don’t know 
what he’s playing, but it’s not jazz”—yet 
enraptured such up ’n’ comers as Lou 
Reed. Speaking of one of Coleman’s semi-
nal compositions, the rock trailblazer once 
said, “I heard ‘Lonely Woman,’ and that 
changed my life. The harmonies. That was 
it. There’s not a day goes by when I’m not 
humming ‘Lonely Woman.’”

Moore channels such impact and devo-
tion with the steeplechase melodies that 
thread through Concerto for Ornette’s 
three movements, a piece that could only 
be realized after decades of playing instru-
ments, writing words, composing music, 
and wandering New York to hear what 
there is to hear, whether in cramped clubs, 
spacious concert halls, or just out on the 
streets—experiences that a young Black 
man from Ohio has made into a long life’s 
work. Toward the end of our conversa-
tion, Moore reminds me of a Duke Elling-
ton quote: “There are simply two kinds of 
music, good music and the other kind.” 
Better than most, Moore knows the differ-
ence.  
 
R.C. Baker has been writing about art, pol-
itics, popular culture, and sports for the 
Village Voice since 1994.

“I never thought 
I would become 
a composer until 
I started hearing 
things in my head. I 
felt I should check 
that out, because 
hearing things in 
your head could 
mean one thing, 
or it could mean 
another thing.” 
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MAKING MOVES AT THE 
MARSHALL CHESS CLUB
From COVID  to The Queen’s Gambit: How a New York institution 
has weathered our strange days
Story and photos by Anna Betts

W
riter Frank Brady was 9 years old 
when he first learned how to play 
chess. His older brother had bought 
a small chess set, and they figured 
out the moves together. Brady, who 

is now 87, still remembers the exact mo-
ment he truly became fascinated with the 
game of chess. 

“I was around 13 years old,” he says. “It 
was around 5 p.m., and I was playing basket-
ball in Forest Park, in Queens. I was walking 
through the park, and there were wooden 
chess tables. People were playing, and 
somebody asked me to play a game, so I did. 
There was a carousel on the hill, and it was 
playing Johann Strauss waltzes over and 
over again. And there I was, playing this an-
cient game of chess, and something clicked 
right then and there.” 

Later that year, Brady decided to take a 
trip downtown to Greenwich Village to visit 
the acclaimed Marshall Chess Club—he 
had read about it in several chess maga-
zines. He remembers running up the 
wooden staircase in the mighty brownstone 
on West 10th Street. “I walked into the great 
hall, and there was I.A. Horowitz, American 
chess master. I had seen his picture in mag-

azines, and I knew who he was—I had just 
walked into chess heaven.”

At first, Brady had no intention of joining 
the club. Being only 13, he did not have the 
funds for dues or membership fees. 
“Heaven forbid I ask my mother for $20 to 
play a game; there’s no way that would have 
been possible.” He didn’t join the club for a 
few more years, but Brady continued to play 
chess outdoors in Forest Park. He grew 
more and more curious about the game; a 
couple of years later he finally had the 
membership dues to join and has been in-
volved with the club ever since. 

The Marshall Chess Club was founded in 
1915 by U.S. Chess Champion Frank James 
Marshall. (Only the chess club at the Me-
chanics’ Institute, in San Francisco, begun 
in the 1850s, has a longer history.) Nestled 
between Fifth and Sixth avenues in the Vil-
lage, the Marshall prides itself on hosting 
the largest number of tournaments of any 
chess club in the United States. Since its in-
ception, the club has entertained hundreds 
of chess players, but with its timeless de-
cor—such as the ornate crown molding and 
antique chandeliers—it appears unchanged 
and unaffected by the passage of time. 

The building was purchased for Frank 
Marshall by a group of wealthy patrons after 
he became U.S. Chess Champion; the club 
occupies the first two floors of the large 
brownstone but the entire building is 
owned by the Marshall Chess Foundation, 
which rents out the apartments above. The 
Foundation is a nonprofit formed to pro-
mote and encourage the study, play, and ap-
preciation of chess, and supports the chess 
community through scholarships and direct 
financial support to those in need. When 
the COVID-19 pandemic hit, like many 
other small businesses and social clubs 
around the world, the Marshall was forced 
to close its doors and move into the virtual 
realm, offering classes, games, and events 
remotely. Since the club’s leading source of 
income is membership dues and tourna-
ment fees, closing the physical space cre-
ated a crisis. The only solution was to 
leverage the existing infrastructure of the 
online chess platforms for tournament 
chess. 

Fortunately for the Marshall, the pan-
demic overlapped with the release of the 
popular Netflix show The Queen’s Gambit, 
which reignited interest in chess around the 
world. After the show aired, the website 
Chess.com erupted with 12.2 million new 
members. Speaking to the Voice by phone, 
Brady admits that they hadn’t had this 
many members since the Bobby Fischer 
craze of 1972. “I’m delighted,” he says. The 
historic club currently boasts more than 

700 members, 107 years after its inception. 
Over the course of his time at the Marshall, 
Brady has moved from tournament director 
to board member and then served as presi-
dent of the club from 2007 to 2012. He is 
now president emeritus. (Brady became 
widely known for his biography Bobby 
Fischer, Profile of a Prodigy, originally pub-
lished in 1974.) The club has now reopened 
to fully vaccinated members, and will soon 
open its doors again to vaccinated children 
for chess classes. 

The main parlor room is on the second 
floor of the building. Rows and rows of 
chess tables are always lined up, ready for 
the next tournament. The walls are adorned 
with paintings and photographs of great 
chess players and former club members. In 
the center of the west-facing wall, overlook-
ing the main room, is a portrait of the late 
Frank Marshall himself. The back room is 
full of more chess tables and bookshelves 
packed tightly with chess books. The only 
reminders that we are in the 21st century are 
the two flat-screen TVs hanging from the 
walls, which are used to display chess match 
pairings for the in-house tournaments. Typ-
ically, members register for tournaments 
online, and when the players enter the 
building, their names and ratings are broad-
cast on the TV screens, along with the 
names and ratings of their opponents. After 
the matches are completed, the results are 
displayed on-screen. In a corner of this 

New York Mirror

Janice Lathen keeps an eye on her opponent. 

Playing by the book: Marshall Chess Club member Edward Frumkin makes a move.
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room is a chess table with the inscription 
“Bobby Fischer played on this table in 
1965.” It was at the Marshall that 13-year-
old Fischer won the 1956 Rosenwald Me-
morial Tournament against 26-year-old 
chess master Donald Byrne. Fischer fa-
mously sacrificed his queen to set up a 
counterattack that led to checkmate in a 
game that became known as “The Game of 
the Century.” 

In addition to former world champion 
Fischer, past members have included nota-
bles such as Stanley Kubrick, Howard Stern, 
and Marcel Duchamp. Brady remembers 
that when he was in his early 20s and had 
just recently joined the club, he played chess 
with Duchamp. “Marcel Duchamp moved a 
few doors down from the Marshall Chess 
Club, we sort of became friends and he 
would invite me over to his house for din-
ner. We would play chess at his place. Here I 
was, this kid—I couldn’t believe I was asso-
ciating with some of these people.”

For a long time, the Marshall Chess 
Club was a rival of the uptown Manhat-
tan Chess Club, which existed from 1877 
to 2002. Players would often drift between 
the two spots before the Manhattan Chess 
Club closed down—partially because that 
club did not have the luxury of owning the 
building as the Marshall does. For many, the 

Marshall is more than just a place to play 
chess. Members sit and read books, meet 
new people, catch up with old friends, in ad-
dition to playing chess in the club’s main 
rooms. “It’s not just a tournament hall,” ex-
plains Brady. “They host events, films, and 
occasional parties. I can name four or five 
people who have been married at the Mar-
shall. You don’t just come in and play a 
game and then leave. Here, you can hang 
out and meet people.” 

Member Janice Lathen started taking 
chess classes at the club in October 2019. 
Lathen, the founder of the nonprofit organi-
zation Powering Potential, which works to 
improve education in developing countries 
through technology, came to the Marshall 
to expand her social activities. “Someone 
suggested chess. And so I went out to the 
Marshall Chess Club and started taking 
classes there, and I just really loved it,” she 
says. “It’s such a historical place.” Lathen 
officially became a member in September 
2021, after the club changed to admitting 
members only during the pandemic. There 
are women-only chess classes and games 
on Friday evenings, which she has attended. 
“I joined my first chess tournament on Oc-
tober 6, 2021,” she says. “I live on the Upper 
West Side. So it’s kind of fun going down to 
the Village. It’s a beautiful building, and I 
have the genuine sense that the people at 
the Marshall want you to enjoy your time 
there and want to help you improve your 
game.”

Many current members began playing at 
the Marshall when they were children. Na-
tive New Yorker Ken Fernandez was first in-
troduced to chess at a young age through 
the city’s “Chess in the Schools” program, 
which teaches the game to students in just 
under 50 public schools in New York City. 
The program focuses on the intellectual and 
social development of low-income youth 
through chess education. “I wanted to get 
better at chess,” says Fernandez. “I wanted 
to play more chess, so I decided that I 
needed to get more games in, which is why I 
got a membership at the Marshall Chess 
Club. I used to play there two or three times 
a week when I was a kid. The main thing I 
liked about it was that I could play adults.”

Fernandez, who is now in his early 20s, 
stopped his membership when he went to 
college in Missouri, but when he came back 
to New York he began playing again and de-
cided to get his membership back. “The 
Marshall has the best players. There’s no 
better place to play,” he claims. “I still like to 
play with people older than me. They can 
tell me something after the game, and I can 
learn from them.”

So much of the attraction and allure of 
the Marshall Chess Club is the physi-
cal experience. The building. The play-
ers. The history. The community. For 
newly elected president of the Marshall 
Chess Foundation and longtime member 
Sal Matera, bringing the club into the vir-
tual space during the pandemic was a chal-
lenge. “We had no online play tournament 
presence at all when this all happened,” he 
tells the Voice. “I was in charge of the tour-
nament committee, and lots of people 
were saying, ‘You can’t do online chess; 

there’s cheating and all kinds of other 
stuff.’ And my point then was that we don’t 
know whether COVID will happen again, 
and it’s a revenue stream. It expands the 
Marshall brand globally and onto these gi-
gantic online chess platforms. We started 
to realize that if we do nothing, we didn’t 
know how long the Marshall would be suc-
cessful.”

In 1959, Matera had just learned how to 
play chess when he first discovered the 
club. He remembers walking around in the 
Village one night in the early 1960s, after 
going to a steakhouse with his parents, 
when they came across the Marshall. In-
trigued, his father buzzed up. They entered 
the building and saw two chess grandmas-
ters playing—right in front of them. At that 
moment, Matera’s father inquired about 
lessons for his son, which led to Matera 
taking classes at the club from a player 
named Jack Collins. “We were lower mid-
dle class, so Jack and his sister Ethel gave 
me my first membership into the Marshall 
Chess Club,” says Matera. He has been a 
member ever since, and was a professional 
chess player until the Fischer craze began 
to die off; he then went to work in technol-
ogy and business for 30 or so years, paus-
ing his club membership. After retiring, in 
2015, Matera rejoined the club and became 
more involved than ever. He explains that 
once the pandemic ends, the Marshall will 
continue to be a hybrid club. “Probably 

90% of the games and classes will be in the 
club, but 10% will probably be remote for 
classes and courses and events. If you’re 
sitting in Idaho, you can come and learn 
chess at the Marshall Chess Club, and 
that’s a great strength of things being on-
line.” 

Earlier this year, Frank Brady was in-
ducted into the U.S. Chess Hall of Fame. 
The celebratory event was held at the Mar-
shall Chess Club. And he has also been busy 
over the past year writing a history of the 
club. “I’m trying to capture how it has devel-
oped and how it has changed,” he explains. 
And why is he writing this book now, at 87? 
“In 2015, it was the 100th anniversary of the 
club,” says Brady. “I wrote an article for 
Chess Life magazine about the history of the 
Marshall, and it got the magazine’s award 
for the best historical article of the year. 
That, in many ways, made me think maybe 
I should write a whole book on the history of 
the club. It comes from a complete matter of 
love and respect that I have for the Marshall 
Chess Club—that’s why I am doing it.”  
 
Anna Betts is a writer and photographer 
based in Brooklyn. She has written for 
The Verge and the Washington Post and 
her photographs have appeared in 
Buzzfeed News and Teen Vogue. She is 
currently pursuing her master’s degree 
in journalism at Columbia University.

“I can name four 
or five people who 
have been married 
at the Marshall. You 
don’t just come in 
and play a game 
and then leave.”

Bobby Fischer, Marcel Duchamp, and Stanley Kubrick checkmated here. 

Frank Brady surveys the board. 
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EXPLORING MRS. MAISEL ’S 
MARVELOUS MANHATTAN
The show’s downtown eye-candy is rich with New York City history

By Brittany Natale

I
n Greenwich Village, Manhattan’s near-
perfect grid relaxes into slanted streets 
and crooked walkways. The buildings in 
this part of town are shorter, void of sky-
scrapers, offering visitors a feeling of ex-

pansiveness. When Abe Weissman, 
protagonist Midge Maisel’s father on the 
popular TV series The Marvelous Mrs. 
Maisel, exclaimed in the Season 3 finale that 
he had just gotten a job at the Village Voice, 
one couldn’t help but think, “How fitting.” 
As someone longing to make a mark on the 
world, what better place for Abe to go at 
that time, 1960, than the Village? That 
small slice of New York City has proven 
through the years that it isn’t just a destina-
tion but also a mindset.

The borders of Greenwich Village are of-
ten disputed (a Village Voice guide map from 
1956 plots it roughly from 15th Street down 

to Houston, and from West Street to Second 
Avenue—let the arguments begin), and the 
area has had quite the evolution over its his-
tory. In the 1600s, the isolated hamlet was 
the home of Lenape Native Americans. In 
the middle of the 18th century, the land was 
idyllic countryside where a wealthy admiral 
set up his country estate. Nowadays, when 
one thinks of the Village, counterculture 
and activism might first come to mind. Café 
Society, which opened in 1938 on Sheridan 
Square, was the country’s first racially inte-
grated nightclub—Billie Holiday inaugu-
rated her version of “Strange Fruit” there, 
in 1939. Washington Square Park has been a 
hub for many progressive social actions, as 
portrayed in the first season of Mrs. Maisel 
when Midge, played by Rachel Brosnahan, 
joins a rally there in the late 1950s to oppose 
a proposed roadway expansion through the 

park. In 1969, the Stonewall riots took place 
at the Stonewall Inn, on Christopher Street, 
sparking the gay rights movement. “Many 
radical changes in our society started in the 
Village,” says Andrew Berman, executive 
director of Village Preservation, which ad-
vocates for landmark and zoning protec-
tions in the Village and adjoining 
neighborhoods. Poet and feminist activist 
Edna St. Vincent Millay resided at 75½ 
Bedford Street, and author and civil rights 
activist W.E.B. Du Bois taught the very first 
university-level African American history 
and culture class at the Village’s New 
School for Social Research. For more than 
100 years, individuals akin to the fictional 
Abe journeyed to the Village because they 
wanted to make a change. 

Viewers of Mrs. Maisel know that Abe 
isn’t the only one going through a personal 
renaissance. The issues dealt with on the 
show are not new to the screen: sexism, rac-
ism, people seeking to rearrange their roles 
in family and society. Midge’s mother, 
Rose, rejects her trust fund because of her 
family’s refusal to allow her, or women in 
general, on the company board (though she 
did ask for more money first). And Midge is 
not only cultivating her newly discovered 
talent and independence through stand-up 
comedy, she is also broadening her world-
view along the way. Gone are the days of 
impressing people with casseroles—Midge 
learns swiftly that there is a world beyond 

her perfectly appointed Upper West Side 
apartment. Viewers see just how sheltered 
Midge’s life has been when she goes on tour 
with Black singer Shy Baldwin and is na-
ively surprised that he cannot stay in the 
same hotel as her because of his race. In the 
words of comedy provocateur Lenny Bruce, 
depicted by Luke Kirby, who becomes a 
friend and mentor, Midge must ask herself, 
“Do you think you can go back to making 
jello molds?” 

But one cannot talk about Mrs. Maisel 
without mentioning the backdrops. The 
sets are designed by Bill Groom, who was 
also responsible for the set design in the 
award-winning Boardwalk Empire. Groom 
was an art major in college, and compares 
designing a set to sculpting. “We have to 
think about what goes on behind on-screen 
and off-screen,” he says. “You can either 
create a sculpture by building up with small 
pieces of clay to get to what you want, or you 
can start with a big block and chip away. We 
do both.” Groom’s creations for Mrs. Maisel 
include a dazzling Borscht Belt resort, the 
resurrection of the now-defunct B. Altman, 
and an evocative capture of the Village. 
Speaking of which—if you find that the vi-
suals of the Village haven’t changed too 
dramatically over the decades, you are not 
alone. Walk down to a former Village Voice 
office at 22 Greenwich Avenue and you’ll 
notice that it looks almost exactly the 
same as it did, say, 60 or so years ago. This 

Village Days
It’s 1960, JFK is running for president, the Village Voice offices are on Sheridan Square, and Abe 
Weissman is following his bliss. 
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17is because many of the Village’s buildings 
are landmarked. For instance, the Asch 
Building, the location of the infamous Tri-
angle Shirtwaist Factory fire, was refur-
bished, but the facade looks very much 
like it did in the early 1900s; it is now 
known as the Brown Building, part of the 
New York University campus. There is a 
long list of addresses, once homes to the 

likes of James Baldwin (81 Horatio Street), 
John Lennon (105 Bank Street), and Bella 
Abzug (37 Bank Street), that have been 
protected from becoming shiny glass con-
dos. A quick search on Village Preserva-
tion’s website shows that over 2,200 
buildings make up the Village’s land-
marked historic district. “Landmarking 
keeps the architectural fabric intact,” says 
Berman, “while also offering a doorway 
into the past.” 

Much of the architecture might look the 
way it did in years prior, but, sadly, the Vil-
lage’s real estate has not remained as con-
stant. The costs of living in the Village 
continue to rise; Berman notes that this 
has been happening for decades. Here’s a 

case study: In the 1960s, Bob Dylan called 
161 West 4th Street home—the same ad-
dress he sings about in “Positively 4th 
Street.” A search on StreetEasy finds that 
rent for a one-bedroom apartment in this 
same building now goes for a cool $4,300 
a month. In 1961, Dylan paid $60, which is 
equivalent to about $560 today. And no, 
adjusting for inflation does not make me 
feel better. 

Still, the Village remains a port of call for 

creative souls, high rents and all. Visit the 
heart of the Village, Washington Square 
Park, on any sunny day and you’ll see it per-
petually abuzz with people singing, danc-
ing, painting, and playing chess. There will 
always be at least one person, often cos-
tumed, performing in the fountain. Artists 
may not live within walking distance of the 
park so much anymore but they still gather 
in the Village, like generations before them, 
to create their own renaissance. Here’s a 
look at some of the Village’s historic 
haunts, forever associated with the artists 
who frequented them over the neighbor-
hood’s eventful years.

The Music Inn
169 West 4th Street

In Suze Rotolo’s 2008 memoir, A Free-
wheel in’ Time: A Memoir of Greenwich Village 
in the Sixties, the artist and activist recalled 
the Music Inn as “an impossibly cluttered 
store that sold every kind of musical instru-
ment ever made in the entire world.” More 
than half a century lies between my visit to 
the Music Inn and Rotolo’s days as Dylan’s 
girlfriend and artistic colleague, but the 
shop has remained true to her descrip-
tion—the place still exists in all its fantastic 
jumbled glory. 

Walking into the Music Inn is like pop-
ping off the top of a time capsule. When I 
step into the small West 4th Street shop on 
a chilly Thursday morning, I’m met with a 
melange of musical rarities: Hard-to-find 
instruments hang from the ceiling, milk 
crates repurposed as record bins are 
stacked on a black and white checkerboard 
floor, and a vintage Victrola record player 
hums along in the background. I take a nar-

row flight of stairs down to the shop’s lower 
level and encounter walls and a ceiling col-
laged with newspaper clippings and 1960s 
ephemera. The owner, Jeff Slatnick, sits at a 
wooden desk behind a computer, the sleek 
desktop monitor admittedly looking out of 
place in a setting that’s less modern than 
midcentury. “So, what do ya want to talk 
about?” he asks. 

Slatnick is an easygoing guy. His appear-
ance summons images of George Harrison 
during his “My Sweet Lord” days, mixed 
with Dylan & the Dead–era Jerry Garcia. 
Like a musical tempo, Slatnick’s comedic 
delivery is on time. He jokes with me about 
how when he was a kid he met Jerry Lewis, 
and banters with a young musician stop-
ping in to pick up steel guitar strings. When 
we get down to business, he tells me that 
the Music Inn was started by Jerry Halpern, 
a Bronx native and a veteran of the Korean 
War. It opened in 1958, around the same 
time that The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel’s first 
season is set. The store is featured in a 
scene where Midge and her manager, Su-
sie, peruse records there, and in another 
where Midge’s estranged husband, Joel, 
hears a recording of Midge’s comedy act 
(and subsequently has a meltdown). “Did 
you see those episodes?” I ask Slatnick. 
“Oh, of course,” he quickly responds, “that 
Brosnahan is great!” (I spoke later with 
Groom, who mentioned that since the Mu-
sic Inn hasn’t changed a whole lot over the 
years, the scenes were filmed on-site, and 
the few items that weren’t accurate to the 
period were just omitted from the set.)

Slatnick, a native of Newark, New Jersey, 
started working in the shop in the late 
1960s, when he was in his 20s. After a stint 
in California at the Ali Akbar College of 
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“It’s my first jazz 
club,” Midge 
confesses to 
Lenny, before 
unexpectedly 
taking the Village 
Vanguard stage 
herself after 
smoking a joint.

From the June 6, 1956, issue of the Voice.
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Musical abundance at the Music Inn.
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Music, he returned to the Music Inn in 1976 
and has been there ever since. When he 
first started, he would work at the store on 
Saturdays, and on weekdays he would play 
sitar as an opener for acts such as Sly and 
the Family Stone at the Electric Circus, on 
St. Marks Place. Home was nearby in an 
East Village apartment, where the $22 per 
month rent was split with a friend. (I pay 
more than that now for a salad at Sadelle’s.) 
Today he lives further downtown, not far 
from Wall Street. “I’m getting older, it was 
time to have a building with an elevator,” he 
jokes. 

During the ’60s the streets of the Village 
bustled with folk musicians, artists, and 
writers, all setting out to make their mark 
on the culture. There was Phil Ochs, a pro-
test singer who often sang at anti–Vietnam 
War and civil rights rallies, and Dave Van 
Ronk, a folk musician who was nicknamed 
the “Mayor of MacDougal Street.” Dylan’s 
inexpensive 4th Street apartment still 
stands down the block from the Music Inn. 
But Slatnick’s knowledge of the neighbor-
hood goes back much further than the mu-
sic of the ’60s. “Years ago, Native 
Americans would have pow-wows that 
would happen right here where the Village 
now is,” he points out. “I feel like it sure had 
an effect of the Village being a place for cre-
ative energies.” Today, even though the folk 
singers of yesterday have moved on and the 

rents have gone sky-high (Slatnick reminds 
me that the West Village was actually “al-
ways pretty expensive for artists”), the cre-
ative pulse can still be felt, though maybe 
just a bit more faintly. At 78, Slatnick him-
self has still been working on artistic en-
deavors beyond music—he’s started a 
comic book with a young artist from the 
Bronx. “I feel like I’m the overseer of this 
whole vortex,” he says, reflecting on the Vil-
lage.

As I head out, I ask him if he has a favor-
ite memory of the shop. He pauses, and I 
lean forward—as a child of the city, I know 
that the store has been frequented by a lot 
of famous names over the years, including 
Paul Simon and Cyndi Lauper, and I love a 
good celebrity story. “Oh, I don’t have a fa-
vorite,” he says, smiling. “There are just too 
many … they all meld together to create just 
one big wonderful memory. Now run 
along!”

Village Vanguard
178 7th Avenue South

Village Preservation has published a handy 
little book, Greenwich Village Stories, edited 
by Judith Stonehill, that is a collection of 
various people’s experiences living in the 
area. In it, characters synonymous with the 
neighborhood, such as Lou Reed, poet Het-
tie Jones, and longtime Village Voice colum-

nist Nat Hentoff, reminisce about their time 
spent below 14th Street, in the form of short 
anecdotes. In Hentoff ’s recollection, he 
writes, “I lived in Greenwich Village and I 
found so much swinging there. I soon 
learned, for instance, when tourists asked 
where to find the best jazz clubs, to tell 
them not to miss the Village Vanguard, 
where they’d never be disappointed.” And, 
well, the man wasn’t wrong. The Village 
Vanguard, sandwiched between a pizzeria 
and a beauty salon, still remains a jazz des-
tination, nearly a century after its inception. 

In Mrs. Maisel, you may recognize the 
Vanguard, with its iconic red awning, from 
a scene in Season 1, in which Midge is 
watching Lenny Bruce open for a jazz band. 
“It’s my first jazz club,” Midge confesses to 
Lenny, before unexpectedly taking the 
stage herself after smoking a joint. Since 
the Village Vanguard was temporarily 
closed through January 25, because of the 
Omicron COVID variant, I talk to the cur-
rent owner, Deborah Gordon, over the 
phone. Throughout our 30-minute conver-
sation, I scribble down notes in a room 
made dim by a 4 p.m. winter sunset. I feel 
like a detective. 

Gordon tells me that the Village Van-
guard was started in 1935 by her father, Max 
Gordon, an immigrant from Lithuania who 
came over to the U.S. when he was 5. When 
I ask her if she knows if her father was al-
ways interested in starting a jazz club, she 
chuckles. “It was an evolution of figuring 
out what he wanted to do,” she says. “He al-
ways wanted to be a writer and was always 
attracted to the company of writers.” Gor-
don explains that even though there was al-
ways music, becoming a jazz club happened 
over time. “In the beginning, it was mostly 
poets,” she says. On any given night, one 
might have walked in on the likes of poets 
Maxwell Bodenheim or Harry Kemp taking 
the mic. In the late 1950s, the club shifted 
more into jazz, welcoming names such as 
Miles Davis, Charles Mingus, and a then 
unknown Thelonious Monk to the stage. 
“The Vanguard took very few ads,” Gordon 
recalls. “The most consistent week in and 
week out ad was in the Voice.” 

Gordon likens the Vanguard’s presence 
in her youth to an attic or a basement—a 
constant, something that is always there 
but perhaps exists more on the periphery. 
“The Vanguard has always been a part of 
my life,” she reminisces. “I loved going 
there. It was always just kind of breeze in, 
breeze out, and I loved the music.” After 
her father’s death, in 1989, Deborah’s 
mother, Lorraine Gordon, took the reins. 
Lorraine, a native of New Jersey, was a jazz 
aficionado herself, and had been a fixture 
on the jazz scene for decades. In her earlier 
years, she was a passionate member of the 
peace activist group Women Strike for 
Peace—in her memoir, Alive at the Village 
Vanguard, Lorraine tells the story of recruit-
ing a young Barbra Streisand, whom she 
met through the Vanguard, to join the 
cause. When Lorraine passed away, in 2018, 
Deborah took over. 

Although the Vanguard is creeping to-
ward its 90th birthday, not much has 
changed physically in the space. Of course, 
updates have been made, and Gordon says 

that a lot of freshening up was done during 
lockdown, but the club still remains highly 
recognizable from its days of yore. It may be 
because of this that the Maisel crew was 
able to shoot on location a scene that was 
done, as Gordon describes, “superbly.” Be-
fore we hang up, Gordon tells me about a 
15-minute YouTube video she created from 
old footage to commemorate the Vanguard. 
I quickly open my web browser to look it up 
while we’re still on the phone. “Aha!” she 
exclaims, as I drag my cursor to the search 
bar. “You know, there’s a video clip on there 
of Nat Hentoff from the Village Voice inter-
viewing Lenny Bruce—now look, we’ve 
come full circle!”

Caffe Reggio
119 MacDougal Street

During the Season 2 finale, Luke Kirby, 
portraying Lenny Bruce, sings Bruce’s song 
“All Alone” offscreen during a shot of Abe 
sitting down with his lawyer. “I’m spoiling 
for a really good fight,” Abe announces as 
he cradles a white and orange mug full of 
coffee. This significant scene’s location is 
not just any old cafe—it is Caffe Reggio, a 
fixture in the Village, where everyone from 
Bob Dylan to Jack Kerouac used to get their 
caffeine fix.

When you enter Caffe Reggio, you are 
immediately met with a large number of 

genuine relics—original, large-scale paint-
ings from the school of Caravaggio, a ceil-
ing fan from the movie Casablanca, and a 
bench from the Medici family that, yes, you 
can actually sit on. “It’s like the cafe is fro-
zen in time,” Lena Batyuk, the cafe’s gen-
eral manager, says, pointing out the cafe’s 
original espresso machine. The shiny 
chrome and bronze machine, which is no 
longer in use, is topped by an angel, with 
dragons at its base. And it’s true, the place 

Inside looking out at Caffe Reggio. In Mrs. Maisel’s day, they didn’t have a COVID shed in the street.
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19hasn’t changed much since my high school 
days. A decade earlier, I would hop on over 
to the Village from Queens, always relieved 
to see that the cafe was exactly how I last 
left it—its chameleon-green facade a wel-
come sight after rounding the corner from 
the West 4th Street station. The only thing 
that jumps out as “new” to me are the CO-
VID-inspired QR codes taped to each table, 
placed neatly beside small neon-orange 
notes that detail the history of the space. In 
addition to this setting, which still looks 
like it walked right out of the Italian Re-
naissance, the menu has been pretty con-
sistent too, aside from one new dish. 
“Avocado toast—we had to add the avo-
cado toast,” Batyuk says, laughing. “It’s de-
licious!” 

Caffe Reggio is just a short walk from 
the Music Inn, and was opened in the 
1920s by Domenico Parisi, an Italian immi-
grant. Once the owner of a barbershop, Pa-
risi learned that he could make more 
money setting up a coffeehouse, so that’s 
just what he did. In fact, Caffe Reggio is 
known as the first cafe in the United States 
to serve cappuccino, a claim to fame 
proudly stated on its green awning. (That 
espresso machine predates the cafe, going 
back to 1902—Parisi had it sent over from 
Italy.) In the 1950s, the cafe was taken over 
by the Cavallacci family, who still oversee 
it today. 

Through the years, in addition to Beat 
writers, cafe-goers have included local col-

lege students, Village neighbors, and tour-
ists. John F. Kennedy, as a presidential 
hopeful, gave a speech outside the cafe’s 
doors in 1959. Other frequent visitors have 
been location scouts. Although visits from 
scouts have slowed because of the pan-
demic, Batyuk mentions that in the past 
they used to happen weekly: Caffe Reggio 
has appeared in The Godfather II, Serpico, 
and the original 1971 Shaft, among other 
films. The Mrs. Maisel filming particularly 
made an impact on Batyuk, who has been 
working at the cafe for 16 years, as the emo-
tional scene features a panoramic shot of 
the place in all its glory. “That was, for me 
personally, one of the greatest moments,” 
she says happily, remembering how the 
show’s creator, Amy Sherman-Palladino, 
stood on-set poring over camera screens to 
get the perfect shot. “It was so exciting.” 

About a week after my conversation with 
Batyuk, I visit the cafe for tea. When I walk 
in, I’m happy to ssee that Caffe Reggio is in-
credibly lively and, once again, exactly how 
I last left it. 

Kettle of Fish 
59 Christopher Street

If you wanted to be in the company of the 
“who’s who” of 1950s and ’60s Greenwich 
Village, you would head down to the Kettle 
of Fish, where famous names spent many a 
night sitting at the bar, a favorite of Beat 
Generation authors. It’s a Village mainstay 

that is steeped in history. Originally located 
above the famed Gaslight Cafe, Kettle of 
Fish was where Beat writers and folk per-
formers alike congregated between sets, 
forming ideas and friendships while tossing 
back brews. It was this early period, in the 
1950s, that was featured on Mrs. Maisel—
the facade makes an appearance as Midge 
and Susie walk downtown, and the interior 
was recreated for a scene with the two 
drinking beer after Susie bails Midge out of 
jail. (Before managing Midge, the fictional 
Susie worked as an employee for the Gas-
light Cafe.) 

Today, the bar is owned by Patrick Daley 
and is known as the city’s “Green Bay Pack-
ers bar,” something that becomes apparent 
once you recognize the gold and green 
memorabilia sprinkled throughout the 
space. Daley is the kind of guy you could 
crack open a few beers with while quoting 
Kerouac, or enjoy a gin and tonic with 
while reading Ginsberg. Originally from 
Wisconsin, he made his way to New York 
City in the early 1980s and has been here 
ever since. “I came to New York on vaca-
tion and stayed,” he says. “I had, what? 
Forty or sixty bucks on me? You can’t do 
that now.” He was introduced to Kettle of 
Fish by his brother-in-law, a Village play-
wright who now teaches at NYU; Daley 
joined the bar’s softball league and began 
bartending soon after. In the ’90s he 
bought the bar and moved it to the Lion’s 
Head Tavern’s old location, on the same 
block as the Voice’s Christopher Street of-
fice and the famed Stonewall Inn. Daley 
watched the Mrs. Maisel scenes that feature 
the bar after a customer told him about it. 
“We had no idea!” he says. 

In talking about the Village, Daley 
speaks of how he feels a palpable shift away 
from the neighborhood’s youthful energy, 
and how some of the quintessential down-
town personalities are disappearing. One of 
those who is sorely missed is Fedora, of the 
recently closed Fedora’s Restaurant. “She 
was 80-something years old, outside shov-
eling snow in the winter,” he exclaims. “She 
was awesome!” Fedora died in 2011, at the 
age of 91. Today, the bar’s clientele ranges 

from NYU students and old neighborhood 
regulars to Packers fanatics and Beat Gen-
eration enthusiasts. A photo of Patrick pos-
ing with Aaron Rodgers hangs just a few 
feet away from a black and white shot of 
Bob Dylan smoking a cigarette. The vibe of 
the space is as much Ferlinghetti as foot-
ball, an unpretentious spot that hooks you 
in, line and sinker. During my visit, Daley 
points out the spot where Bobby Kennedy 
was persuaded to start a presidential cam-
paign, back when it was the Lion’s Head. 
“This table, well not this exact table, but a 
table in this spot right here, this is where 
Bobby Kennedy was talked into running 
for president,” Daley says excitedly. (Peo-
ple are split over the specifics of this Vil-
lage legend—other reports claim it was two 
Voice journalists, Pete Hamill and Jack 
Newfield, who encouraged RFK, and that 
it was to run for New York Senate.) “You 
know, this bar then was a real journalist’s 
bar,” Daley adds. The pièce de résistance, 
however, is the large neon “BAR” sign en-
tombed in a protective case and installed 
in a quiet corner. This is the same neon 
sign that Jack Kerouac was famously pho-
tographed in front of; it adorned the out-
side of the bar when Kettle of Fish was on 
MacDougal Street and was preserved and 
brought along during each move. “Whoa! 
Kerouac?” a young customer says in disbe-
lief, after overhearing the story. 

After about an hour or so at the Kettle, I 
drag myself back into the cold to get the 
uptown bus home. The bar is so memora-
ble that, although I don’t drink, I rave 
about it so much to my boyfriend that he 
pays it a visit the next day with a friend. 
They spent five hours there, shooting the 
breeze while guzzling down lagers. 
“Damn, that place is great,” he sighs, while 
stumbling into bed that night, no doubt 
like so many Beat writers before him.  
 
Brittany Natale, a born-and-raised New 
Yorker, is a freelance writer who often 
writes about the city’s vibrant history 
and culture. Her work has appeared in 
i-D and Teen Vogue, among other publi-
cations.
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Kettle of Fish proprietor Patrick Daley presides over an array of memorabilia from the Green Bay 
Packers, Dylan, RFK, Kerouac, and beyond. 
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It’s spring in NYC, 1960—looking for something to do? According to the Voice, you could take in 
a jazz quartet at the Village Vanguard, go see Lenny Bruce at Town Hall, or rent a Beatnik for your 
party. 
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THE BEAUTIFUL GRIT 
OF EXISTENCE 
Vincent Smith painted his city, though he rarely saw anyone who looked 
like him on the walls of its museums 
By R.C. BAKER

T
his is how the gallery bio for a 1970 solo 
show begins: “Vincent Smith was born 
in Brooklyn, New York, in 1929. After a 
few years of work at various jobs, he 
decided to become a painter.” The art-

ist’s laconic take on his own life leaves out 
some salient details: He was a child of im-
migrants from Barbados, and although a 
good student, he dropped out of high school 
(some say because he wanted to spend 
more time sketching than studying) and 
went to work on the Lackawanna Railroad. 
Next, he served a hitch in the Army, where 
he was stationed down South. Many years 
later, he told an interviewer, “This traveling 
was a real revelation for me, to experience 
the conditions under which our people had 
to live.”  

In 1952, Smith was back in New York 
working at the Post Office when a friend 
took him to the Museum of Modern Art, 
where he encountered the paintings of Paul 
Cézanne. Decades later, he recalled, “For a 
year afterward I haunted the libraries read-
ing everything I could get my hands on 
about art, literature, philosophy, religion, 
existentialism—you name it—I touched on 
it somewhere. That same year I resigned 
from the Post Office and decided to be a 
professional artist.” In 1953, he began tak-
ing classes at the Art Students League, 
studying under Reginald Marsh, a painter 
who reveled in the hurly-burly of city 
crowds—roisterers at Coney Island, hobos 
congregating on the Bowery, and other ur-
ban scenes. Similarly, the energy of the 
streets would infuse Smith’s work through-
out his half-century career. (Smith died in 
2003.)

He continued to study paintings in the 
museums, and was constantly struck by 
how rarely he saw anyone who looked like 
him on the walls, although he was meeting 
other Black artists in New York. “We were a 
strange group because people didn’t know 
what to make of us,” he said many years 
later, reminiscing about the 1950s. “They 
were used to Black musicians and perform-
ers, but the visual arts were sacred territory. 
Most people I came in contact with never 
knew a Black painter nor had they hardly 
ever heard of one. At that time Jacob Law-
rence and Charlie White were the only 
known Black artists. Beauford Delaney was 
known, but only in the Village. But we hung 
out and hung in—in lofts, ballrooms, and in 
cold water flats.… We’d also drop in at the 
Whitney Museum and at the Hans Hoff-

man School, both of which used to be on 
West 8th Street. The abstract painters hung 
out in the Cedar Bar, but we preferred the 
Five Spot Cafe as that’s where they played 

jazz every night.” 
Jazz is an enduring theme in Smith’s 

work, even when no one is singing and no 
musical instruments are in sight. In Pool 
Room (1954), one of the paintings currently 
on view in the Alexandre Gallery’s exhibi-
tion For My People, red dots of paint repre-
senting billiard balls pop with the 
syncopation of a drummer working a high 
hat slightly behind the beat, while white 
sleeves and shirts stretch and curve like a 
louche melody and the background’s pre-
dominate dark browns and blacks ring in 
harmony with ochre light coming in the 
windows. 

Although it was painted a year before 
Smith met Jacob Lawrence (1917–2000) on 
a crowded train from Manhattan to Brook-
lyn, Pool Room feels strongly influenced by 
the older painter’s 1940-41 “Migration” se-
ries, which was well-known in part through 
Fortune magazine’s publishing 26 of the 60 

painted panels that make up the series. 
Sponsored by the New Deal–era Works 
Progress Administration, Lawrence’s im-
ages narrate the movement of large num-
bers of African Americans from the rural 
South to the industrial North in the post–
World War I era. Lawrence’s figures are 
simplified into lithe angles and arcs, while 
buildings, trains, and busses are rendered 
as interlocking vibrantly hued geometries. 
Smith, like Lawrence, had little need for ex-
aggeration or hype, finding in the implaca-
ble struggle of existence—especially for 
those who are dealt an unfair hand—some-
thing vital and beautiful. 

As he matured, Smith kept his forms 
stark but began endowing them with telling 
details. In the roughly three-by-four-foot 
canvas Saturday Night in Harlem (1955), a 
border of red rough bricks (or maybe 
they’re asphalt shingles) provides a prosce-
nium framing a lively street tableau. A 

In the Galleries

Easter Sunday (1965).
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21painter can be spied in the lower right cor-
ner, nail heads along the edges of the 
stretched canvases he is carrying lining up 
for a right-angle turn into the shirt buttons 
and bow tie of the dandy behind him. Some 
women have head scarves that drape in ser-
rated triangles or enclose smooth ovals; 
children hold hands and form a pyramid 
that points to a black cross on a red ground 
sliced diagonally by zigzagging stairs, the 
entrance to a storefront church. A smaller 
piece from the “Harlem” series, titled sim-
ply Street Scene, pulls in closer, juxtaposing 
the billowing white curve of a nun’s habit 
against the wedge of a man’s shirtfront, a 
blood-red sky with a dark crescent moon as 
surreal as one of George Herriman’s Krazy 
Kat comic-strip panels. 

Although Smith bucked the trend of 
pure abstraction that dominated the art 
world in his youth (and did the same with 
the pop and conceptual movements of later 
decades), he brought formal dynamism to 
every composition. Check out the near-
sculptural cleft between the two figures in 
The Soul Brothers (1969). The pair of heads 
lean in conspiratorially, locking together 
like puzzle pieces, eyes secretive slits, gri-
macing grills for teeth. Is one whispering 
calumnies about the woman in the win-
dow? Are they rivals? Or protectors of vir-
tue? This is the painter as playwright, as 
raconteur. Which isn’t especially surpris-
ing, considering that in the late 1980s the 
artist hosted a show on New York’s Pacifica 
Radio station, WBAI: “Vincent Smith Dia-
logues with Contemporary Artists.” 

What, one might wonder, would be the 
discussion around Smith’s four-foot-high 
canvas Ritual Man (1972)? With a cinched 
tie and loud sports jacket, the protagonist 
presides a little above center, surrounded 
by concentric rectangles of slathered paint 
the color of smoldering embers and dried 
blood. He casts a side-eye out of the frame 
and is flanked by orange drips that coagu-
late into chickens’ feet—maybe sentinels 
to protect him from whatever unseen en-
tity is approaching from offstage. Easter 
Sunday (1965) is divided by a slash of yel-

low that illuminates a bou-
quet of flowers held by a 
figure in the foreground 
and forms a spine connect-
ing blood-orange sky and a 
multi-hued checkerboard 
of stained glass in the back-
ground. The vibe is one of 
renewal tempered by the 
sharp edges of lives lived 
close to the bone. 

Similarly, a bright ray of 
yellow cuts catty-corner 
across Martin Luther King 
(1969), but the mood here 
is much weightier. At a dis-
tance one can discern the 
boldest element, in the 
lower right corner—a black 
handprint riven by cracks 
as if stamped into dried 
mud. Up close, a photo of 
Martin Luther King Jr.’s 
coffin in a wagon pulled by 
two mules comes into fo-
cus in the upper left. This 
shift in scale conjures a vi-
sion of the hand of God 
molding man from clay 
only to cast him upon the 
vicissitudes of history. 
Smith often leavened his 
paints with sand, and here 
the surface feels essential, 
grit as the base material of 
existence. There is a pro-
found aura to this canvas 
that has perhaps gained 
resonance through the fact 
that the dead cannot de-
fend themselves from 
demagogues—because it 
happens every year. This 
time, it was Senator Marco 
Rubio, of Florida. He 
tweeted, “‘When the archi-
tects of our republic wrote 
the magnificent words of 
the Constitution and the 
Declaration of Indepen-
dence, they were signing a 
promissory note to which 
every American was to fall 
heir.’ Dr. Martin Luther King (1963).” Per-
haps the GOP lawmaker was just promot-
ing ideas about capitalism’s beneficence, 
but of course he was also using Twitter’s 
vast limitations to eviscerate the true 
meaning of the quote, part of King’s “I 
Have a Dream” speech. Here are the lines 
that Rubio bowdlerized:

In a sense we’ve come to our nation’s 
capital to cash a check.

When the architects of our republic 
wrote the magnificent words of the Con-
stitution and the Declaration of Indepen-
dence, they were signing a promissory 
note to which every American was to fall 
heir. This note was a promise that all 
men—yes, black men as well as white 
men—would be guaranteed the unalien-
able rights of life, liberty, and the pursuit 
of happiness.

It is obvious today that America has 
defaulted on this promissory note insofar 

as her citizens of color are concerned. In-
stead of honoring this sacred obligation, 
America has given the Negro people a bad 
check, a check which has come back 

marked insufficient funds.
But we refuse to believe that the bank 

of justice is bankrupt.
We refuse to believe that there are in-

sufficient funds in the great vaults of op-
portunity of this nation. And so we’ve 
come to cash this check, a check that will 
give us upon demand the riches of free-
dom and the security of justice.

The stirring image of “great vaults of 
opportunity” brings to the mind’s eye a 
young Black man wandering under the 
high ceilings and luminous skylights of 
the city’s museums, at that moment of un-
bounded cultural promise when New York 
found itself the art capital of the world. 
Smith, through grit, determination, and 
humanity, made this town his own.  
 
R.C. Baker has been writing about art, pol-
itics, popular culture, and sports for the 
Village Voice since 1994.

Vincent Smith: For My People
Alexandre Gallery

291 Grand Street
212-755-2828

alexandregallery.com
Through February 26
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The Soul Brothers (1969).
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WAITING TO EXHALE
Smoking in movies has been cool, culturally relevant, sexy, 
 and just plain irritating
By Michael Atkinson

Y
ou’ve been there a thousand times: a 
scene in a movie, two people, some dia-
logue … and then somebody takes out a 
cigarette. The scene, whatever it is, 
should take only so long. But the dia-

logue pauses for the actor to light up, inhale, 
exhale. We wait. The scene and its dialogue 
resume, but then another cycle of pausing, 
sucking, blowing out, squinting in the smoke 
begins. Now is the time you start thinking 
about something you hadn’t before: what that 
character must smell like. We have the leisure 
to ponder that irrelevance because we’re wait-
ing, killing moments as the actor fills the back-
lit air with smoke, daring someone to cough. 
What’s this film about again? Why are we 
waiting?

Movie smoking is nothing new, God 
knows, but abusing minutes of screen time on 
the activity, like sand in the gears of the story, 
is. Consider the hours you could have back, 
the recent overlong movies that could be 
pruned by 10% or 20%. Because it is a matter 
of time—time wasted. Watching someone 
smoke in this deliberate way means the narra-
tive stops dead. Think about the accumulated 
minutes you’ve spent waiting for characters to 
get done with their smoke diet in just this 
year’s leading offenders, which include House 
of Gucci, Passing, Nightmare Alley, Being the Ri-
cardos, The Souvenir Part II, Red Rocket, The 
Harder They Fall, The Tender Bar, and The 
French Dispatch. The nearly eight hours of Get 
Back could’ve been shorn of maybe a full 
eighth of that length, had the endless shots of 
lighting up and puffing been trimmed or cut 
out. 

For me, the breaking point was The Souve-
nir Part II—hardly a single scene passes with-
out being stalled for fag ignition. But soon it 
became a running joke, the only humor in the 
movie. Whenever the filmmaker cut to pivotal 
supporting player Ariane Labed, dozens of 
times, she’d have a butt in her hand and had to 
interrupt her dialogue to pull on it. It came to 
feel like an endless SNL skit, with Kate McKin-
non doing a distended hyper-spoof as a clue-
less French actress.  

We’re not talking about the occasional 
smoke, or lit cigarettes that idle and don’t 
pause the story. Characters, like real people, 
sometimes smoke. We’re talking about the 
stylistic overuse of the action to degrees that 
are a distracting drag (sorry) on a film’s narra-
tive experience. Never mind that the ciga-
rettes on a modern film set are more often 
than not herbal props, for the well-being of ev-
eryone involved. (Even devout smokers 
would get sick doing 15 or 20 takes of one of 
these smoking scenes.) They could be puffing 
on old newspapers for all we care, as the 
smoky seconds tick by, which is what matters. 
The time-chew is less important on smoke-

filled TV shows (Mad Men, Stranger Things, 
Mindhunter, True Detective, The Walking Dead, 
etc.), because we expect TV shows to waste 
our time, don’t we? In a movie, it’s a system 
delay, an irritant not unlike an inhaled particle 
nagging at lung tissue.

On film, we don’t commonly watch people 
eat in this way. Think about having to contem-

plate, say, Jennifer Lawrence sitting and eat-
ing a meal during a scene, waiting for her to 
chew and swallow.... We sometimes have to 
wait for someone to heartily quaff vodka out 
of a bottle, but that’s usually in movies about 
alcoholism. (Sipping a cocktail never slows a 
movie down.) It’s smoking that gets this indul-
gent elbow room. What’s worse, this smoking 
MO is false on its 
face—people don’t 
really smoke like 
this. Many of the recent smoke-a-thons are 
period films, set in eras when a lot more peo-
ple smoked—indoors, in offices, every-
where—than they do today. Setting a film in 
the ’40s or ’50s is a license to have your char-
acters constantly fuming like exhaust pipes; 
contemporary filmmakers, in a real-world 
culture that’s not nearly as smoke-focused as 
it used to be, tend to go overboard in an at-
tempt at period authenticity. 

But it’s bullshit. I grew up with smoking 
parents and relatives and neighbors who all 
lived through WWII and the postwar de-

cades, and I never saw anyone stop a conver-
sation in order to take a drag. The butts 
waited, held aloft. Hapless, compulsive chain-
smokers aside, people from the mid-20th 
century didn’t live with a constantly burning 
cigarette in their hand: They’d light one, let it 
burn, finish it, then get on with what they 
were doing. Sometimes they’d forget it, and 
it’d burn down to the filter in an ashtray. Not 
everyone was Dean Martin.

 In the history of movies, smoking came 
and went. It’s infrequent in silent films; in the 
American ’20s, cigarettes were still a budding 
industry. It wasn’t until the ’30s that things ac-
celerated, after Edward Bernays’s infamous 
“Torches of Freedom” advertising campaign 
for the American Tobacco Company, which 
targeted the taboo of women smoking in pub-
lic. It worked in the streets, but still, watch a 
’30s film—the fast-talking characters puff 
once and then often throw the butt away (like 

John Wayne always did, on film at least). Be-
cause the black and white photography of 
backlit smoke had a kind of mysterious glam-
our to it, some filmmakers indulged, but not 
commonly: The long, dialogue-free close-up 
of Marlene Dietrich smoking in the train cor-
ridor in Josef von Sternberg’s Shanghai Ex-
press (1932) is famous now because its slow, 

pensive, poetic in-
tent was a rarity. 
Greta Garbo, on the 

other hand, almost never smoked on film, 
and glammed up plenty. 

Besides, in black and white you’re not in-
vited to contemplate the actors’ breath. Any-
way, 
World War II was the paradigm shift—smok-
ing became almost a sign of duty. Cigarettes 
were standard-issue for GIs, and after the war 
it’s been noted that returning servicemen 
(and maybe everyone else, too) would imme-
diately distrust a man who didn’t smoke be-
cause it meant he didn’t serve. After the war, 
smoking was wall to wall, but it still didn’t bog 

down the movies’ dialogue-dense storytell-
ing. Humphrey Bogart would take a drag at 
the beginning of a scene and then just hold the 
thing, consumed with attention to the dia-
logue and his co-stars. “I bet they’re asleep in 
New York,” he mutters hauntedly in Casa-
blanca (1942) through a scrim of eye-watering 
smoke. In the moments of smoking we re-
member best, the act has significance—a sug-
gestion of weary bitterness, a hopeless protest 
against the darkness. 

Even in a film as smoke-packed as Jacques 
Tourneur’s Out of the Past (1947), the prodi-
gious burning of tobacco seems to signify the 
characters’ postwar cynicism, and it never 
slows business down. When one scene opens 
with Kirk Douglas offering Robert Mitchum a 
smoke while he’s already holding one, Mit-
chum just shruggingly says, “Already smok-
ing”—an ad-lib, because he’d walked onto the 
set with one burning. Still, the film is 97 min-

utes long, and you’d be hard-pressed to find 
surplus seconds wasted in its heady nexus of 
dialogue, gazes, gestures, and shadows.

Of course, most of these actors, like the rest 
of America, smoked, and cancer deaths were 
climbing, which eventually made movie 
smoking feel a good deal less glamorous. 
Once you get into the ’60s and ’70s, smoking, 
while still menacingly prevalent in the popu-
lation, began to disappear in American mov-
ies. (Not, of course, in French films; watching 
those New Wave films today can scorch your 
esophagus.) As the war generation aged out, 
the infrequent incidents of smoking on film 
started to indicate other things: low-classness, 
desperation, stupidity, decadence. The new 
generation, even if they smoked, no longer 
tolerated their parents’ notion that smoking 
was glamorous and suave. You hardly ever 
saw Paul Newman, Robert Redford, Gene 
Hackman, Barbra Streisand, Jack Nicholson, 
et al., smoke on film, and many of the era’s 
hits—The Godfather (1972), Cabaret (1972), 
Chinatown (1974)—were period films but ones 
in which smoking characters smoked only oc-

Reel Time

Bogie smokes through the heartbreak.
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23casionally, and used cigarettes much as my 
parents did: as incidental accouterments that 
never dominated their behavior. It wasn’t im-
portant, and didn’t take up screen time. When 
Dustin Hoffman’s Carl Bernstein over-
smoked in All the President’s Men (1976), it was 
employed as a factual character trait that 
rubbed Redford’s Bob Woodward wrong. But 
there were still plenty of scenes in that 
100%-talking-story film where Hoffman was 
too busy to smoke, and no moments when 
Redford had to wait to hear a sentence fin-
ished. (Incidentally, the ’70s was when smok-
ing in movie theaters began to be outlawed, a 
historical development memorably ad-
dressed by John Waters in a notoriously 
cheeky, heavy-dragging no-smoking an-
nouncement he made for art house theaters 
such as  L.A’.s Nuart and Baltimore’s Charles 
Theater, as thanks for their midnight show-
ings of Pink Flamingos.) 

But over the past 30 years or so, smoking 
on film has been on a steady rise, largely, it 
seems, as a rebellion against the ways in 
which the culture has successfully canceled 
the habit in public places and turned ardent 
smokers into pariahs. (Characters in films by 
Quentin Tarantino and Wes Anderson 
smoke, it seems, because they’re not sup-
posed to.) How oddly old-fashioned Bruce 
Willis’s laboriously streetwise-tough-guy 
smoking in Die Hard (1988) seemed even at 
the time; his character, John McClane, more 
or less kicked the habit after that, as the four 
sequels ran through the next quarter-century 
of anti-smoking wokeness. 

The conflict was palpable in Jason Reit-
man’s Thank You for Smoking (2005), the 
Christopher Buckley–derived farce that 
strains to plumb the depths of a tobacco lobby-
ist’s moral vacuum, and to do so without a sin-
gle cigarette in sight. Was this, in a climate of 
mainstream contempt for smoking, a smart 
tobacco lobbyist’s decision? Did the filmmak-
ers decide that showing a single act of smok-
ing would quash our interest in the characters? 
You’d think such a hypocritical move would 
have triggered whirlwinds of cognitive disso-
nance for Reitman and Co., just as we’d sup-
pose 
a rational lobbyist’s daily job would—could 
that have been the film’s under-the-table 
strategy?

Generally, in the new century’s films about 
contemporary Americans, only lowlifes—
gangsters, prostitutes, rumpots, junkies, abu-

sive parents, evil executives—have commonly 
smoked in films, as if moral turpitude, in char-
acters we either hate or kinda love, is required 
in order to maintain an ardor for Marlboros in 
the face of near-universal opprobrium. (In 
other countries, smoking means other 
things—in Chinese life and film, it signifies 
middle-class affluence, while in films from 
the ex-Soviet states, it can routinely be 
scanned as an indicator of misery and pov-
erty. In France, c’est la vie, still.) The seques-
tering of smoking as vice hasn’t changed so 
much, just the frequency of it and the amount 
of time it consumes. Characters in period 
films about the 20th century are, as we’ve 
seen, exempt from censure, and these films—
nostalgic for the days when you could light up 
in a boardroom, in an elevator, and at the din-
ner table—have been thick on the ground. Our 
films have slowed down in so many ways: dis-
tending in length, drowsily doped on wordless 
eye-to-eye gaze contests, receding into un-
necessary traumatic backstories, frittering 
time away on dialogue-free “mood” shots 
and brooding. Smoking is just another time-
killing integer in the mix, an over-used prop 
for actors and a dreary atmospheric note for 
directors. Despite cinematographers’ con-
certed efforts, cigarette smoke, in color HD, 
isn’t even very visually evocative anymore.

But it may all come down to this: Usually, a 
film character’s smoking doesn’t really say 
anything about the character, or the story. The 
imaginative historical reading of Bogart and 
Mitchum aside—the cigarettes of film noir are 

resonant in hindsight, like so much about the 
genre—it’s just a habit, a pose, a pollutant, and 
it doesn’t distinguish anybody. We all know 
smokers in real life, and they’re all different, 
and none of them are any cooler than the rest 
of us. That is, if “cool” is still a vital point of ref-
erence for you. It doesn’t take some inherent 
coolness to smoke, any more than it takes 
gym-ripened biceps to fire a gun. Anyone can 
do it, and doing it reveals nothing about you 
except that you may be helpless in the grip of 
nicotine’s rush. My mother, Joan Lenore At-
kinson, nee McInerney (1930–2012), was a 
dedicated smoker from when she was a teen-

ager until she quit, at 47, and if you knew her, 
you knew she was the least cool person ever to 
watch Matlock reruns. And I never saw her 
pose with her Kents, or drag-exhale in the 
middle of a conversation.

This “cool” thing is nagging, because of 
course vaping has the advantage of possibly 
arresting a few million cases of lung cancer, 
but it remains terminally uncool and is there-
fore rarely seen in movies and on TV. In fact, 
vaping as of now is only used cinematically as 
a behavior that suggests the character’s em-
barrassed inability to quit smoking, and there-
fore a weary degree of disappointment in the 
self and in the way life is shaping up. (Think 
Mare of Easttown.) There’s an undertow of 
anxiety with vaping that may prevent it from 
ever being converted into a fashionably film-
able action—plus, there’s no smoke to back-
light. 

 Maybe vaping’s fuddy-duddiness could be 
transformed with an old-fashioned Bernays 
marketing assault, but we shouldn’t hold our 
proverbial breath. As of 2019, a mere 14% of 
the population—down from around a full half 
in the mid-century—still smoked cigarettes, 
so it seems likely that no demographic is as 
impassioned about movie smoking today as 
the filmmakers themselves. They, my mother 
would say in her later smokeless years, should 
get over themselves.

Michael Atkinson has been writing for the 
Village Voice since 1994. His latest book is 
the new edition of his BFI tract on David 
Lynch’s Blue Velvet. 

In the moments 
of smoking 
we remember 
best, the act has 
significance— 
a suggestion of 
weary bitterness,  
a hopeless 
protest against  
the darkness.

John Waters puffs out a mixed message.

Vaping in Easttown.
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THE DIFFICULT ODYSSEY 
OF ULYSSES
James Joyce’s masterpiece is turning 100 years old. It might never have 
been published if a succession of women hadn’t helped the novelist along 
the way
By Jonathan Goldman

T
he wily hero of The Odyssey is repeat-
edly aided by women: Athena, goddess 
of wisdom; the Phaecian princess Nau-
sicaa; and numerous other female 
characters play important roles in 

helping Odysseus return home to Ithaca 
and his wife, Penelope. Three-ish millennia 
after Homer composed his epic poem, Irish 
writer James Joyce decided he would pat-
tern his new novel after The Odyssey. In a 
twist of cosmic coincidence, Joyce (1882–
1941) himself, even more than his Ulysses 
protagonist Leopold Bloom, was aided by 
women in his journey. Joyce’s epic task of 
bringing his novel home was made possible 
by the likes of Shakespeare and Company 
proprietor Sylvia Beach, publisher/activist 
Harriet Shaw Weaver, and writer/editor 
Margaret Anderson. Ulysses arrived at 
Beach’s Paris bookshop 100 years ago, Feb-
ruary 2, 1922, thanks to women who “facili-
tated Ulysses through acts of unstinting 
loyalty, practical support, and tireless emo-
tional resilience,” as Clare Hutton writes in 
Ransom Center Magazine, previewing the 
exhibit Women and the Making of Joyce’s 
Ulysses, which she is curating for the Harry 
Ransom Center, at the University of Texas. 
That several of Joyce’s female abettors were 
gay adds poignancy to the efforts they made 
on behalf of what must have seemed a 
transformative work.

Also essential to the novel’s publication 
was New York City—from Ulysses’s serializa-
tion in Anderson’s literary magazine, The 
Little Review, to the subsequent pirated edi-
tions, to the 1933 obscenity case in the U.S. 
Southern District Court. Whereas other cit-
ies will be celebrated in this year’s cente-
nary—such as those in Joyce’s postscript to 
Ulysses, “Trieste-Zurich-Paris,” and, of 
course, Dublin, Joyce’s hometown and the 
setting of his works—NYC shaped the nov-
el’s composition and circulation. Joyce 
never set foot in the U.S., never seemed par-
ticularly interested, but he took an active in-
terest in the fortunes of his books there, and 
the ensuing benefits. As Robert Spoo ex-
plains in “Ulysses as Deodand,” from the 
essay collection Joyce and the Law (full dis-
closure, I was the editor), “The more Ulysses 
seemed the object of piratical desire or legal 
condemnation, the more justified seemed 
its claim to literary greatness.”

 Anderson (1886–1973) launched The Lit-
tle Review in Chicago, in 1914, and quickly 
established herself as a preeminent figure 

in avant-garde culture, printing works by 
the likes of imagist poet Amy Lowell and in-
fluential fiction writer Sherwood Anderson, 
and committing herself to radical politics, 
publishing anarchist Emma Goldman and 
feminist activist Louise Bryant. In 1916, An-
derson met the artist Jane Heap (1883–
1964), and the two became life partners and 
co-editors. Under Anderson and Heap’s col-
laborative control, The Little Review would 
publish an astonishing list of luminaries, in-
cluding avant-garde icon Gertrude Stein 
and revered Irish poet William Butler Yeats. 
Its subscriber list vacillated between 2,000 
and 3,000, making it a success as a “little 
magazine”—the term for the literary jour-
nals that were cropping up in the first part of 
the 20th century. 

In early 1917, to further solidify its inter-
nationalist credentials, Anderson and Heap 
moved their journal to New York City. Rent-

ing space at 31 West 14th Street, and later at 
24 West 16th Street, they were perfectly 
perched to survey the bohemian energy of 
Greenwich Village. By the time they arrived, 
The Little Review had achieved such stature 
that poet/critic Ezra Pound reached out to 
Anderson from Paris. Pound (1885–1972) 
fancied himself the main tastemaker of the 
burgeoning modernist movement and 
acted as many writers’ de facto agent, edi-
tor, and handler. He identified The Little Re-
view as a potential U.S. equivalent to 
Weaver’s The Egoist, which was then intro-
ducing new artists, many in Pound’s coterie, 
to British readers. Starting with the May 
1917 issue, he took on the role of Little Re-
view “Foreign Editor” in order to facilitate 
the publication of his friends and comrades, 
among them up-and-coming poets such as 

T.S. Eliot and William Carlos Williams, who 
were in the early stages of changing the 
course of 20th-century verse.

Pound took a particular interest in Joyce, 
whose A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man 
(1916) had made him a cause célèbre in 
modernist circles. Pound wanted Joyce to 
contribute to The Little Review, at first sug-
gesting some occasional pieces; when Joyce 
rejected that idea, Pound proposed that the 
journal publish installments of his in-prog-
ress novel. The serial publication would 
serve to establish a United States copyright, 
always among Pound’s concerns, and help 
pave the way for publication as one volume 
when the novel was finished. The Little Re-
view was an apt forum: Anderson and Heap 
had shown themselves unshy of contro-
versy, champions of artistic freedom. And 
they were already Joyce enthusiasts; in-
deed, as Catherine Hollis points out in her 
essay “Emma Goldman among the Avant-
Garde,” from the collection Women Making 
Modernism, Anderson had sent a copy of 
Portrait of the Artist to Goldman to read in 
New York City’s infamous jail “the Tombs,” 
where she was being held for publishing 
anti-conscription screeds in her journal 
Mother Earth. When Pound, in May 1917, 
sent The Little Review parts of Joyce’s Ulysses, 
Anderson—as she recalls in My Thirty Years’ 
War—said of Chapter 3, “This is the most 
beautiful thing we’ll ever have to publish. 
Let us print it if it’s the last effort of our 
lives!” The Little Review was all in.

One factor remained unaccounted for: 
money. That same month, Anderson and 
Heap visited the penthouse of John Quinn 
on Central Park West, which Anderson 
would later remember as “covered with 
modern painting and sculpture,” including 
Brancusi’s sculpture “Child in the World.” 
Quinn was a Tammany-ed-up lawyer, a 
savvy collector and patron of boundary-
pushing works, and, as history would re-
veal, an unrepentant misogynist, 
homophobe, class snob, and racist/anti-
semite. The 1913 Armory Show, which intro-
duced such European avant-garde artists as 
Marcel Duchamp and Henri Matisse to the 
U.S., happened on his dime. Quinn was 
Pound’s choice to support the serialization 
of Joyce’s novel, and he arranged for the 
lawyer and editors to meet. Quinn never 
could hide his distaste for all three, Ander-
son, Heap, and Joyce—Anderson and Heap 
reciprocated the feeling—but he nonethe-
less recognized them as players in modern 
literary culture and was eager to enhance 
his brand, plus he had the hots for Ander-
son, whom he did not seem to realize was 
gay. He agreed to use his connections to cor-
ral advertisers for The Little Review and his 
riches to pay Joyce for installments of 
Ulysses. 

The first publication of Ulysses anywhere 
was in the March 1918 Little Review, contain-
ing Chapter 1, which Joyce readers have 
come to know as “Telemachus,” after the 
first episode of The Odyssey. For the next 
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25two and a half years, serializing the novel 
would contribute to Anderson and Heap’s 
legal, financial, and relationship crises, 
piled on top of health issues—both were 
felled by, but survived, the 1918 influenza 
pandemic. They put out 23 issues of their 
not-quite-monthly journal that contained 
Ulysses chapters or parts of chapters—
shorter versions of what would appear in 
the completed book—and wrote impas-
sioned defenses of the novel in the face of 
censorship and reader complaints. Mean-
while, Quinn insulted them, Pound conde-
scended to them, and Joyce brushed them 
aside when Heap wrote to him about the 
problems caused by his occasional stalled 
chapters. 

The pace of serial publication nudged 
Joyce along in his work, which was spinning 
out into a more complicated and massive 
book than he had planned. He was also 
leaning on various other forms of female 
support, starting with that of Nora Barnacle, 
his partner since 1904 and the model for 
many of his female characters, none more 
than Ulysses’s Molly Bloom. Another 
woman who figured strongly into both 
Joyce’s personal and professional life was 
his aunt Josephine Murray. From Paris, 
Joyce would ask her to verify physical de-
tails of Dublin, such as in this November 
1921 letter: “Is it possible for an ordinary 
person to climb over the area railings of no 7 
Eccles street, either from the path or the 
steps, lower himself from the lowest part of 
the railings till his feet are within 2 feet or 3 
of the ground and drop unhurt. I saw it done 
myself but by a man of rather athletic build. 
I require this information in detail in order 
to determine the wording of a paragraph.” 
Murray would unfailingly comply with her 
nephew’s queries. Joyce also received finan-
cial subsidy for a spell from Rockefeller 
heiress Edith Rockefeller McCormick, 
spurred by Pound, who arranged patronage 
from other New Yorkers as well. 

Weaver, in London, was Joyce’s constant 
supporter from 1914 onward. While British 
printers and publishers shied away from 
Joyce’s works because of censorship fears, 
Weaver took over The Egoist primarily to se-
rialize Portrait, and convinced New York 
City publisher B. W. Huebsch to put out U.S. 
editions of Portrait and Dubliners (a collec-
tion of  Joyce’s short stories) by guarantee-
ing that she would purchase set numbers of 
copies. When Ulysses was underway, she be-
gan anonymously sending Joyce a stipend, 
allowing him to quit teaching English in or-
der to focus on writing. After her patronage 
was revealed, she would become a regular 
correspondent and confidant for Joyce. 
Weaver took it upon herself to get Ulysses 
into print in England. The difficulty was in 
finding not just a publisher but a printer 
willing to set the text, as both would face le-
gal problems if the book were flagged by 
censors because of one or more instances of 
its eroticism, scatology, blasphemy, and po-
tentially libelous depictions of living peo-
ple. In 1919, having been turned down by 
Leonard and Virginia Woolf ’s Hogarth 
Press, Weaver published parts of four chap-
ters of Ulysses in The Egoist, making bits of 
the novel available in the Eastern Hemi-
sphere for the first time. 

This is when The Little Review’s legal 
troubles began. From the start, Pound and 
Little Review editors had, to Joyce’s irrita-
tion, engaged in light censorship. In an at-
tempt to avoid the authorities’ eyes, they 
neutered or excised some of his more lurid 
passages: Joyce describes the Dead Sea as 
the “grey sunken cunt of the world,” but in 
the journal the body part becomes the 
“belly.” It wasn’t enough. The January and 
May 1919 issues, and that of January 1920, 
were confiscated by the U.S. Post Office. 
The situation worsened that summer when 
The Little Review drew the attention of John 
S. Sumner, of the New York Society for the 
Suppression of Vice, as violating the U.S. 
Comstock Act, which forbade “obscene, 
lewd, or lascivious” publication. The July-
August issue contained part of Chapter 13, 
known as the “Nausicaa” episode, depicting 
a young woman named Gerty MacDowell 
exposing her underclothes while Bloom 
masturbates. In September, Sumner set up 
a sting operation at the Washington Square 
Bookshop, which was known to sell The Lit-
tle Review. It netted him Josephine Bell, who 
ran the store with her future husband, 
Egmont Arens. Bell was no stranger to ar-
rest, having been jailed in 1918 for defend-
ing Goldman in the socialist journal The 
Masses. In this case, she was busted for sell-
ing The Little Review (to an undercover agent 
from the Society for the Suppression of 
Vice), but it was really the journal editors 
that Sumner wanted.

Anderson and Heap were summoned to 
court and charged with obscenity for print-
ing, as the New York Tribune described it, 
“an article called Ulysses.” Their preliminary 
hearing was held at Special Sessions Court 
within the Jefferson Market Courthouse, on 
10th Street and Sixth Avenue. An irritated 
Quinn served as attorney, having agreed to 
do so only if the women kept silent. Four-
teen pages of “Nausicaa” were entered as 
evidence, and the editors were made to pay 
$25 bail each, while Bell was released. As 
the session ended, Anderson and Heap ap-
proached Sumner, who, to their surprise, 
was quite willing to hear their justifications 
for publishing Ulysses. They walked and 
talked down Sixth Avenue, under the 
shadow of the elevated trains, to West 8th 
Street, and even continued their conversa-
tion inside Bell’s bookshop until Sumner 
left, unconvinced and still determined to 
prosecute. Now in desperate financial 
straits, Anderson and Heap called on their 
network for support. Friends at the 
Province town Playhouse tried to help: The 
box office of a December 9 performance of 
Eugene O’Neill’s new play, The Emperor 
Jones, starring Charles Gilpin, was given 
over to The Little Review.  

The editors’ criminal trial, the first trial 
of Ulysses, began the following February 14, 
again in the Jefferson Market Courthouse, 
in front of an audience of Greenwich Villag-
ers, supporters of Anderson, Heap, and ar-
tistic license. The offending text was read 
out as evidence, despite one judge’s concern 
about having it read in front of the women 
present. But Quinn’s attempts at a defense 
on the grounds that Gerty MacDowell was 
more distasteful than provocative failed to 
persuade the judges. Anderson and Heap 

were convicted, fined $50 each—
“Greenwich Village’s Editoresses Fined,” 
announced the New York Herald—and 
threatened with imprisonment if they con-
tinued to publish Ulysses, which they never 
did again. 

As a result of the ban, Joyce, no longer 
facing deadlines, concentrated on enriching 
and expanding the novel rather than churn-
ing out chapters. With the book deemed ob-
scene, he felt free to let his freak flag fly with 
increasingly verboten language. He paid sly 
tribute to The Little Review case, composing 

a trial scene that includes Anderson’s state-
ment from Sumner’s deposition: “I’m a 
Bloomite and I glory in it.” The suppression 
of Ulysses, however, also dashed any hopes 
of a U.S. edition of the completed novel. 
There had been a very real possibility that it 
would be in New York City where Ulysses 
would first appear in one volume, published 
by one of the new breed of NYC publishers, 
Huebsch or Boni & Liveright, which Quinn 
had been courting. Now, Quinn angrily for-
sook those efforts.

These circumstances led to Beach pub-
lishing Ulysses.

 Sylvia Beach (1887–1962) was a New Jer-
sey expat in Paris, who one day discovered 
the bookshop La Maison des Amis des 
Livres, met its owner, Adrienne Monnier, 
and soon fell in love with both. Monnier be-
came Beach’s life partner, the bookstore her 
inspiration for starting Shakespeare and 
Company, in 1919. The store became a 
mecca for Paris intellectuals. When Joyce 
arrived in the city, in 1920, Beach met him at 
a party, as one did back then. He appeared 
in the shop the next day, borrowed a copy of 
John Millington Synge’s Riders to the Sea, 
and began visiting regularly. The proprietor 
and writer soon commenced a momentous 
friendship. When Beach learned that Joyce 
had no publisher for Ulysses, she made him 
an offer. In her memoir, she recalls asking, 
“Would you let Shakespeare and Company 
have the honor of bringing out your 
Ulysses?” The plan was hatched for a series 
of extremely limited printings, something 
like an early version of today’s NFTs. Sub-
scribers, ordering in advance, would be pay-

ing to be part of an elite group of Ulysses 
readers as much as anything else, setting 
the tone for much of Joyce’s audience since.

Thus Beach remade her life, shouldering 
the burden and cost of printing, producing, 
publicizing, selling, and shipping Ulysses. 
(Weaver, for her part, continued to provide 
Joyce’s income.) Beach’s next two years, and 
Monnier’s, were an epic misadventure of 
manuscript problems—including one chap-
ter being burned by an offended typist’s 
husband, requiring Quinn to send the only 
other complete draft from New York. Beach 
dealt with, and sometimes had to pay dearly 
for, Joyce’s frantic edits, corrections, addi-
tions, and demands, right up to the end. She 
absorbed it all and fulfilled the author’s ec-
centric desire to have the novel appear on 
his 40th birthday. Taking advantage of the 
fact that the book had been typeset, Weaver 
used the same plates to print another lim-
ited edition under the Egoist Press imprint 
that summer. Copies of Ulysses began sail-
ing across the Channel and the Atlantic, of-
ten to be stopped at the port and burned: 
500 of them all at once by His Majesty’s 
Customs and Excise, at Folkestone. And 
Beach’s troubles did not end there; for years 
she and Joyce would haggle over edits, edi-
tions, and royalties. “Ultimately, in a dis-
pute over publishing rights,” writes Kerri 
Walsh, in The Letters of Sylvia Beach, “their 
relationship soured.” 

 Ulysses’s legal and publication problems 
continued beyond those first editions in 
1922, and it was in New York that the book’s 
ongoing saga was most visible. Another 
consequence of the Sumner case was that, 
with no U.S. edition, Ulysses was out of copy-
right, so the “booklegger” Samuel Roth 
seized the opportunity to serialize Ulysses in 
his magazine, Two Worlds Monthly, eventu-
ally pirating the whole book and selling it 
out of his Poetry Book Shop, on 8th Street. 
Then, finally, in 1933, Manhattan hosted the 
federal trial “United States v. One Book 
Called Ulysses,” which cleared the novel of 
obscenity in the U.S., paving the way for it to 
become publishable in the English-speak-
ing world.

Over those years, New York City 
emerged as a second center of Joyce schol-
arship and appreciation, after Paris, mostly 
because of Frances Steloff (1887–1989), 
whose Gotham Book Mart is often consid-
ered the U.S. equivalent of Shakespeare and 
Company. Steloff founded the James Joyce 
Society, in 1947, the first organization cen-
tered on Joyce studies, hosting the group at 
the Gotham and serving as its first trea-
surer. She was continuing the pattern of 
women who fought to make Joyce’s work 
available. Their efforts and sacrifices to sup-
port, publish, and promulgate Joyce’s work, 
and the disrespect and other shite they put 
up with, were essential to the journey of 
Ulysses from Joyce’s hands into ours.  
 
Jonathan Goldman is a professor in the 
Department of Humanities, New York In-
stitute of Technology; author of Modern-
ism Is the Literature of Celebrity; 
director of the website New York 1920s: 
100 Years Ago Today, When We Became 
Modern; and president of the James 
Joyce Society.
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THE BUCK STOPS 
HERE, AGAIN
An Orioles fan looks at the Mets’ new “old school” skipper, 
Buck Showalter
By Charlie Vascellaro

T
he interlocking “NY” on his cap looked 
familiar, but something was strikingly 
different. New Mets manager Buck 
Showalter and his wife, Angela, both 
wore the team’s royal blue to his intro-

ductory press conference in late December; 
Buck topped his blue satin shirt and black 
blazer with an orange-logo’d Mets cap. His 
entire ensemble was in stark contrast to the 
rigid and formal sans serif fonts and jail-
house pinstripes of the black and white Yan-
kees gear he used to wear in the Bronx, 
where forgetting to shave has been consid-
ered a crime since 1973. 

Buck is back in town, but this time it’s in 
the pastoral environs of Flushing Mead-
ows, by the old World’s Fair grounds in 
Queens. It’s been a little more than a quar-
ter-century since a still boyish, if not quite 
baby-faced, 36-year-old Buck was intro-
duced as the Yankees’ new manager, in 
1992. Older and wiser and hardened by 20 
years of managing four teams across the 
big leagues, Showalter, 65, realizes that his 
return to the Big Apple comes with a “win 
now” mandate. “I understand the job de-
scription, the job description isn’t to be 
competitive or to win (80 or) more games 
than you lose, it’s to be the last team stand-
ing,” said Showalter at his introductory 
zoom-call press conference. 

 His Yankees teams finished fourth his 
first season, second the following year, and 
sat in first place at the abrupt conclusion to 
the strike-shortened, unfinished season of 
1994, when he was later named Manager of 
the Year. In 1995, the Yankees reached the 
postseason for the first time in 14 years but 
lost the ALCS to the Seattle Mariners, and 
Showalter was unceremoniously relieved of 
his duties with a composite 313-268 (.539) 
record. His four years at the helm was the 
longest continuous occupation of the team’s 
managerial ejector seat in principal owner 
George Steinbrenner’s tyrannical 23-year 
reign up till that time (Joe Torre later broke 
that record). Showalter came within a year’s 
whiff of reaching the World Series, watch-
ing the team he helped mold reach the 
promised land without him, and saw Torre 
credited with creating the ensuing Yankees 
championship dynasty (1996–2000).

 Showalter observed all this from the 
other side of the country, where he had al-
ready been hired as the manager of the Na-
tional League’s Arizona Diamondbacks 
expansion team two years ahead of its first 
game. The fledgling expansion team did 

about as well as expected in its inaugural 
season, finishing dead last in the NL West 
with a 65-97 record, but exceeded expecta-
tions in 1999 with a 100-62 record, captur-
ing the NL West division title with record 
expediency in just the team’s second sea-
son. The Diamondbacks lost the NLDS to 
the New York Mets and then slipped back 
into third place the following season with an 
85-77 record. Showalter was dismissed at 
the end of the season, and once again his 
former team would win the World Series 
the following year.    

Showalter has been around long enough 
to be considered part of baseball’s old-boy 
network—his 3,069 games managed (and 
counting) rank 21st all-time in major league 
history. His 1,551 wins place him 24th, and 
only current Houston Astros manager 
Dusty Baker and former 26-year veteran  
skipper Gene Mauch have won more games 
in major league history without winning a 

World Series. Deservedly or not, this has 
become the book on Buck; he’s the right guy 
for guiding a young team or steering a way-
ward underachieving team back on track. 
The flip side to that coin is that he can’t get a 
team all the way there. Speaking of the 
book, when Bob Brenly was hired to replace 
Showalter as manager in Arizona, he car-
ried a large book of decorum employed by 
his predecessor into the first full-team 
meeting of the spring training season, and 
proclaimed, “Those were the rules last year 
and these are the rules this year.” He then 
read from a cocktail napkin he pulled from 
his pocket: “Be on time and get the job 
done.”

Following his stint in Arizona, Showalter 
spent two years as an analyst for ESPN, 
where his knowledgeable insights essen-
tially served as an audition for his next man-
agerial job; he was hired by the Texas 
Rangers at the conclusion of the 2002 sea-
son. Showalter wasn’t given much of a team 
to work with, and his three-year stint in 
Texas was highlighted by his winning a sec-
ond Manager of the Year award for an over-
achieving third-place squad in 2004. A 
middling Rangers squad finished third in 
both of Showalter’s next two years as man-
ager, and he was fired at the conclusion of 
2006, posting a 319-320 record in four sea-
sons. He spent the 2007 season as a senior 
advisor of baseball operations for the Cen-
tral Division champion Cleveland Indians 
and returned to ESPN as an analyst for the 
2008 and 2009 seasons. 

Showalter returned to the field midway 
through the 2010 season, commandeering a 
down-and-out Baltimore Orioles franchise 
to a strong 34-23 finish, but the Birds still 

landed in last place, 30 games behind the 
first-place Yankees. In his first full season in 
Baltimore, Showalter played the hand he 
was dealt to another cellar finish, but deliv-
ered a harbinger of things to come on the fi-
nal day of the season in what just might be 
the most telling game of his nine-year ten-
ure with the club. With the Orioles firmly 
entrenched in last place 28 games off the 
pace, the Boston Red Sox came to town 
needing a victory to secure a wild-card play-
off berth. 

Boston broke out to a 1-0 lead in the top 
of the third inning. The Orioles scored two 
runs in the bottom of the frame to take the 
lead. The Red Sox scored single runs in the 
fourth and the fifth and held a 3-2 lead when 
rain delayed play in the seventh inning. The 
Red Sox had entered the final day of the reg-
ular season tied with the Tampa Bay Rays 
for the American League’s wild-card playoff 
berth. Meanwhile, the first-place Yankees 
had moved out to a 7-0 lead after five in-
nings, but during the rain delay in Balti-
more, the Rays rallied for six runs in the 
eighth inning and tied the game on a solo 
home run with two outs in the ninth. When 
play resumed in Baltimore, Red Sox closer 
Jonathan Papelbon struck out the first two 
Orioles batters in the bottom of the ninth. 
With nothing left to lose, the Orioles rallied 
on a pair of doubles by Chris Davis and No-
lan Reimold and a slushy bloop single by 
Robert Andino for a walk-off Orioles win 
that ignited a playoff-game-like celebration 
to which some members of the Red Sox or-
ganization took offense. 

 “I don’t take any joy in somebody else’s 
failures or the pain of losing. [But] we’d had 
our nose bloodied a lot and [were] laughed 

Jockbeat

Buck Showalter is back in the Big Apple. Is Citi Field where he’ll finally bring home a World Series W?  Frank Romeo/Shutterstock
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at while you’re bleeding, so to speak,” said 
Showalter, reminiscing for the Boston Globe 
10 years later. “I was there to do what was 
best for the Baltimore Orioles and if it hurt 
some feelings along [the way], well, we had 
been a doormat there for quite a while.” Af-
ter a season and a half with Showalter in 
command, the Orioles players seemed to 
have bought into his system on the final day 
of that 2011 season. Despite finishing in last 
place again, the Orioles compiled a 15-13 re-
cord in September and the mood seemed to 
carry over into the 2012 season. “We needed 
that propulsion that, yeah, we can compete 
with these guys, and we’re tired of getting 
rubbed on our face,” said Showalter, adding 
that the game marked a turning point for 
some of the Orioles’ veteran players, who 
used it as a springboard into the team’s run 
of success over the next five seasons. “We 
gained an identity.”

Here in Baltimore, it felt immediately 
different from a fan’s perspective as well, af-
ter that last day of the 2011 season and right 
from the start in front of a sell-out crowd on 
Opening Day 2012. The Orioles swept the 
Minnesota Twins in the first three games at 
home and remained at or near first place for 
the duration of the season. Attendance 
jumped from 1.7 million in 2011 to 2.1 mil-
lion in 2012. As an adopted, long-suffering 
Orioles fan (the team adopted me when I 
moved to Baltimore from Arizona in 1999, I 
have the papers; I was a season-ticket 
holder during Buck and the Diamondbacks’ 
first season, in 1998), I had not witnessed a 
winning season since arriving in town and 
attending dozens of games every season. 
The atmosphere was decidedly different. 

At the outset of the 2012 season, the team 
planned to honor the six Orioles players en-
shrined at the National Baseball Hall of 
Fame, in Cooperstown, with bronze statues 
placed in a courtyard beyond left field. At 
the urging of manager Showalter, current 
Orioles players were encouraged to attend 
these ceremonies, and the success of the 
former Orioles legends, all of whom were 
on hand for the unveiling of their statues, 
seemed to rub off on the current players. 

In my 14 seasons as an Orioles fan to 
date, I had found Oriole Park, at Camden 
Yards, to be a fun and enjoyable place, de-
spite all the losing, and certainly among the 
most aesthetically pleasing ballparks in the 
country. But a new air of seriousness 

seemed to permeate the proceedings in 
2012. As the season progressed, I arrived at 
the ballpark expecting the Orioles to win. 
One game resonates in my memory: On 
September 6, 2012, the Orioles unveiled 
their statue of Cal Ripken Jr. on the 17th an-
niversary of his breaking Lou Gehrig’s con-
secutive games played streak, before an 
evening game with the visiting Yankees. 
The teams were tied for first place. 

Orioles fans are known for their habit of 
exclaiming “O!” during the last verse of the 
“Star-Spangled Banner” before each game. 
On this occasion, I was entering the ball-
park with my friend and neighbor Damien, 
who happens to be a Yankees fan, while the 
song was being played. When the fans re-
leased their obligatory “O!” I felt the foun-
dation of the ballpark quake. I looked at 
Damien and said, “That’s the loudest I’ve 
ever heard it. Are we at a college football 
game?” The Orioles responded to the roar 
by scoring four runs in the bottom of the 
first inning, three of them coming on a 
home run by catcher Matt Wieters. Each 
team scored in the bottom of the fourth in-
ning. The Orioles added another run in the 
sixth and held a 6-1 lead entering the eighth 
inning. The Yankees exploded for five runs 
in the top of the eighth to tie the game. Ori-
oles center fielder Adam Jones led off the 
bottom of the eighth with a solo home run, 
regaining the lead for Baltimore. Wieters 
followed with a single and first baseman 
Mark Reynolds blasted a two-run homer, 
followed with another home run off the bat 
of DH Chris Davis. Relief pitcher Jim John-
son set the Yankees down in the bottom of 
the ninth, and the Orioles were in first place 
when everyone woke up on September 7.

Two nights later, from a perch above the 
center-field wall, I could hear Orioles out-
fielder Nick Markakis’s hand being broken 
on a pitch from Yankees hurler C.C. Sa-
bathia, one of his heavy sinkers that might 
as well have been a bowling ball. I was de-
spondent at the impact it might have on the 
Orioles’ fortunes. Markakis was the team’s 
most consistent hitter, and I’m still certain 
that the Orioles would ultimately have fared 
better without losing him for the rest of the 
season. (I might never have been so emo-
tionally invested in an individual baseball 
team than I was with the 2012 Orioles, with 
a possible exception for the 1973 New York 
Mets in the formative years of my fandom 
as a 9-year-old kid growing up on Long Is-
land.)

The Orioles and Yankees continued to 
slug it out for the duration of the 2012 sea-
son, with the Yankees finishing two games 
on top. Showalter’s Orioles captured one of 
the two AL wild-card berths and met the 
Yankees in the American League Division 
Series after defeating the Texas Rangers in 
the wild-card play-in game. In the most sig-
nificant game played by the Orioles in 16 
years, Baltimore took the Bronx Bombers to 
the limit before falling 3-1 in the deciding 
fifth game of the series.

Perhaps the most damaging blow had 
landed in Game Three at Yankee Stadium. I 
was again there with my friend and Yankees 
fan rival Damien when the Orioles took a 2-1 
lead into the ninth inning only to see it 
squandered by relief pitcher Johnson, who 

surrendered a game-tying solo blast to Raul 
Ibanez in the bottom of the ninth inning. 
Ibanez’s solo blast three innings later in the 
bottom of the 12th won the game.  

Hindsight being 20/20 (and it may be a 
bit of Monday morning quarterbacking), 
but I recall questioning Showalter’s deci-
sion to bring in Johnson, considering his 
weak performances down the stretch. Plus, 
in the first game of the series Johnson was 
tagged for five runs in the ninth inning 
while only recording one out. The Orioles 
lost 7-2 at home. But as the saying goes, 
“You dance with the one that brought you,” 
and Johnson had saved an AL-leading 51 
games in 2012. 

The Orioles continued to dance with 
Showalter as well. The team slipped to a 
third-place finish in 2013 but captured its 
first AL East division title in 31 years the fol-
lowing season, and Showalter was named 
2014 AL Manager of the Year. The Orioles 
swept the favored Detroit Tigers in the 
ALDS, knocking out Tigers starting pitchers 
Max Scherzer, Justin Verlander, and David 
Price in succession. (Trailing 6-4 in the 
eighth inning of the second game of the se-
ries, pinch hitter Delmon Young hit a bases-
loaded, bases-clearing double to give the 
Orioles a 7-6 lead that made us fans in at-
tendance wonder if the ballpark would 
come crashing down from the maniacal re-
action of the fans.)

It wasn’t Buck’s fault when the Orioles 
were swept by a more energized Kansas 
City Royals in the ALCS. But it was Buck’s 
fault two years later when he notoriously 
left the league’s best reliever and Cy Young 
Award candidate Zach Britton in the bull-
pen during the final innings of the 2016 AL 
wild-card play-in game. Instead, he brought 
in inconsistent starting pitcher Ubaldo Jimi-
nez in the 11th inning of a 2-2 tied ballgame. 
While Britton sat in the bullpen, Jiminez 
surrendered three runs without recording 
an out, and the Orioles season was over. It 
remains a decision that most Orioles fans 
have yet to forgive him for making, and the 
turning point at which Showalter had over-
stayed his welcome, even though from 2012 
to 2016 his Orioles led the American League 
in victories.

Buck hung around for two more abysmal 
years before departing after the 2018 season 
as the second-winningest manager in fran-
chise history, posting a 669-84 record 
(.494) in his nine seasons with Baltimore. 
His 20-year-career major league record 
stands at 1,551-1,517, a .506 winning percent-
age. 

When Showalter’s name was first ban-
died about regarding the Mets mana-
gerial job, one of his best and favorite 
former Orioles players, All-Star, Gold Glove 
center fielder Adam Jones, chimed in with a 
rousing endorsement. “I think this would 
be great,” Jones posted on Twitter, referenc-
ing an article in the New York Post in support 
of Showalter’s candidacy. “Also, folks don’t 
have any idea of the real impact he can 
make on a ball club. And I’m not just talking 
players. The Franchise. He made everyone 
better and accountable! But someone who 
won’t read will have the most to say. I hope 
they get him!” he tweeted.  

Showalter had been among the first pos-
sibilities mentioned when the Mets position 
became vacant, and when the announce-
ment was finally made it seemed all but in-
evitable. He had the early endorsement of 
the club’s deep-pockets owner, Steve Cohen, 
and the team’s most high-profile free-agent 
acquisition pitcher, Max Scherzer. Together 
with Jacob deGrom, barring any unforeseen 
incidents, the pair could be the most formi-
dable 1-2 tandem in the major leagues, 
which has visions of a World Series dancing 
in Mets’ fans’ heads.  

Sometime soon, Buck will be wearing 
one of his signature bullpen warm-up jack-
ets, a blue and orange Mets one. For years 
he has had his garments tailor-made to dis-
tinguish himself from his players, à la old-
time Philadelphia Athletics manager 
Connie Mack in his dapper three-piece “I 
am definitely not a player” suits. Showalter 
has signed a three-year contract with the 
Mets, but he knows the pressure is on for 
him and the team to succeed right away. 
Showalter is the fifth man to manage both 
the Mets and the Yankees, joining original 
1962 Mets manager Casey Stengel, as well 
as Yogi Berra,  Torre, and Dallas Green. His 
sights are set on nothing less than winning 
his first World Series—as he says, “It’s not 
something that is going to define my life, 
but I can tell you this: It does wake me up ev-
ery day now. Obviously, winning the World 
Series is what Billy and Sandy and Steve 
asked me. Why would I want to do this 
again? We want to be the last team stand-
ing.” 

The Yankees are scheduled to meet the 
Mets at Citi Field on July 26 and 27 and at 
Yankee Stadium on August 22 and 23. And 
for Buck, it will be like Yogi said: “Déjà vu all 
over again.”  
 
Baltimore-based Charlie Vascellaro is a 
frequent speaker on the academic base-
ball conference circuit and the author of 
a biography of Hall of Fame slugger Hank 
Aaron. His writing has appeared in the 
Washington Post, the Baltimore Sun, the 
Los Angeles Times, the Chicago Tribune, 
and other publications.

Deservedly or not, 
this has become 
the book on Buck; 
he’s the right 
guy for guiding 
a young team or 
steering a wayward 
underachieving 
team back on 
track.
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A fan’s notes: The author with Showalter at 
Camden Yards. 
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Get back to City Winery for 
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