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be skills
be thrills
be breakfast

be home.
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Guston was not afraid to peer into the abyss of the blank black hash marks 
that represent eye slits in his protagonists’ hoods. He knew that humanity 
is forever advancing toward the terminus of civilization—who knows that 
the end might not come tomorrow?—and painting was his contribution to 
staving off doomsday.
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LIKE A (SEWING) NEEDLE IN 
A HAYSTACK
There are thousands of workers in the Garment District, 
but who are they?
By Brittany Natale

L
ooming over Seventh Avenue, aptly 
nicknamed Fashion Avenue, is the 
larger-than-life sculpture Needle Thread-
ing a Button. Designed in the mid-1990s 
by Pentagram Architectural Services, 

this 31-foot-high behemoth acts as a sarto-
rial lighthouse in a sea of Midtown chaos, 
signaling to city residents and tourists alike 
that they are now entering New York City’s 
Garment District. A one-mile microcosm 
running from 34th to 40th streets and bor-
dered by Sixth and Ninth avenues, the Gar-
ment District has been synonymous with 
fashion and all of its accouterments since it 
was established more than a century ago. 
Over the decades, the Garment District has 
been the nerve center for both emerging 
and established designers, including house-
hold names such as Donna Karan and Ralph 
Lauren. 

New York City’s garment industry began 
on the Lower East Side, in tenements that 
also functioned as home factories. It was in 
the early 1900s that those factories moved 
to commercial loft spaces in Midtown. “The 
district was pushed out of residential build-
ings by legal changes and by the desire of 
garment manufacturers to open factories in 
lofts and open showrooms to market their 
products,” explains Robert W. Snyder, pro-
fessor emeritus of American Studies and 
Journalism at Rutgers University-Newark, 
via email. Throughout its existence, the in-
dustry has employed a succession of immi-
grants from all over. “Initially they came 
from Western Europe, such as the Irish dur-
ing the Potato Famine,” says Mike Kaback 
when I speak to him over Zoom. Kaback is a 
Garment District historian and tour guide 
who has worked in the district for decades, 
giving tours every few weeks. By the early 
20th century, many Jews who were already 
skilled in garment work had migrated to 
New York from Eastern Europe; over time, 
other immigrants settled in the city and 
found jobs in the Garment District as well. In 
the 1930s, my great-aunts, a group of young 
women from Southern Italy, were just a few 
of the countless newcomers who went to 
work in the district’s lofts each day. Their 
weekdays were spent toiling away at factory 
sewing machines crafting Christian Dior 
scarves. Their evenings at home in Queens 
were for recreating gowns from Vogue pat-
terns, later to be worn to weekend birthday 
parties. My aunts always managed to dress 
to the nines on a dime.

 Today, the demographics of the garment 

industry have shifted, but the expertise re-
mains unparalleled. According to research 
done by Nest, an organization that helps 
support the responsible growth of the arti-
san economy, 73 percent of garment workers 
here are foreign-born, many coming from 
South America, South Korea, and China. 
The conditions of the workplaces have 
vastly improved since the Garment District’s 
beginnings. Tragedies such as the Triangle 
Shirtwaist Factory fire—in which 146 gar-
ment workers, mostly young women, were 
killed when fire swept through a sweatshop 
in Greenwich Village—were the impetus for 
labor reforms and safety regulations fueled 
by the rise of unions. “I say that most of the 
people employed manufacturing garments 
in NYC, at little factories or big factories, 
those that are union outnumber however 
many may be employed by non-union facili-
ties,” explains Kaback about the industry to-
day. Some newer businesses, such as 
Carmesi, a community-organized manufac-
turing cooperative founded by Robert 
Ramirez, are looking even further to mod-
ernize how their companies are run, by mak-
ing them employee-owned cooperatives. 
“This means that all employees, after a cer-
tain amount of time, can buy in,” Ramirez 
explained in a phone call. 

Like other parts of New York City, the 
Garment District has not been immune to 
negative change: Business lost to outsourc-
ing and offshore manufacturing has caused 
the local industry  to shrink. The allure of 
convenience created by Amazon has en-
couraged people to buy more products on-
line, whether garments or supplies, instead 
of patronizing the District’s shops in person. 
New immigrants are also looking to get jobs 
with Amazon as opposed to the garment in-
dustry, says Ramirez. And, of course, there is 
the rise of Midtown rents, which has forced 
companies to either shutter permanently or 
move their operations to the outer boroughs 
or New Jersey. Most recently, akin to the rest 
of the world, the Garment District was hit 
hard by COVID-19. A research study by Nest 
found that 98 percent of businesses in the 
District were negatively impacted by the 
pandemic. “As a center of manufacturing, 
the old Garment District in Midtown is a 
dramatically diminished version of its for-
mer self,” comments Snyder.

This diminishment can manifest in the 
uneasiness one may experience nowadays 

walking down 8th Avenue to Penn Station 
after dark. One factory worker told me she 
did not want to walk in the area with a pock-
etbook. Late-night crime alerts on the Citi-
zen mobile app can light up the pixelated 
map of Manhattan’s West Side with red dots 
like a game of Battleship. Before and during 
my visits to the area, I was cautioned that I 
was more likely to cross paths with someone 
using drugs in the street than someone with 
a pushcart. And they were right. As I 
rounded 37th Street one morning, a young 
man, clean-shaven and dressed in business 
casual, sat in a doorway prepping a heroin 
needle. A wave of sadness hit me as I real-
ized that this was a Garment District my 
long-gone aunts would no longer recognize.

Still, through the loss of business, rising 
rents, crime, and even a pandemic, a bastion 
of garment workers still congregate in the 
Garment District each workday. An alle-
giance to their craft and a passion for this 
strange little area of Manhattan acts as a 
buoy to help keep the District from drown-
ing. There is an overwhelming sense of ca-
maraderie within the businesses and the 
community as a whole. I talked to some of 
them to learn their stories. 

Mustafa, Owner, City Fabric Shop 
240 West 38th Street 

Even if City Fabric did not have signage 
outside the shop, people would still manage 
to find a reason to stop in—that’s how color-
ful its windows are. This neighborhood fab-
ric business is owned by Mustafa, a 

The Front Bara Thiam: No formal training 
but, "He's amazing," says a 

client getting a fitting.  

Photographs by Brittany Natale
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HEREIN IS INTENDED FOR INFORMATION PURPOSES ONLY. WHILE, THIS INFORMATION IS BELIEVED TO BE CORRECT, 
IT IS REPRESENTED SUBJECT TO ERRORS, OMISSIONS, CHANGES OR WITHDRAWAL WITHOUT NOTICE. ALL PROPERTY 
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SCHOOL DISTRICT IN PROPERTY LISTINGS SHOULD BE VERIFIED BY YOUR OWN ATTORNEY, ARCHITECT OR ZONING 
EXPERT. EQUAL HOUSING OPPORTUNITY. 

Enzo C. Morabito
Lic. Assoc. R.E. Broker

M 516.695.3433 | O 631.725.7542  
emorabito@elliman.com

#1 Team by Sales Volume  
in the Hamptons for  
11 Years Straight*

$4 Billion in Sales**

Call Enzo Today, 
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Advice

In Contract | Remsenburg 
$5,500,000 (Last Asking)

In Contract | Westhampton Beach 
$4,250,000 (Last Asking)

In Contract | Southampton Village 
$2,749,999 (Last Asking)

Bayfront | Water Mill South | $42,000,000 | 8 BR, 10.5 BA | World class estate on over 4 acres on Mecox Bay, 
with private dock, infinity-edge pool, Har-Tru tennis, and more. Video tour at elliman.com/H360296

Just Reduced | Remsenburg | $2,650,000 | 4 BR, 4.5 BA | Circa-1865 charmer on 1.2 acres is completely 
modernized, featuring a gunite pool, a pool house, tennis court, and more. elliman.com/H358948

Just Listed | Southampton | $3,995,000 | 5 BR, 4.5 BA | Turnkey home on 1.48 acres south of the highway. 
Features double-height living room with fireplace, pool and spa. Video tour at elliman.com/H361404

In Contract | Bridgehampton 
$6,349,000 (Last Asking)

In Contract | Sag Harbor 
$2,950,000 (Last Asking)

In Contract | Hampton Bays 
$649,000 (Last Asking)
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6 Pakistani immigrant who arrived in New 
York nearly 20 years ago. Although the walls 
are lined with luxurious fabrics that would 
seemingly require trained experts to cu-
rate—beaded tulle, sequined chiffon, and 
myriad feathered options, to name a few—
Mustafa’s background is not in fashion. 
“When I first came [to the States], I was a 
carpenter,” he explains. “But I had no di-
ploma, so I could not get a [professional car-
pentry] job here.” So in 2004, he ended up in 
the Garment District, working alongside his 
brother. 

It was a few years ago that Mustafa de-
cided to start his own business, City Fabric 
Shop, which is open to the public seven days 
a week—he usually takes a day off only once 
a week. When I ask him how fabric shops in 
the Garment District differ from those in his 
native Pakistan, he thinks for a moment. “In 
Pakistan, there are bigger markets,” he ex-
plains. “Here, more people buy online. In 
Pakistan, the people buy more in person.” 
An important detail, he says, as fabric is best 
experienced in the flesh, so one can see and 
feel the quality before purchasing. 

 Although Mustafa’s shop is packed with 
fabrics that embody all colors of the spec-
trum—chartreuse, indigo, vermilion—his fa-
vorite fabric color is a simple black (“Any 
women’s clothing looks good made in 
black”). When asked for style insight, he of-
fers an interesting piece of advice: Pay atten-
tion to clothing lengths. “Certain lengths 
can make someone look older,” he says, 
“while others can make someone look 
younger.” 

Bara Thiam, Owner and Designer,  
Bara Thiam 240 West 37th Street 

Take a look into Bara Thiam’s studio and 
it is quickly evident that he is an expert at 
what he does. A rising designer, Thiam spe-
cializes in custom design and manufactur-
ing. Originally from Senegal, he moved to 
New York City almost five years ago after 
spending time in Europe, and when he ar-
rived in the city, he went straight to work. 
He’s been at his current location in the Gar-
ment District for the past year, creating cus-
tom projects from bridal gowns to celebrity 
red-carpet ensembles.  

When I stop in, Thiam is busy doing a fit-
ting with a client, a well-known media CEO 
getting a custom design for an event. She is 
standing on a pedestal in front of a mirror, 
dressed in a striking black-sequined outfit 
that fits perfectly. “This is my first fitting, 
can you imagine?” she asks. “He’s amaz-
ing.” What may be even more amazing than 
Thiam’s intricate, high-fashion designs—he 
has absolutely no formal training. “I never 
went to fashion school,” he says, smiling. 

Mariam, Custom Fabric Flower 
Maker, M & S Schmalberg  
242 West 36th Street

For over 40 years, Mariam has been 
traveling from her home in the Bronx to 
Midtown to craft custom fabric flowers at 
M & S Schmalberg. The family-owned 
company has been making these custom 
flowers at their West 36th Street atelier for 
more than 100 years. Creations from this 
Garment District mainstay have graced 

Met Gala dresses, elaborate runway de-
signs, red-carpet couture, and bridal 
gowns. 

Their rich background may be the only 
thing more vibrant than the handmade flow-
ers they produce. M & S Schmalberg was 
founded in the early 20th century by two 
brothers who also employed their 17-year-
old nephew, Harold Schmalberg, a Holo-
caust survivor who had come to the city after 

losing his family in the war. Fast forward to 
the present time, and the business is cur-
rently helmed by a fourth-generation family 
member, Adam Brand. 

The company employs a group of artisans 
who have been with them for years, includ-
ing Mariam, who works during the studio’s 
hours of operation, Monday through Thurs-
day. “When you love something, you stay 
there,” Mariam explains. “People always ask 
me, ‘You’re still there?’ I’m retired but I’m 
still here. This is not a factory, this is an art 
for me. We have a good environment here, 
we are like a family.”

Originally from the Dominican Repub-

lic, Mariam fell into her craft by chance in 
the 1970s. It was through an employment 
agency placement that she discovered her 
love for the trade. Decades later, you can 
still hear her passion: “I love when the cus-
tomers send us something, asking if we 
can do it, and we do it and they love it,” she 
says. When I ask her what some of her fa-
vorite projects are, she smiles. “Oh, there 
are too many. There’s the Harry Winston 
one….” but she trails off. As for style ad-
vice, Mariam exclaims that she loves when 
she sees younger people wearing fabric 
flowers, whether in their hair or pinned 
onto their clothes. “I know older people 
like to wear flowers already, but I love 
when the younger people wear them,” she 
says. “I also love when the men wear flow-
ers [on their suits]. I think that’s amazing. 
The flower is not just for women, but it can 
be for men, too.” 

Vickie, Artisan, New York 
Embroidery Studio 
Milad, Design Director, NYES 
307 West 36th Street

When you visit the New York Embroi-
dery Studio, the first thing you notice is a 
few dozen vintage Singer sewing ma-
chines artfully placed on shelves around 
the studio’s entrance, an homage to the 
area’s storied past. But the studio is a far 
cry from the cramped spaces that domi-
nated the Garment District in earlier 
times: the New York Embroidery Studio 
(NYES) is open and very spacious. There’s 
an office area with glass walls, a comfort-
able meeting room with plush couches, 
and energetic music playing over a sound 
system. 

NYES was founded in 2002 by owner 
Michelle Feinberg, and is a full-service de-
sign studio and manufacturing facility 
whose clients range from Met Gala attend-
ees to local well-known designers. The stu-
dio employs dozens of artisans, who do 
everything from hand embellishment and 
embroidery to pleating and printing. One 
of these artisans is Vickie, a veteran of the 
garment industry, who has been in it for 
more than 50 years. “I started working 
when I was younger,” she says. “I would 
come down after my classes.” Originally 
from the Dominican Republic, Vickie 
shares with me that she knows Mariam at 
M & S, an indication of just how tight-knit 
New York’s garment community still is. 
When I ask for insight on working with fab-
rics, Vickie offers me a tip: “Wool is very 
easy to work with,” she says. “It is more du-
rable and it is not delicate. Jeans fabric is 
good, too.” 

Another employee is Milad, the cre-
ative director of NYES, who is originally 
from Lebanon. He explains to me how the 
death of department stores and the ways 
in which designers now approach seasons 
have affected the garment industry. Be-
cause of the ”want right now, buy right 
now” culture, he says, manufacturers 
have had to shift accordingly. He also has 
sage style advice: “You don’t have to wear 
every trend, beading should never die.” 
And then he adds with a laugh, “And 
please, don’t wear pajamas while flying on 
a plane.” 

Mariam (foreground) and other flower artisans at M & S Schmalberg.

“Beading should 
never die. And 
please, don’t wear 
pajamas while 
flying on a plane.”
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The author's great-aunts (from left, the three women seated behind the table), with their coworkers The author's great-aunts (from left, the three women seated behind the table), with their coworkers 
in the Garment District, 1965.in the Garment District, 1965.

Katie Nicklos, Owner, Wing + Weft 
265 West 37th Street

If you tuned into the 2020 presidential 
inauguration, chances are you have seen a 
Wing + Weft glove in action. That’s be-
cause Wing + Weft, the last custom glove 
factory in the Garment District, custom-
made Jill Biden’s gloves for the special oc-
casion. 

Formerly known as Lacrasia, Wing + 
Weft has been a stalwart in the District 
since 1973. In 2017, the company was 
bought by Katie Sue Nicklos, who has a 
background in costume design and was a 
loyal Lacrasia customer for years. Known 
for its expertise, the company’s clients 
have included Jackie O. and Prince; it also 
has a large presence in both the Broadway 
and drag queen communities. The space is 
bright, spacious, and calming. On the day I 
visit, a few artisans busily work at sewing 
machines while jazz plays softly in the 
background. One of these women is Ben-
ita. “She is very talented and has over 35 
years of experience,” says Nicklos. When it 
comes to style insight, Nicklos says that 
she will always push gloves. “Having a fun 
pair of gloves is handy. It’s an easy thing [to 
wear] and people love to see the glamour.” 

Maria Lipari, Director of Operations, 
Quality Patterns 
246 West 38th Street

“To me, Quality Patterns is like a hu-
man being treated with such respect, be-
cause that is the place that has afforded 
dreams to come true,” says Maria Lipari, 
Quality Patterns’ director of operations. 
The business’s main focus is on grading 
and marking, the process in which a range 
of sizes are made for a garment, and it ser-
vices both emerging designers and iconic 
red-carpet names. The company was 
started by Lipari’s two older brothers more 
than 50 years ago; in the 1980s, when com-
puterization was introduced into the trade, 
Maria joined the business. Everyone who 
is still with the company today has been 
there for at least 25 to 30 years, and they 

consider each other family. 
But Lipari and her brothers’ story be-

gins with their father, an immigrant from 
Sicily who used to work in the city’s gar-
ment center as a paper cutter. “He was a la-

borer, and he never spoke English so he 
couldn’t really move up,” she says. Over 
time, her two brothers took jobs as delivery 
boys for the factories, eventually joining 
together to create their own business. “I 
love the garment center because it is a la-
bor of love,” Lipari explains. “With open 
arms it has taken in so many people and 
has changed their lives.” When one looks 
at the bigger picture, this notion becomes 
palpable: Immigrants, such as those in Li-
pari’s family and mine, who had humble 
beginnings in the Garment District, have 
gone on to raise doctors, attorneys, busi-
ness owners, and more. 

In terms of style, Lipari suggests, 
“Wear whatever you are comfortable in,” 
and adds, “Always wear nice shoes.” Also, 
be sure to pay attention to fabric—“You 
can tell a beautiful fabric by the way it 
hangs.” And she has advice for designers 
looking to get a start in the industry: 
“When you start, start with what you love 
and have that vision come to life. Then 
when you grow, branch out to other ar-
eas.” And her most basic advice? “Do 
whatever pulls at your heartstrings and 
you will really excel.”

New York City’s 
garment industry 
began on the 
Lower East Side, 
in tenements that 
also functioned as 
home factories.

A BETTER VIEW 
Lisa Alcindor wants to help democratize outer space

By Onz Chery

A
s her body felt every movement the 
plane she was piloting to take-off 
made, Lisa Alcindor held her breath. 
Her instructor told her to hold the yoke 
steady. She did. The plane successfully 

took off, and Alcindor felt like she was going 
to faint. She thought about giving up on her 
dream of becoming an astronaut—but only 
for a second, then she snapped out of it. “I 
was like, if I can’t pass part one then I can’t 
be an astronaut,” Alcindor, 34, says. “I had 
to go back up. This type of journey is de-
signed for me, which is why I’m here. I’m 
doing it because I can take it.”

Alcindor lives in Virginia and works as a 
contractor at the Pentagon. In July, she ap-
plied for the world’s first sponsored Citizen 
Astronaut Program, organized by Space for 
Humanity, a nonprofit with the goal of “de-
mocratizing space” that will fly participants 
into orbit to view the Earth from space after 
a series of training sessions. “Our mission at 
Space for Humanity is to give more people, 
from diverse backgrounds and different 
walks of life, the opportunity to gain the 
kind of perspective that is only possible 
from space,” Ryan Kriser, vice chair of 
Space for Humanity, said in a statement.

More than 4,000 people have applied; 
Alcindor is in the second part of the applica-
tion process. If she’s selected, she won’t ac-
complish her goal of becoming a 
professional astronaut but will rather be-
come a citizen astronaut. During the appli-
cation process, a diverse Space for 
Humanity team will look for candidates 
who intend to bring their experiences in 
space back to their communities, to posi-
tively influence people. (Space for Human-
ity has yet to announce when it will release 
its list of accepted participants.) The organi-
zation plans to fly its citizen astronauts into 
orbit via a stratospheric balloon from Space 
Perspective, a rocket-capsule from Blue Or-
igin’s New Shepard, and a spaceship from 
Virgin Galactic. Before heading into space, 
participants will take part in in-person and 
remote “physical and psychological train-
ing” sessions, which will explore “impact 
intentions, cultural exchange, local-to-
global shifts, sustainability, and collabora-
tive futures,” among other topics. 

Although Alcindor studied Economics 
and Business at Florida Agricultural and 
Mechanical University, she followed a dif-
ferent path, and worked for NASA as a pro-
gram integrator from 2010 to 2017. During 
her time with NASA she evaluated rocket 
engines, which inspired her to become an 
astronaut. Not many people took her seri-
ously, though, when she told them about 
her aspirations. “Some people thought I was 
joking,” she says. “But when they heard me 
say it this week and next week and the next 

week, they were like, ‘Ok, she’s serious.’ It 
took a lot of understanding of who I am and 
what I want to do.”

In pursuing her goal, Alcindor started 
taking pilot classes in 2019. She now has 26 
of the 40 hours required to earn a private pi-
lot license; she is also a certified advanced 
scuba diver, having learned how to swim 
from watching YouTube videos before tak-
ing the course. Over the years, people from 
various fields and of different ethnicities 
and gender have traveled to space. Alcindor 
wishes to join this new generation of astro-
nauts, who don’t have a specific image as 
did the rough-and-ready, cowboy-style all-
male crews of the past. She dresses in flashy 
clothes and sang at Hollywood Week for 
American Idol in 2012. She plans to release 
her own rap music about space in the near 
future, and had acting roles in Stevie D, a 
humorous crime movie, and Class Dis-
missed, a web series.

“I have two lives,” she says. “No one 
knew I was doing other things. What they 
saw me doing, that’s what they knew me as. 
It was difficult to fully relax, because people 
didn’t know me altogether.” 

To date, 598 people have flown into 
space, according to World Space Flight, a 
website chronicling the history of space 
expeditions. If Alcindor lands in space, 
she will become the first Haitian-Ameri-
can citizen astronaut. “The thing about 
being the first is that it would be the hard-
est because you’re representing some-
thing that was empty before,” Alcindor 
says. “It would come with the good, the 
bad, the in-between, and pressure, you 
would get it all.”

Blue Yonder

Barry Daly

Lisa Alcindor: 
Looking to fly.
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I WAS BANNED FROM 
TWITTER BECAUSE OF 
STUPIDITY–OTHER 
PEOPLE’S!
Twitter’s robots don’t pick up on context, satire, or tone 

By Michael Musto

I 
rejoiced when Donald Trump was fi-
nally banned from Twitter for posting 
a treacherous series of falsehoods 
claiming that the November ’20 
election had been stolen from his 

sweaty hands. Two days after the 
horror of January 6, Twitter cited “the 
risk of further incitement of vio-
lence” in its removal of history’s big-
gest sore loser from the guest list. I 
was thrilled that a private company 
had decided to block some dangerous 
lies—no, this was not the same thing as 
a baker selectively reading the Bible to 
enforce bigotry—and without Trump’s 
toxic presence, I began enjoying Twitter 
far more than before. It was a place for po-
litically minded people (including celebri-
ties) to share news and ideas, and I got to be 
“liked” by Billy Eichner and Ben Stiller, 
retweeted by Soledad O’Brien, and in-
spired by Maxine Waters, AOC, and George 
Takei. But in August, I got banned myself, 
and I suddenly wasn’t so joyful. 

It was bad enough when I was handed a 
temporary stay last November. Twitter 
blocked me for 10 days because, on a thread 
about Megyn Kelly, I commented, “We’re 
supposed to respect someone who went 
soft on Trump just so he wouldn’t call her a 
bimbo anymore.” I wasn’t calling Kelly a 
bimbo, I was simply relaying Trump’s abuse 
(which he did via retweets) and noting her 
eventual reaction to it, as portrayed in the 
movie Bombshell. Alas, certain words set the 
Twitter algorithms ringing, and I was 
busted for “hateful conduct,” as if I were 
the one who’d called her a name. How 
could the original “bimbo” tweets that 
Trump then retweeted have been OK—
along with Trump himself—but not my take 
on the topic? I addressed this when I ap-
pealed the decision, but Twitter wasn’t re-
sponding, so I canceled the appeal in order 
to eventually get back in rather than reside 
in permanent limbo. Similarly, Facebook 
had temp-blocked me when I posted a 
deadpan satire of Trumpian attitudes to-
ward Mexicans by simply repeating his odi-
ous views. They interestingly labeled my 

post “hate speech”! So the hate speech itself 
(which was all over Facebook) was accept-
able, but not my spoof of it? 

But this time, my Twitter ejection was 
for keeps. My new crime against humanity 
(or algorithms posing as humanity)? Well, 

on August 23, the repellent South Dakota 
governor Kristi Noem tweeted, “If Joe 
Biden illegally mandates vaccines, I will 
take every action available under the law to 
protect South Dakotans from the federal 
government.” So her idea of protecting her 
constituents is to make sure they don’t have 
to get the vaccine? Welcome to Noem-mad-
land. I put in my comment: “Come to South 
Dakota and die of covid!” And quicker than 
COVID numbers rise after a South Dakota 
biker rally, I received an email bidding me 
adieu. 

But I obviously wasn’t really urging peo-
ple to die of COVID; I was commenting on 
Noem’s risky politicizing of safety mea-
sures. I was saying, satirically, what she 
seemed to be saying with her defiant poli-
cies. I thought my intention would be obvi-
ous, but Twitter doesn’t pick up on context, 
satire, or tone. You need to add lots of aster-
isks, quote marks, and “LOLs” to make 
things clear to the robots that police these 
networks.  

The farewell email I got said I 
was suspended for “violating our rules 
against abuse and harassment. You may not 
engage in the targeted harassment of some-
one, or incite other people to do so. This in-
cludes wishing or hoping that someone 
experiences physical harm.” But I thought 
Noem came off like someone wishing 
harm, and I was just commenting on that. 
(By the way, the enchanting Noem more re-
cently landed in hot water regarding nepo-
tism, and, of all people, she’s being 
investigated by the state’s attorney general, 
Jason Ravnsborg. Last year, Ravnsborg was 
at the wheel when his vehicle struck and 
killed a man he later claimed he thought 
was a deer. It’s quite a confederacy of deplo-
rables over there—or perhaps I should say 
“d*plor*bles, lol”!). 

Once again, I appealed my suspension, 
explaining that my remark was a satire on 
Noem’s refusal to accede to emergency 
safety measures. I also vowed to be clearer 
and more sensitive about my intent in the 
future. But they rejected me once more and 
said that I’m utterly banned—and if I start 
another account, they will purge that too. I 
started feeling like an unused vaccine sit-
ting in a refrigerator in South Dakota. 

And it all seems pretty random, if you ask 
me. Crackpot lawyer Lin Wood wasn’t per-
manently banned when he tweeted on Jan-
uary 6: “The time has come Patriots.… Time 
to take back our country.… Pledge your 
lives, your fortunes & your sacred honor.… 
TODAY IS OUR DAY,” with the words 
“1776 Again” looming ominously under-
neath. Twitter found that to be an incite-
ment to violence—duh—but suspended the 
guy for only 12 hours! What? My “bimbo” 
remark had gotten literally 20 times more 
punishment than a baseless call for revolu-
tion? It wasn’t until Wood announced on 
Parler that he planned to post on a new 
Twitter account, @FightBackLaw, that he 
was shut out for good. Angling to sneak 
back in, as they’d warned me, is a no-no—
apparently even worse than urging people 
to sneak into the Capitol.

Meanwhile, the eternally desperate for 
headlines Marjorie Taylor Greene only gets 
slapped on her gun-toting wrists. In August, 
the bottomless Georgia congresswoman re-
ceived her third Twitter punishment—a 

one-week ban—for lying that vaccines are 
ineffective and insisting that they shouldn’t 
be FDA-approved. Twitter bravely consid-
ered that to be “misleading information,” 
but a week later welcomed her back to con-
tinue the bull. A recent Greene tweet, cho-
sen at random: “The Democrats are 
launching a communist takeover of our 
country.…” Blah blah blah.

The loose cannon known as Nicki Minaj 
is obviously safe as well. In September, the 
rapper-singer claimed that she was locked 
out of tweeting after she posted that a cous-
in’s friend’s testicles had supposedly 
swelled like balloons due to the vaccine. 
Twitter, however, denied that they had tam-
pered with her account. Minaj could still 
post, but for some time she refused to do so 
because, she insisted bizarrely, she was in 
“Twitter jail,” even though she wasn’t. Part 
of me has to applaud the woman; rejecting 

La Dolce Musto

Illustrations by Joaquín Aldeguer

Facebook had 
temp-blocked me 
when I posted a 
deadpan satire 
of Trumpian 
attitudes toward 
Mexicans by 
simply repeating 
his odious views.

I started feeling 
like an unused 
vaccine sitting in 
a refrigerator in 
South Dakota. 
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Twitter for no good reason is a taste of its 
own medicine.

But she’s OK, and I’m the one who’s 
banned—for good? That’s ridiculous—and 
quite possibly part of an effort to throw out 
some liberals too, so haywire hucksters like 
Trump and Wood aren’t alone in the dark. 
Fortunately, I’m still on Facebook and In-
stagram, though those sites’ October 4 black-
outs conspicuously happened the day after 
whistleblower Frances Haugen revealed how 
Facebook encourages hate for ratings while 
pretending to be ethical on the subject. That 
blackout … distraction much? And I’ll never 
forget how Facebook turned a blind eye to the 
outrageous threats of savagery percolating 
there in August 2020. A Kenosha, Wisconsin, 
militia group was openly discussing their plan 
to stir up violence against protesters, as well as 
looters, after the police shooting of a Black 
man, Jacob Blake. Despite being alerted to 
this situation by horrified readers, Facebook 
ignored the warnings, only taking down the 
page and bragging about doing so after a vigi-
lante killed two protesters and wounded a 
third. Again: Violent hate speech is OK, but 
mocking that hate speech is punishable? 
Maybe I’ll stick to email.

There are so many levels of underthink-
ing to unpack here. Noem routinely brags 
about her refusal to impose safety man-
dates, thereby pandering to the “civil 
rights” crowd that votes against real civil 
rights at every turn. The Twitter decision to 
ban me was also wack, acting as if ridiculing 
stupidity is as “abusive” as the stupidity it-
self. Maybe Twitter is so protective of idiocy 
because the platform can claim a large role 
in having fostered the rise of it in America, 
though they’d have to share credit with Fox 
News, QAnon, and Trumpism. 

The root of this phenomenon is that a 

misplaced sense of powerlessness (despite 
all their privileges) leads certain Americans 
to fantasize that they’re smarter than every-
one else if they can just parrot the story of 
“what really happened” in a current event, as 

told to them by someone—anyone—on a link 
or a video. These are the same folks who 
abandoned Fox News when the network re-
ported something truthful for a change—that 
Biden had won Arizona—opting for even 
more radical outlets (Newsmax, OAN) that 
out-fox even Fox, facts-wise.

From saying that parents of mass shooting 
victims are really “crisis actors” to claims that 
Dominion voting machines changed half of 
each ballot and beyond, I’ve become con-
vinced that if a prominent Republican argued 
that the moon is made of buttermilk pan-
cakes, there would be millions of MAGAs try-
ing to get there with syrup bottles. After all, 
just this month, Lin Wood claimed at a rally 
that planes didn’t really hit the Towers or the 
Pentagon on 9/11, that the images of that day 

were all created via CGI and Photoshop. But 
if that’s the case, one wonders why the build-
ings simply aren’t there anymore. Oh, right, 
well, Wood suggested that the Pentagon was 
hit by a missile (he’s less clear on what burned 
the Towers down, just that there were no 
planes) as part of an inside job to recover sto-
len Defense Department money. Got it! And 
I guess when the whole world thought they 
were watching the second plane fly into the 

South Tower on live TV, it was actually pre-
edited footage? Spare me. Fortunately, he 
didn’t get to say any of this on Twitter, where 
he’s dead Wood. But it would still be nice if 
social networks could differentiate between 
these looney fabrications and the pained 
cries of people like me who call them out. 
Some consistency in their decision-making 
would also be nice. One can dream, even if 
one can’t tweet.

It would be nice if 
social networks 
could differentiate 
between these 
looney fabrications 
and the pained 
cries of people like 
me who call them 
out.
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AN OPEN LETTER TO THE 
MAYOR OF AMSTERDAM
We have learned the hard way about letting the  
police set cannabis policies 
By Richard Cowan

M
y letter is being published in the  
Village Voice in a city originally called 
Nieuw Amsterdam because of the very 
odd coincidence that New York has 
just legalized the cultivation, posses-

sion, sale, and even public use of cannabis/
marijuana—shortly after you announced that 
you intend to ban foreigners from Amster-
dam’s remaining 166 cannabis “coffee 
shops.”

Yes, there are behavioral problems with 
public intoxication, but I think that police sta-
tistics will verify that these problems are still 
overwhelmingly related to alcohol and Am-
sterdam’s 1,100 bars. Would you consider 
closing them to foreigners? I would not seri-
ously propose that, but it would certainly im-
prove the street scene, especially at night.

You have been quoted as saying that the 
police are urging you to do this. If there is 
anything that an American might say, it 
would be—with all due respect—that we 
have learned the hard way about letting the 
police set cannabis policies. Policing is 
about solving crimes, not economics or so-
cial engineering.

Of course, there are also public health rea-
sons for not banning foreign tourists from 
the coffee shops. First and foremost, it would 
undermine one of the great successes of 
Dutch drug policies: the “separation of the 
markets” for marijuana and hard drugs. If 
tourists cannot buy cannabis in coffee shops, 
it will be sold to them on the streets by street 
dealers, who will also offer them cocaine, 
meth, ecstasy, and synthetic (fake) hash.

The Dutch police raid thousands of mari-
juana grow-ops every year. To no avail. 
Wouldn’t these police resources be better 
utilized in going after hard drugs? But they 
want you to close the coffee shops to move a 
big part of the cannabis trade into the same 
channels with the problematic “party 
drugs”? Will depriving tourists of legal ac-
cess to cannabis really reduce the demand 
for party drugs? That definitely did not work 
in America! 

However, that is not the reason I’m writ-
ing to you. Once, I would have begged you 
not to do this because of Amsterdam’s im-
portance in the struggle against marijuana 
prohibition. Now, with 16 states and Wash-
ington, D.C., having legalized recreational 
marijuana, there will be plenty of places to 
buy and smoke, so the world can no longer 
pretend that freedom doesn’t work.

Please permit me to give you some per-
sonal history that may explain my perspec-

tive. In 1972, the year Amsterdam got its 
first cannabis coffee shop, I was in Austin, 
Texas (the capital of my home state), to 
lobby to change the old Texas marijuana 
laws. There were over 800 people in Texas 
prisons for the simple possession of less 
than one ounce of marijuana. Thirty were 
serving life sentences. It was close, but we got 
the laws changed, and the 800 were re-
leased that September. 

A big improvement, yes! But over 20 mil-
lion Americans have been arrested since 
then. Last year, over 60,000 of my fellow 
Texans were among the half-million Ameri-
cans arrested for simple possession of mari-
juana. In fact, more Americans were 
arrested last year for marijuana possession 
than for all violent crimes combined. Since 
1973, there have been more Americans ar-
rested for marijuana possession than there 
are citizens in the Netherlands. 

According to a study by the City Univer-
sity of New York, “From 1997 through 2012 
(and into 2013) the New York City Police De-
partment made more than 600,000 arrests 
and jailings of people for possessing small 
amounts of marijuana, mostly teenagers 
and young people in their 20s. In 2011, the 
NYPD made more than 50,000 arrests of 
people who possessed only a small amount 
of marijuana. In just that one year, the 
NYPD made more marijuana arrests than it 
did in the 19 years from 1978 through 1996.”

How was this possible in a city founded 
by your city, in a country that proclaims it-
self “the land of the free and the home of 
the brave”? Well, one part of it was simply to 

lie about the Dutch. In 1993, shortly after I 
became executive director of the National 
Organization for the Reform of Marijuana 
Laws, I flew to Amsterdam. By coincidence, 
the day before I left Washington, I was on a 
radio talk show debating two representa-
tives from the U.S. Drug Czar’s office, who 
described Amsterdam as something like 
Baghdad on a bad day: highest murder and 
incarceration rates in Europe! Heroin ad-
dicts everywhere! So I took a transcript with 

me to my meetings in Amsterdam.
Dutch friends had arranged for me to 

meet with academics and the head of the 
Amsterdam police “vice squad.” I remember 
him telling me that the police were rarely 
called to the then 700 coffee shops, but fre-
quently to the bars. The Dutch I met were 
shocked that an old ally would lie so bla-
tantly, but it continued for years. Five years 
after my meeting, then U.S. Drug Czar Gen-
eral Barry McCaffrey went to Amsterdam 
and labeled Dutch drug policy an “unmiti-
gated disaster.” McCaffrey claimed that the 
U.S. had less than half the murder rate of the 
Netherlands. As New Yorker Stanton Peele, a 
psychologist, attorney, psychotherapist, and 
author, described it on his website: “The er-
roneous Dutch and American murder rates 
were contained in McCaffrey’s European 
trip briefing book. The drug czar’s book con-
tained similar misinformation about drug 
use: for example, ‘30.2 percent of Dutch 
youths say they have tried marijuana, vs. 9.1 
percent in the United States.’ This figure rep-
resents lifetime use for the 16-19 year age 
group of the Amsterdam population in 1994, 
but only current (past month) use by the 

American group—obviously a ridiculous and 
unfair comparison! The comparable lifetime 
prevalence (‘ever used’) figure to the 30.2 
percent for the Amsterdam population for 
American youths is 38.2 percent in 1994. In 
the U.S., this figure for 1997 was 49.6 per-
cent!” Peele also states: “The Dutch Central 
Bureau for Statistics emphasized in a special 
press release that the actual Dutch murder 
rate is 1.8 per 100,000 people, or less than 
one-quarter the U.S. murder rate. For Mc-
Caffrey, a man trained on body counts dur-
ing the Vietnam War, such figures are made 
to be manipulated—who can tell who is tell-
ing the truth anyhow?”

In the meantime, all of this has been 
scrubbed from the Drug Czar’s website. 
Down the memory hole. However, Amster-
dam should not let this be forgotten. For a 
number of reasons, Amsterdam and the 
Netherlands should not merely “tolerate” 
the coffee shops. They should be celebrated. 
When the U.S. was poisoning its citizens and 
Mexican farmers with Paraquat, the Dutch 
were not. When British and American chil-
dren were suffering from constant epileptic 
seizures, British parents could go to Amster-
dam to get them cannabinoid medicine and 
try to smuggle it home. Sadly, in most of the 
rest of the world, even medical cannabis pos-
session is still a serious crime.

In America, we will be welcoming the 
world to see and join our newly won free-
dom, and we will be rightly proud that we 
have finally thrown off the prohibitionist 
yoke, but I will never forget that the first day 
I felt truly free was when I walked into a lit-
tle place in Amsterdam. I fell in love with 
your city and Haarlem, and have been back 
many times, living there for a few years. So, 
Madam Mayor, I will be back for a visit as 
soon as possible, and I hope I will still be 
welcome in such a place.

Sincerely,
Richard Cowan 

Cowan has been involved in the marijuana 
reform movement almost since its inception, 
and served as the executive director of the Na-
tional Organization for the Reform of Mari-
juana Laws from 1992 to 1995.

This letter has been edited for length and 
clarity.

Cannabis Scene

Amsterdam photo by Matheo JBT; New York by Jermaine Ee. Both via Unsplash  

Sister cities: Amsterdam and Nieuw Amsterdam.

Since 1973, 
there have been 
more Americans 
arrested for 
marijuana 
possession than 
there are citizens 
in the Netherlands.
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GOODBYE DE BLASIO, WE 
KNEW YE TOO WELL
De Blasio united left and right—each found reasons for wanting to kick 
him to the curb
By Ross Barkan

W
hat to do with Bill de Blasio? After 
eight years, plenty of New Yorkers 
can be found who believe the 109th 
mayor of the largest city in America 
thoroughly cheapened and de-

meaned the office. Rudy Giuliani was the 
demagogue who briefly became, in the ashes 
of 9/11, a false American icon. Michael 
Bloomberg was the imperial mayor, the oli-
garch sprung from a Tom Wolfe novel to 
wrench the city into the 21st century. Before 
them was the late David Dinkins, who grew, 
in his final years, into a genteel statesman, 
remembered for inspiring millions as the 
first Black mayor. 

De Blasio’s legacy, for now, does not com-
fortably fit in anywhere. He was, in many 
ways, the first unabashed liberal to govern 
New York City since John Lindsay, a half-
century ago, but he lacked Lindsay’s glam-
our and initial savoir faire. He never 
possessed Ed Koch’s charisma or hungered 
for the job itself. He was not going to lustily 
greet New Yorkers at subway stations, read-
ily pop in to talk shows, or joust with outer-
borough residents at sweaty town halls 
stretching late into the night. 

De Blasio was easy to revile, graceless 
and ambitious without reason. He ran for 
president and no one cared. He faced down 
corruption investigations. He was notori-
ously tardy, starting press conferences late, 
botching visits to memorials, and keeping 
staffers waiting while he napped in his City 
Hall office. He rushed to his Park Slope, 
Brooklyn, gym as the worst pandemic in a 
hundred years ravaged his city, spending 
much of the early days foolishly downplay-
ing the virus’s threat.

The homeless still wander the streets and 
Rikers remains a hellhole. Cars are killing 
pedestrians at growing rates, despite an 
eight-year push to cut such deaths to zero. 
The pandemic has sapped the strength of 
midtown and downtown. It is fitting, in a 
way, that no major local sports team won a 
title during the de Blasio years.

For much of his mayoralty, de Blasio 
united the left and the right—each found 
their own reasons for wanting to kick him to 
the curb. Progressives saw him, after a 
while, as a sellout, too cozy with real estate 
developers and too deferential to police. The 
right believed he was a cop-hating socialist, 
the man who ruined a once great city. When 
Republicans ran for office in the suburbs, 
they tarred their Democratic opponents 
with de Blasio’s name.

But out of this morass, those deeply frus-
trating eight years, there came genuine suc-
cess. The greatest victory, universal 
prekindergarten, arrived so quickly in his 
tenure it was easy to overlook, one enor-
mous part of a greater checklist gone unful-
filled. Universal pre-K, among the smart set, 
provokes a certain reaction—yeah, but what 
else? There was more, some tangible and 
worthy accomplishments, but it is here that 
de Blasio was able to overcome his greatest 
detractors. 

He was the first mayor, in the neoliberal 
age at least, to significantly expand New 
York City’s social safety net. Rents were fro-
zen on rent-stabilized apartments, and low-
income tenants won the right to an attorney 
when landlords tried to evict them. Munici-
pal ID cards were created for undocu-
mented immigrants. Employers were 
required to offer paid sick days to employ-
ees, a policy goal long blocked by Bloomberg 
that de Blasio immediately made law. 

Like Medicare and Medicaid, universal 
pre-K cannot be undone. In 20, 30, 40 years, 
New York politicians will be debating how 
the program can be boosted or reformed. No 
one will be able to wipe it from existence. 

There is no discussion of de Blasio’s eight 
years without that bare, and likely irrefut-
able, fact.

Is New York better or worse off than it 
was in 2014, the year the former city council-
man from Park Slope took the oath of office 
on a bitterly cold day and promised a dra-
matic break from the Bloomberg era? Had 
the clock stopped in 2019, the answer would 
probably be better. The local economy 
hummed along and crime plunged. When 
de Blasio first ran for mayor, he made two 
major promises: a tax hike on the rich to 
fund universal pre-K and systemic reform of 
the NYPD, curtailing the practice of stop-
and-frisk. 

Bloomberg and Ray Kelly, the longest-
serving police commissioner, howled. “No 
question about it—violent crime will go up,” 
Kelly warned in 2013. The city’s two tabloid 
newspapers, the Daily News and the Post, 
largely agreed, assailing police-reform activ-
ists and anyone who questioned what the 
mass harassment of Black men had to do 
with keeping overall crime in check. Stop-
and-frisks had skyrocketed under Bloom-
berg and Kelly. Both men were convinced 
that randomly stopping men in working-
class Black and Latino neighborhoods was 

the only way to maintain reductions in crime 
that had been underway since the late 1990s. 

De Blasio gambled that all of them were 
wrong. It is easy to forget, in the haze of eight 
seemingly shambolic years, how invigorat-
ing and refreshing his first campaign for 
mayor felt. He was a cosmopolitan candi-
date for a new era, the father of biracial chil-
dren, one of them an Afro-haired student at 
Brooklyn Tech. Unlike Bloomberg, he 
proudly resided in an outer borough and dis-
dained the glitz of Manhattan. By the early 
2010s, the city had morphed into a play-
ground for the elites of the professional class 
and the ultrawealthy. Formerly working-
class neighborhoods had been transmogri-
fied with glittering, market-rate 
condominiums, rents surging all around 
them. For much of the 20th century, New 
Yorkers could count the number of ex-
tremely expensive enclaves on one hand—as 
Bloomberg’s 12 years wound down, the in-
verse was true, with the poor chased to the 
end of subway lines or beyond. 

De Blasio’s campaign was a rebellion 
against all of that. He promised to end the 
“tale of two cities” and rein in Bloomberg’s 

hypermilitarized police department, which 
not only brutalized Black men but relent-
lessly spied on Muslims in the years follow-
ing the 9/11 attacks. To many in the 
middle-class and above, Bloomberg was a 
hero, safeguarding New York’s status as a 
luxury product. Property values were soar-
ing. Smoking was banned in restaurants. 
The High Line opened. Times Square was 
pedestrianized. If New Yorkers were going 
to complain at all, they could call the brand-
new hotline, 311. 

But de Blasio wasn’t really speaking to 
the higher-income brackets. Enough afflu-
ent liberals had tired of Bloomberg too—he 
could be imperious and obstinate, and had a 
habit of ducking out for Bermuda on too 
many weekends —but it was the city’s vast 

working class, particularly its Black popula-
tion, that had grown alienated from City 
Hall. De Blasio campaigned in their neigh-
borhoods and promised a government that 
would listen to them. In a fraught, formida-
ble primary field that included Anthony 
Weiner and Bloomberg’s preferred succes-
sor, Christine Quinn, de Blasio dominated, 
winning enough votes to avoid the runoff 
entirely. His victory was stunning in its 
breadth: He won all five boroughs and al-
most all demographic groups and assembly 
districts. In the general election, he easily 
swatted away Giuliani’s former deputy 
mayor, Joe Lhota.

De Blasio became the first Democrat to 
win the mayoralty since his old boss, Din-
kins, triumphed with his own multiracial co-
alition, in 1989. He was the first mayor in 
decades to send his children to the city’s 
public schools.   In the 1980s, when he was 
26, he went to Nicaragua to work alongside 
the Sandinistas. He managed Hillary Clin-
ton’s Senate campaign. Moderate or liberal, 
Black or white, Mayor-elect de Blasio had 
much to offer everyone. 

He would never be so well-liked again. 

Politicians rarely accomplish all they set 
out to do. It’s not because they’re all liars and 
frauds; some are, and we should judge them 
harshly. It’s more that wielding power, 
whether in the legislature or from the execu-
tive branch, is hard. Bureaucracies are not 
easily tamed. Entrenched lobbies fight back. 
The public is fickle. Unforeseen disasters—
economic calamities, terrorist attacks, pan-
demics—arise to sap momentum. 

Socioeconomics are not easily defied. 
One mayor in eight years could not arrest 
the “tale of two cities,” no matter how hard 
he or she tried. The free market allows de-
velopers, in many cases, to build and charge 
what they want. The sort of jobs that once 
paid comfortable wages to high school grad-
uates—heavy manufacturing, in particular—

CityState

lev radin / Shutterstock

After eight years as 
mayor, Bill de Blasio will 
soon be moving on. 
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13are fast vanishing in most cities, including 
New York. Globalization has taken the facto-
ries elsewhere. Capitalism will ensure, no 
matter who governs, that the profit motive 
comes before all else. 

De Blasio could not end income inequal-
ity, even if he summoned La Guardia’s vi-
sion and Koch’s grit. The federal 
government wasn’t going to be dumping 
tens of billions of dollars on New York City, 
as it did during the Great Depression and the 
years following World War II. The city’s 
crumbling public housing authority, need-
ing many billions for capital repairs, was no 
better off in the Bush, Obama, or Trump ad-
ministrations. 

But throughout his 2013 campaign, de 
Blasio did make one tangible promise he 
was intent on following through on: a uni-
versal pre-K program for New York City. A 
tax on the wealthy was going to pay for it. 

“I believe that an absolute necessary 
step forward for this city is to achieve the 
tax on the wealthiest New Yorkers so we 
can have full day pre-K for every child and 
after school for every middle school child,” 
de Blasio said at the end of 2013. “And we 
will proceed vigorously to get that done in 
Albany.”

Albany would be, through much of de 
Blasio’s early years, a great obstacle. To this 
day, the state legislature and the governor 
determine much of what happens in New 
York City, overseeing the public transit sys-
tem, the tenant laws, the minimum wage, 
and the tax code. The governor was Andrew 
Cuomo, and the Republicans, mostly based 
in the suburbs and upstate, controlled the 
State Senate. They were more conservative 
than the new liberal mayor and did not take 
him seriously, seeking to scuttle his agenda. 

Cuomo, from the very beginning, had a 
pathological hatred of de Blasio, who once 
worked under him at the Department of 
Housing and Urban Development. In public, 
he was reflexively dismissive of whatever it 
was de Blasio might want to do, such as raise 
the city’s minimum wage. In private, he was 
deeply vindictive, working to undercut, at 
every turn, the mayor’s policy aims. Raising 
taxes, for the triangulating Cuomo, was a 
nonstarter. Reared in Clintonworld, Cuomo 
despised the progressive wing of his party. 
He also disliked de Blasio’s criticisms of the 
charter school industry. The millionaires 
and billionaires who backed New York char-
ter schools were among Cuomo’s most pro-
lific donors. 

In the early months of his tenure, de Bla-
sio did not give up on the idea of a tax hike. 
He believed, understandably, that a dedi-
cated revenue stream for a new education 
program beat out begging the state for more 
money, particularly when Cuomo and the 
Senate Republicans called the shots. The tax 
hike was also the centerpiece of his mayoral 
campaign—he had dominated the field talk-
ing about it everywhere, so why surrender it 
so quickly? 

Cuomo eventually, in early 2014, pro-
vided funding through the state budget for 
universal pre-K. De Blasio couldn’t have his 
tax hike, but he’d get the program. But there 
was a catch—during the budget negotia-
tions, Cuomo, as retribution, created a new 
law that would make New York City one of 

the only localities in America that had to pay 
the rent of charters or find them free space. 
The law would eat up de Blasio’s education 
budget for years to come, and effectively 
end his rhetorical war on charters, as he was 
slammed on the airwaves, routed by 
Cuomo, and lost the will to fight.

Universal pre-K, though, stood up. And 
that was part of de Blasio’s problem, ironi-
cally—he got much done quickly, and his 
early accomplishments were lost in contro-

versies that inevitably piled up. The UPK 
program rapidly enrolled more than 
70,000 4-year-olds, offering another year 
of free education for families who would 
normally have to pay thousands of dollars. 
Two thousand teachers were recruited for 
the effort and more than 3,000 new class-
rooms were created in school buildings. 
The swiftness and scale of the program 
had no national precedent. It was a testa-
ment to de Blasio’s various political foibles 
that universal pre-K didn’t cement his leg-
acy immediately and make him wildly 
popular. Flush with stimulus money, the 
de Blasio administration, in its waning 
days, is attempting to create free preschool 
for 3-year-olds. 

On policing and housing, de Blasio 
wasn’t so transformative. 

Maintaining an inordinately high num-
ber of stop-and-frisks was not needed to 
keep crime low in New York—de Blasio was 
right. Police under de Blasio continued to 
disproportionately target people of color, 
but the sheer number of stops fell drasti-
cally. The murder rate remained historically 
low in the following years. It was no exagger-
ation to say that New York was the safest big 
city in America. 

De Blasio did not unwind the Bloomberg 
counterterrorism machine. The de Blasio 
police commissioners were a collection of 
conservative Irishmen. First there was Bill 
Bratton, Giuliani’s old commissioner, who 
punched his ticket out of that City Hall when 
the egomaniacal Rudy couldn’t stomach his 
top cop on the cover of Time. Bratton was 
data-driven but fundamentally reactionary, 
the sort of commissioner who could call rap-
pers “thugs” and champion aggressive po-
licing of low-level, nonviolent crimes. The 
low-key James O’Neill, Bratton’s successor, 
was essentially a continuity commissioner. 
Dermot Shea, who replaced O’Neill in 2019, 
exists in the Bratton mold, repeatedly fear-
mongering about bail reform and defending 
his force’s violent crackdown on protesters 
during the Black Lives Matter marches last 
year. 

De Blasio did implement a few minor re-
forms, such as having officers wear body 
cameras and ordering new de-escalation 
trainings. Over the protests of police brass, 
he decriminalized pot possession and other 
quality-of-life offenses. But any chance of a 
lasting overhaul of the NYPD ended once a 
police officer killed Eric Garner and de Bla-
sio stated that he told his biracial son to take 
“special care in any encounters he has with 
the police officers who are there to protect 
him.” Police union leaders revolted, turning 
their backs on de Blasio when he attended a 
pair of funerals for slain cops. The mayor, 
still in his first year, was rattled enough to 
pay deference to the NYPD for much of the 
rest of his time in power. 

The George Floyd protests demonstrated 
how little de Blasio’s NYPD varied from 
Bloomberg’s. Police battered and pepper-
sprayed unarmed protesters, forcing them 
together to make mass arrests. Letitia 
James, the state attorney general, sued the 
police department in an effort to install a 
federal monitor. Her investigation docu-
mented 155 incidents of excessive or unrea-
sonable force. “They used grossly excessive 
force, including unjustifiably deploying pep-
per spray, batons, bicycles and even using 
their fists against protesters,” James said. 

De Blasio inherited twin crises from 
Bloomberg that he failed, over eight years, 
to meaningfully resolve. The first was home-
lessness. The billionaire mayor had not been 
terribly concerned with the rising rents in 
his city. His attempt to tackle homelessness 
with a new housing subsidy program, 
known as Advantage, was initially success-
ful, but both Bloomberg and Cuomo starved 
it of funding, mostly taking away money 
from families who wanted to leave the shel-
ter system and rent apartments. De Blasio’s 
appointment of Steven Banks, a former po-
litical antagonist (they were opponents in 
the 2001 city council race) and Legal Aid at-
torney, as commissioner of the Human Re-
sources Administration, and, later, 
Department of Homeless Services, was her-
alded as a serious step forward—if anyone 
was going to solve homelessness in New 
York, it was Banks. 

But the population in city shelters only 
ballooned after de Blasio took office, peak-
ing beyond 60,000 in 2019 before falling 
back to a little more than 45,000 in the fall of 
2021. De Blasio spent his first year in power 
downplaying the problem altogether, before 
admitting that the rise in street homeless 
was real. Shelters were substandard, even 
dangerous. Fundamentally, too many peo-
ple earned too little money to cover the costs 
of housing, transportation, and food in 
America’s most expensive city. 

De Blasio’s ambitious affordable housing 
program, which did finance the construction 
of more than 50,000 homes and preserve 
many more, failed to build enough units for 
the city’s poorest. His City Hall favored for-
profit developers over the nonprofits and 
took little interest in innovative solutions to 
the housing and homelessness crisis, such as 
buying up distressed buildings or creating 
more land trusts. Projects designated “af-
fordable” were still reachable only to those 
with high-five-figure or six-figure incomes.

Rikers Island, the second crisis, was in-
herited from a Bloomberg administration 
that allowed conditions to tragically deterio-
rate. By 2015, de Blasio’s second year in of-
fice, U.S. Attorney Preet Bharara was 
excoriating the “deep-seated culture of vio-
lence” at the jail complex. Activists and 
elected officials begged de Blasio to reform 
Rikers or close it altogether; he resisted until 
finally embracing a plan championed by the 
City Council to eventually shutter the noto-
rious complex and build smaller facilities 
in the outer boroughs. Leftists would come 
to hate that plan, too, demanding no new 
jails and a drastic reduction in the pre-trial 
population. 

This year, Rikers has descended into 
chaos and lawlessness. The pandemic and 
the subsequent staffing emergency have 
taken a horrific toll on the incarcerated and 
corrections officers alike. Detainees have 
seized almost total control over some units. 
Meanwhile, the jailers who remain have 
taken part in beatings or failed to intervene 
in hangings. Food, water, and medical care 
are scarce. Eleven people who were held in 
custody have died so far this year.

For weeks, de Blasio refused to visit Rik-
ers. Finally, after a great amount of pressure 
and press coverage, he trudged to the island 

in September. “The whole thing upsets me,” 
he said. 

The de Blasio assessments, in the short 
term, will not be valedictory. He warred with 
too many reporters. He alienated too many 
allies. At seemingly every parade, ballgame, 
or musical festival, he was showered with 
boos. 

It might take years to properly make 
sense of it all. Some historical figures loom 
larger as time hurries on; others shrink in the 
glare of retrospection. De Blasio could easily 
be the latter, quickly forgotten, as Eric Ad-
ams, his almost-certain successor, begins to 
make his own news. It is not impossible, 
though, to imagine another reality—the 
years and decades lending enough distance 
to see what exactly flowered under de Bla-
sio’s watch. Today, because of the pandemic 
and the more than 30,000 who perished, 
New York is worse off than when de Blasio 
took office all those years ago. We are com-
ing back, but 2020 haunts us. As it recedes—
the present controversies, the indignities, 
the pain—we might be able to look back at 
what had been allowed to grow. A city with 
free childcare is better than a city without it. 
For that alone, de Blasio deserves more than 
merely your scorn.

De Blasio inherited 
twin crises from 
Bloomberg that 
he failed, over 
eight years, to 
meaningfully 
resolve.

Maintaining an 
inordinately high 
number of stop-
and-frisks was not 
needed to keep 
crime low in New 
York – de Blasio 
was right. 
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DR. LONNIE SMITH WOVE 
THE FUNK FOR SEVEN 
DECADES
The Hammond organ virtuoso left our world last month, but his spirit 
lives on wherever there’s a groove
By Matt Rogers

W
alking a Harlem block with Dr. Lon-
nie Smith was always—like his stage 
show—a predictably unpredictable 
cadenza of zigs and zags, a herky-
jerky check-in with the pulse of the 

people. Particularly if the master musician 
had just gobbled down his customary 
spread of two scrambled eggs, American 

cheese, turkey bacon, grits, pancakes, and 
grape jelly, the post-meal stroll—punctu-
ated with carved cane, doo-rag (he saved 
the Korla Pandit–esque turban for sun-
down), Father Time beard, and radiant grit-
eating grin—was a Looney Tunes trip down 
the block. Smith’s helium-tinged voice of-
fered non-sequitur greetings like “It’s all 

your fault,” “You owe me money,” or “I’ll be 
white Black” to friends, strangers, and 
street raconteurs passing by, and was just as 
likely to elicit bewilderment as laughter. 
And if you had somewhere else to be while 
this charismatic cartoon character freely 
entertained, that was, indeed, all your fault.

Once in a while during this constitu-
tional, a fellow ol’ timer might shout, “Hey, 
Lonnie,” then proceed to recount the times 
back in the day when a pre–Doc (self-or-
dained) Smith as sideman in pre-pop-star 
George Benson’s nascent quartet had given 
them a memorable night at Count Basie’s, 
Club Baron, the Palm Café, or the legendary 
Small’s Paradise (now an IHOP, where we 
just might’ve brunched up)—“New York 
was Harlem!” Nostalgic reverie followed, 
vamping about all the lost bars and clubs 
which once upon a time regularly housed a 
Hammond B3 organ—popular music’s first 
“portable” synthesizer, invented by a white 
tone-deaf clockmaker during the Great De-
pression, who never imagined (or intended) 
that it would escape the church confines 
and become woven into the funky fabric of 
mid-century African American urban 
nightlife—and all the giants who had tried 
to tame that 400-pound electromagnetic 
beast of an instrument. Names synony-

mous with mastery of the Hammond or-
gan’s drawbars, bass pedals, and 
tone-wheeled presets would be bandied 
about, like Jack McDuff, Bill Doggett, Rich-
ard “Groove” Holmes, Jimmy McGriff, Shir-
ley Scott, and the greatest of them all: James 
Oscar Smith.

Jimmy Smith (no relation to the younger 
Lonnie) used to transport his Hammond in 
a Cadillac hearse, and a week after he died, 
on February 8, 2005, alto saxophonist, 
bandleader, and indefatigable smack-talker 
Lou Donaldson lamented the loss of his 
musical peer from an East Coast stage. His 
seasoned quartet had just burned through 
Charlie Parker’s “Wee,” propulsed by his 
longtime on-again-off-again erumpent be-
turbaned sideman. Earlier in the evening, 
Donaldson had informed the audience, 
“Tonight we have straight-ahead jazz—no 
fusion, no confusion.” Later, he introduced 
the band members, deadpanning when he 
got to Lonnie, “On the organ, this fella 
needs no introduction, so the hell with it. 
They call him the organ doctor….” But then 
he added, “With the passing of the great 
James Smith, I think Dr. Smith is the next 
man to take it over.” 

Many listeners would’ve said the Tur-
banator takeover had already been in effect 

Memories of You

Dr. Lonnie Smith wore a turban reminiscent of the sartorial stylings of 
Korla Pandit, an influential organist from the first half of the 20th century. 
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for years at that point, as evidenced by Dr. 
Smith’s significant recorded output. But if 
ever there were an authority, it was veteran 
bebopper Donaldson, having first recorded 
with Jimmy Smith in the ’50s while Lonnie 
was but a hungry wee lad busy trying to add 
his voice to a few obscure R&B 45s in a teen-
aged group called the Supremes (not the 
Motown mega-group) up yonder in his na-
tive Buffalo. By the ’60s, “Papa” Lou’s 
groups had become the unofficial Happy 
Hammond Funk & Soul School, an organist 
incubator for a slew of Hammond B-3 
youngbloods smearing the groove grease of 
“soul jazz”—a fusion of popular R&B and 
jazz sensibilities pushed by the likes of Blue 
Note, Verve, Prestige, and Atlantic—over 
airwaves and into earholes. The people 
(generally Black) lovingly bought LPs; the 
critics (generally white) scornfully scribbled 
“sellout.”

As luck would have it, the self-taught 
25-year-old Lonnie Smith found himself in 
the Hammond cockpit of Rudy Van 
Gelder’s Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey, stu-
dio, for Donaldson’s “Alligator Boogaloo,” a 
hip tune that’d sell plenty on its way to even-
tually becoming a staple of dance floors, hip 

hop samples, and Donaldson’s encore 
showstopper. It also nestled Smith into Blue 
Note’s iconic fold, truly launching what 
would be a simmering half-century deep-
in-the-pocket run as bandleader, composer, 
and enigmatic keyboardist extraordinaire, 
taking him far from his childhood poverty 
and to studios and stages uptown, down-
town, midtown, and all over the world. Af-
ter a lengthy struggle with pulmonary 
fibrosis, that rich tour came to an end this 
past September 28, when Dr. Lonnie Smith 
died, at the age of 79.

Rare is the musician who continues to 
improve and explore well into their seventh 
decade. This is particularly true of drum-
mers and jazz organists, whose instruments 
demand the nonstop aerobic coordination 
of all four limbs, a feat that can leave both 
musician and observer winded. But Lonnie 
Smith’s sonic sandbox often required more. 
Live onstage—clad in flowing fabrics and 
glimmering rings, like a magician—he’d 
throw in shoulders, mouth, tongue, eye-
brows, and lids in addition to swinging 
arms, legs, feet, and jackhammering finger-
tips as points and counterpoints to his melo-
dies, bass lines, and choruses, to such a 
degree you’d be afraid if he didn’t self-com-
bust, you just might. Only the natural laws 
of time and space seemed to—barely—keep 

things in one piece. “The organ is just so 
forceful,” he once told me. “It has all the el-
ements of the earth—the sun, the clouds, 
the water, the rain, the thunder … But the or-
gan is just a piece of wood until the spirit 
goes in there. So you play the way you are—
I’m more of a free spirit.”

It was a spirit that, as reflected in song 
titles from his two-dozen albums, could 
“Move Your Hand,” instill some “Peace of 
Mind,” or cause a “Funk Reaction.” A mis-
chievous spirit that could turn the Euryth-
mics’ “Sweet Dreams” into bluesy dirge, 
the Beatles’ “Come Together” into disco 
stomp, Harold Mabern’s “The Beehive” 
into symphonic psychedelia, or land Keith 

Emerson’s prog-rock pyrotechnics inside 
Sly Stone’s “Stand.” Jimi Hendrix, Sun Ra, 
Thelonius Monk, Rahsaan Roland Kirk, 
Bootsy Collins, and Bernie Worrell were 
kindred spirits—eager to groove and fuse 
that confusing (to some) musical mess. 
“Some people cannot enjoy jazz, or say 
they don’t like jazz,” Smith once told me. 
“Well, most people when they do hear me 
say, ‘I didn’t think I would like jazz, but 
you’re not so, uh, stiff or stuck up’—it’s 
spiritual and loose, and that’s what they’re 
gonna get.”

For Smith, this also meant messing 
around with the latest synth, talking drum, 
or musically modified walking stick, but he 
would always be drawn back to the funky 
wooden furniture, that Hammond orches-
tra-in-a-box. True, like said show biz spirits, 
he could be a diva, but he was no prima 
donna, despite racking up inductions to the 
Buffalo Music and Jazz Organ Fellowship 
Halls of Fame and being knighted—like 
Jimmy Smith before him—an NEA Jazz 
Master. He filled many hearts, and broke a 
few, along the way. “I always wanted the 
people to feel my music,” he said. “The 
pocket is like unity—everyone is at the same 
place at that time, and there’s one heart-
beat. That’s what a groove feels like: It’s a 
heartbeat.”

Rare is the 
musician who 
continues to 
improve and 
explore well into 
their seventh 
decade.

Maestro at work: Dr. Lonnie Smith weaving some magic on that funky wooden furniture. 

Photographs by 
Matt Rogers
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56 YEARS LATER, FRANK 
HERBERT FINALLY GETS 
HIS DU(N)E
“The editor of the Village Voice has been calling me and asking me if I 
have seen Star Wars and if I’m going to sue,” Frank Herbert told his local 
newspaper
By Vincent Velotta

A
tyrannical galactic emperor ruthlessly 
rules the universe. On a desert planet, 
the father of a teenage boy is brutally 
murdered. A member of an ancient or-
der utilizes mind control abilities to 

protect and mentor the boy in the hopes that 
he’s the “chosen one.” Sound familiar?

For decades, the Star Wars film franchise, 
created by George Lucas, has been a domi-
nant player in pop culture everywhere. 
Spanning three trilogies produced between 
1977 (A New Hope) and 2019 (The Rise of Sky-
walker), a collection of film and television 
standalones, and the prospect for perpetual 
cash-cow spin-offs under the direction of 
Disney, the cinematic universe has grossed 
more than $10 billion over the past 44 years. 
But this isn’t the story of Luke Skywalker, 
Emperor Palpatine, and the Jedi that has so 
thoroughly captured a worldwide audience. 
This is the story that came before it.

Frank Herbert’s 1965 novel, Dune, is the 
empire-centered space opera that was Star 
Wars before Star Wars was even conceived. 
Despite its considerable influence on Lucas 
and others, Dune’s popularity—it’s one of 
the world’s best-selling science fiction nov-
els—has not translated well to the big 
screen, even in our era of endless adapta-
tions of pre-existing stories. 

And that’s a damned shame. Dune not 
only popularized many of the core elements 
that turned Star Wars into a colossal hit but 
has inspired other prominent sci-fi and fan-
tasy works, such as Game of Thrones, one of 
television’s greatest cinematic and financial 
achievements. Shouldn’t the material that 
set the template for these billion-dollar fran-
chises join the party with its own big-budget 
franchise that reinvigorates its beloved 
story? Well, Dune is getting that chance, but 
it could very well be its last. Director Denis 
Villeneuve has one try to prove that perhaps 
the most pivotal sci-fi book ever belongs on 
the big screen.

Just how pivotal is Herbert’s novel? Its in-
fluence on monumental pieces of pop cul-
ture ranges from strong similarities 
to … well, whatever you want to call what 
Star Wars did. When the original film de-
buted, in 1977, the author had heard of its 
rather striking resemblance to his book. 
“The editor of the Village Voice has been 

calling me and asking me if I have seen Star 
Wars and if I’m going to sue,” Herbert told 
his local newspaper in Port Townsend, 
Washington. “I will try hard not to sue.” 
Once he saw the movie, though, he’d have to 
try really hard. (Note: Spoilers follow for the 
many iterations of Dune, Star Wars, and 
Game of Thrones.)

Dune, for the unfamiliar, is a sprawling 
tale whose galactic setting is so splendidly 
rich with history and detail that its sizable 
appendix is almost required reading in or-
der to comprehend everything Herbert cre-
ated. Most of the book details the plight of 
young Paul Atreides, whose ducal father is 
relocated to the hazardous planet of Arrakis 
by the reigning Padishah Emperor. With its 
daunting heat, endless desert, and severe 
water deficiency, Arrakis, nicknamed 
Dune, is a character in itself. As the only 
known source of the uber-valuable natural 
resource “spice”—a narcotic that not only 
prolongs life and transforms cognitive abili-

ties but makes space travel possible—the 
planet is rife with the kind of corruption en-
demic to any feudal society. Paul and his 
mother, Jessica, have everything taken from 
them when the family’s patriarch, Duke 
Leto, is murdered at the hands of the Em-
peror and his vile accomplice, Baron Vladi-
mir Harkonnen, sending the displaced 
mother and son into the depths of the unfa-
miliar desert. But Paul is trained by his 
mother in the ways of the Bene Gesserit—a 
women-led order that utilizes advanced 
combat and mind control skills. Using these 
powers and acquiring god-like omniscience 
through his sensitivity to spice, Paul allies 
with the indigenous Fremen and eventually 
convinces them that he’s the prophetic sav-
ior their religion promises. With millions of 
natives (and some gigantic sandworms) at 
his back, the young Atreides crushes House 
Harkonnen and bends the Emperor to his 
will, avenging his father and installing him-
self as galactic ruler. 

But Dune isn’t your clichéd revenge tale, 
with a “chosen one” trope and happy end-
ing. Woven into the plot are deep ecological 
commentary, political and religious cyni-
cism, and morally gray characters that 
prove more compelling than even the in-
spiringly altruistic hobbits and heinous big-
bad Sauron of J.R.R. Tolkien’s world. In 
layman’s terms, it takes the narrative com-
plexity of Game of Thrones dropped into the 
Star Wars universe to equal what Dune had 
already accomplished half a century ago.  

The parallels to Star Wars: A New Hope 
and its ensuing sequels in the original tril-
ogy (The Empire Strikes Back and Return of 
the Jedi) are considerable and aplenty. Sky-
walker, the franchise’s protagonist, lives on 
a desert planet called Tatooine, where the 
climate calls for “moisture farms” to pro-
duce water via air moisture, similar to the 
struggles and conditions on Dune’s Arrakis. 
Like Paul’s House Atreides, Skywalker’s 
family is brutally killed by an empire—at the 

head of which is an evil ruler who bends the 
rest of the galaxy to his will. Instead of the 
Bene Gesserit, the Jedi are Star Wars’ an-
cient guild of supernatural warriors, who 
use “the Force” (in lieu of “the Voice”) as a 
means of mind control and heightened 
awareness. Additionally, Luke and Paul 
both share psychic connections with their 
sisters. And while everyone knows Carrie 
Fisher’s Princess Leia, fewer are familiar 
with Paul’s sister, Alia.

Remember one of the greatest plot twists 
in cinematic history, when, in 1980, Empire 
revealed that the villainous Darth Vader 
was Luke’s father? Well, Herbert did that 
first too. Amid the cognitive transformation 
of Paul’s consciousness, he discovers that 
the culprit responsible for his father’s mur-
der, Baron Harkonnen, is actually his ma-
ternal grandfather. 

And the similarities keep rolling on. In 
1983’s Return of the Jedi, Lucas debuted the 
infamous gangster Jabba the Hutt, whose 
giant slug-like body matches the descrip-
tion of one of Herbert’s main characters 
from his 1981 Dune sequel, God Emperor of 
Dune. In that same film, Lucas also intro-
duces the Sarlacc—an enormous man-eat-
ing creature burrowed in the Tatooine 
desert, which echoes the gargantuan sand-
worms that help make Dune’s Arrakis so 
treacherous. Spice is also referenced in the 
Star Wars universe, though instead of being 
a thematic driving force of corruption and 
power (oil, anyone?), it’s basically just space 
cocaine. Perhaps that was the true genius of 
Lucas’s work: He made Star Wars a market-
able Dune by simplifying Herbert’s concepts 
of psychological evolution, ecological meta-
phors, and political intrigue, all of which 
made the 1965 novel such a dense piece of 
literature. Unlike Herbert’s fat tome, Star 
Wars has proven to be an easily digestible 
cinematic feast that will continue generat-
ing billion-dollar releases and more light-
saber merchandise than Uncle Walt could 

Culture and Its Discontents

Photo: Chiabella James | © 2020 Warner Bros. Entertainment Inc. All Rights Reserved. 

Duncan Idaho (Jason Momoa) does some two-fisted slashing.
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have imagined in his wildest dreams.
And no, Star Wars is not a complete rip-off 

of Dune; the plots have some major differ-
ences. But the sheer popularity of Lucas’s 
empire—you know you’ve tried to use the 
Force at least once in your life—can leave a 
bad taste in your mouth when you know 
where most of it originated. So many of the 
most memorable aspects of Star Wars (the 
Jedi and the Force, Vader delivering the im-
mortal line “No … I am your father,” the ro-
manticism of desert wastelands) were 
foreshadowed by Dune. Herbert himself rec-
ognized this; in a biography of the late au-
thor, Dreamer of Dune, his son Brian asserts 
that his father was “livid” after finally seeing 
Star Wars, in 1977. Herbert identified 16 
points of “absolute identity” he believed the 
film had borrowed from his novel, and he 
formed a tongue-in-cheek organization, the 
“We’re Too Big to Sue George Lucas Soci-
ety,” with other sci-fi writers who felt they’d 
been ripped off. But his biggest concern, his 
son writes, was that getting Dune to the big 
screen would now be even more of a chal-
lenge, since so many of its important con-
cepts had been preempted cinematically by 
Star Wars. It seems Paul Atreides wasn’t the 

only prophet in town.  
Dune’s influence doesn’t end with Star 

Wars, though in most cases it’s less obvious. 
Take George R. R. Martin’s A Song of Ice and 
Fire series, which was developed into the 
wildly successful Game of Thrones. Martin’s 
Eddard Stark is a clear echo of Herbert’s 
Leto Atreides: Both are the patriarchs of no-
ble families, both are eventually doomed by 
the betrayals of political systems they are 
too honorable to survive, and both of their 
deaths serve as jumping-off points for the 
series’ respective plots. Paul’s relationship to 
Arrakis’s Fremen is also paralleled by Mar-
tin—twice. Jon Snow and Daenerys Tar-
garyen are somewhat messianic figures in 
ASOIAF, and both consequently gather a 
large following of indigenous tribesmen 
who become their main source of power: 
Snow earns the trust and loyalty of the op-
pressed Wildlings while Targaryen, after be-
ing forced into exile, eventually wins the 
devotion of the desert-dwelling Dothraki 
warriors. Like Paul’s sister, Alia, one of the 
Stark sisters, Arya (seriously, how hard is it 
to name sisters in this genre?) becomes a 
hardened killer as a preteen, joining a cult 
called the Faceless Men whose followers can 

take the shape of any human in the world—a 
parallel to Herbert’s Face Dancers, who 
share the same power. And where Dune has 
the female-only Bene Gesserit, Martin em-
ploys the maesters—a male-exclusive guild 
of historians and healers who are similarly 
suspected of political interference from the 
shadows. GOT is not as heavily indebted as 
Star Wars, but the influence is undeniable. 

Additionally, the torch of Dune and its off-
spring is constantly being passed to other 
acclaimed sci-fi and fantasy series, such as 
Robert Jordan’s The Wheel of Time, which 
gets its own Amazon Prime Video adapta-
tion later this year.

So why hasn’t the grandmaster of mod-
ern science fiction been granted his cine-
matic due, even 35 years after his death? 
Well, several filmmakers have tried. The 
first attempt was a failed venture by Alejan-
dro Jodorowsky, which was shuttered after 
budgeting and runtime concerns—Jodor-

owsky believed he needed 10 to 14 hours to 
tell Dune’s story. In 1984, director David 
Lynch, after such successes as Eraserhead 
and The Elephant Man, turned in a film that 
barely handled the basic tenets of filmmak-
ing, let alone the thematic complexities that 
Herbert’s novel boasts. Lynch’s vision was 
so sloppily put together that even fans of the 
source material got lost amid the incoher-
ence. The director has since claimed that a 
lack of creative control was at the root of the 
movie’s failure (both aesthetically and at the 
box office), and he has attempted to have his 
name removed from it entirely. Fans of the 
book, especially, see the Lynch film at their 
own peril: On-screen, Paul’s lengthy inte-
gration into the stubborn Fremen culture 
takes about two minutes, Herbert’s core 
theme of messianic cynicism is erased when 
Paul ends the perpetual drought of Arrakis 
by summoning a rainstorm, and other fun-
damental aspects of the novel are either 
misrepresented or thrown out entirely. Iron-
ically, Lynch turned down an offer to direct 
Star Wars: Return of the Jedi in order to 
launch his assault on Herbert’s book. 

In 2000, Dune was once again adapted, 
but this time as a three-part miniseries writ-

Wandering the cinematic desert for more than half a century: Paul Atreides (Timothée 
Chalamet) and  Lady Jessica Atreides (Rebecca Ferguson) have arrived.

“And holy smokes, 
those worms!”

Photo: Chiabella James | © 2020 Warner Bros. Entertainment Inc. All Rights Reserved. 
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18 ten and directed by John Harrison. Debut-
ing on the Sci Fi channel and dubbed Frank 
Herbert’s Dune, the series was something of 
a critical success, going on to collect Emmys 
for cinematography and special effects and 
spawning a sequel in 2003 based on Her-
bert’s later novels. No masterpiece, Frank 
Herbert’s Dune did at least take enough time 
in retelling the elaborate novel.  However, it 
still couldn’t do justice to the author’s ma-
jestic vision of futuristic technology and 
such fantastical elements as the Empire 
State Building–size sandworms. Instead, 
Peter Jackson’s Lord of the Rings film trilogy 
was the adaptation of the moment, expertly 
implementing the special effects necessary 
to seamlessly adapt a visually uncompro-
mised version of Tolkien’s revered universe. 
And that is exactly what Dune requires: the 

modern-day blockbuster treatment. Once 
thought unfilmable because of the entan-
gled plotlines and special effects needed, 
cinematic technology has finally caught up 
to the vision of Herbert’s magnum opus. 
The precedent has been set by Game of 
Thrones’ adaptation of Martin’s phone-
book-size novels, where political plotting 
spanning dozens of point-of-view charac-
ters was made intelligible to a worldwide 
audience—at least for the first few seasons. 
Recent developments in technology en-
abled GOT to convincingly portray dragons, 
ice zombies, and Bran Stark’s journey to 
omniscience as he fulfilled the role of the 
mystical Three-Eyed Raven—another par-
allel to Dune’s Paul. And hey—if Jackson had 
the technology in the early 2000s to flaw-
lessly adapt Tolkien’s Middle-Earth, then 
director Villeneuve can certainly do it now 
for Herbert’s Arrakis.

He needs to. A fan of the original novel 
and the mind behind visionary sci-fi epics 
Arrival and Blade Runner 2049, Villeneuve 
must leapfrog both Lynch’s thematically 
bankrupt film and Harrison’s accom-
plished miniseries to craft the kind of im-
mersive blockbuster that had fans flocking 
to Game of Thrones, Lord of the Rings, and 
the most recent Star Wars trilogy. Should 
this new iteration of Dune fail despite its 
world-class director and a hefty $165 mil-
lion budget, studios may never look at the 
novel again. 

In deciding up-front to split the story 
into two films, Villeneuve has wisely 
bought himself time to re-create Herbert’s 
canon. But has he succeeded where his 
predecessors failed, crafting a product that 
can excite fans old and new alike?

The answer is an unequivocal yes.
Villeneuve’s new Dune is a masterpiece 

of sensory overload—the powerful 
soundtrack acts almost as a parallel narra-
tive—that combines the immersivity of 
Blade Runner 2049 and the otherworldly 
tone of Arrival, but surpasses both. The di-
rector impressively merges the art house 
with the blockbuster as he properly sets the 
mood of an inherently dark setting while 
conveying the majesty and wonder of a civ-
ilization set some 20,000 years in the fu-
ture. 

Unlike its predecessors, this Dune han-
dles its universe’s much-needed exposi-
tion with ease. The droning monologues 
that turned actors into robotic iterations of 
Herbert’s appendices are gone, and in their 
place are seamless pieces of context that 
show the necessary information. Free to 
serve as conveyors of emotion rather than 
facts, the sparkling ensemble cast (Timo-
thée Chalamet, Rebecca Ferguson, Oscar 
Isaac, Josh Brolin, Javier Bardem, Zendaya, 
and more) turn in performances that 
strengthen the epic’s slow-burn flow. But 
the heart and soul of this film is undoubt-
edly the sublime pairing of Villeneuve’s 
breathtaking visuals and Hans Zimmer’s 
domineering score (better even than his 
work on such blockbusters as Gladiator 
and The Dark Knight), an extraordinary 
merger that shapes the movie into an un-
forgettable cinematic experience.

It’s that exemplary pairing of sight and 
sound that makes Dune simultaneously so 
grand and yet so dire; in a different setting, 
the universe that Villeneuve has so meticu-
lously crafted could’ve been misconstrued 
as hopeful. However, Zimmer’s mesmeriz-
ing, bass-heavy compositions—at times 
hanging like a backdrop, other moments 
brought boomingly to the fore—keep the 
imagery grounded in the story’s central 
themes of deceit and destruction. (In one 
scene, Villeneuve poetically frames the blis-
tering Arrakis sun setting over the desert, 
mirroring the famous imagery of Star Wars’ 
Tatooine in a way that not so subtly says, I 
should’ve been here first.) The impact of 
this cinematic marriage is what turns the 
consumption of the film into an experience, 
not a viewing—while the visuals and music 
are both tremendous accomplishments in-
dividually, their union puts the viewer into a 
trance-like state that makes the 155-minute 
runtime fly by. In well under three hours, 
the flow of visual and audible awe created 
by Villeneuve and Zimmer evokes a level of 
intensity that the likes of Star Wars and Mar-
vel wish they could achieve.

While the film takes its time to unravel, 
the grandeur of Villeneuve’s production de-
sign is as compelling as the action se-
quences. From the seemingly infinite 
barren desert to the pitch-perfect detail of 
the sets, such as the heavily industrialized 
Harkonnen homeworld of Giedi Prime and 
the hopeful, oceanic planet of Caladan, the 
passion this director has for the source ma-

terial is apparent, as the intricate descrip-
tions on Herbert’s pages come alive 
on-screen. Unlike Lynch’s Dune (and many 
other sci-fi works), the elaborate costuming 
of the various cultures in the film is exotic 
enough to induce fascination but not so em-
bellished that it creates caricatures of its 
subjects. In the same vein, Stellan Skars-
gård’s Baron Harkonnen is monstrously in-
timidating, leaving behind the quirky, 
over-the-top portrayals by Kenneth McMil-
lan (1984) and Ian McNeice (2000). Al-
though limited in screen time, Skarsgård’s 
menacing performance is the film’s most 
memorable. And at long last, an adaptation 
of Dune has found actors that convincingly 
portray the complexity 
of its most important 
characters, Paul (Chal-
amet) and Jessica (Fer-
guson); both serve as 
essential emotional 
guidelines throughout.

And holy smokes, 
those worms!

Yes, Herbert’s fa-
mous sandworms 
have finally gotten 
their due, after 56 long 
years, and their face-
less, sharp-toothed 
enormity is glorious. 
Some of the film’s 
most suspenseful and 
visually compelling 
moments come from 
the seconds before 
their arrival, as pulsat-
ing sand and explod-
ing dunes warn 
Atreides’s soldiers and 
Fremen alike of their 
impending doom. Ev-
ery appearance by the 
creatures is as exciting 
as the last, and per-
haps that is Ville-
neuve’s greatest 
accomplishment: He 
manages to elevate the 
story’s tension even 
when you know what’s 
coming. He keeps the 
tale of House Atreides 
fresh with both his 
worldbuilding and the 
intimacy of his characters, along with care-
fully choreographed fight sequences, exhil-
arating rides on ornithopters (sleek, flying 
transport vessels that resemble dragon-
flies), and the surreal sandworm attacks—
deserved payoffs that work with the 
emotional cohesion of the plot.

No adaptation can include everything 
from the source material, and 2021’s Dune is 
no exception. But Villeneuve and co-writers 
Eric Roth and Jon Spaihts utilized their 2.5 
hours well in covering roughly half of Her-
bert’s novel. Is there a missing scene or two 
that would’ve filled book fans with grati-
tude if put to the screen? Surely. But where 
Harrison’s miniseries was bogged down by 
its faithfulness to the book, Villeneuve’s 
film smartly crops Herbert’s story, deploy-
ing a fine balance between creative detail 
and spectacular action in order to pull in 

both the well-initiated and the newcomer. 
The only issue here is the somewhat anticli-
mactic ending, which has been a handicap 
to film franchises that have attempted to 
split their source material into multiple 
parts. But even with that constraint, Zim-
mer’s blasting score manages to get your 
heart racing for something that doesn’t feel 
entirely possible: a second act that promises 
even greater scale and splendor.

“So this is the new Star Wars movie, 
right?” one viewer japed before an early 
screening of the film. The unfortunate real-
ity is that comparisons of Herbert’s story to 
Lucas’s historic franchise will be made as 
Dune debuts around the world. But the main 

goal of this film was never to give Herbert 
his “credit” for inspiring the sci-fi and fan-
tasy that came after him, it was to bring his 
incredibly layered story to life in an age 
when his warnings about fanaticism, tech-
nology, and extreme climate are more rele-
vant than ever. Villeneuve, now firmly 
cemented as a sci-fi master, has done a 
splendid job getting the ball rolling in that 
regard, creating a must-see cinematic mon-
ument that demands a second part. HBO 
Max is set to release the film on their 
streaming service simultaneously with the-
aters, but please, do Villeneuve’s magnum 
opus justice and see it on the big screen.

Indeed, Villeneuve’s film is actually 
Frank Herbert’s Dune . . . or at least half of 
it. As Zendaya’s character, Chani, promises 
in the closing moments of the movie: “This 
is only the beginning.”

Some said David 
Lynch’s 1984 

version of Dune left 
much to be desired. 

Sting portrayed 
Feyd-Rautha, 

Baron Harkonnen’s 
nephew.

Just how pivotal is 
Herbert’s novel? 
Its influence on 
monumental 
pieces of pop 
culture ranges 
from strong 
similarities to …
well, whatever you 
want to call what 
Star Wars did. 

© Universal Pictures/Entertainment Pictures / Alamy
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THE VERSATILITY OF THE 
VOICE OVER CAREER
By Keith Brunson

V
oice-over careers come in all shapes 
and sizes. There is of course the talent. 
The actual voice. And that’s the person 
that you hear that you never see. There 
are sound designers, producers, engi-

neers and a lot of people that you would 
never realize are involved and work in 
voice-over work. So let’s look at one exam-
ple. Frank Sheadrick, a musician by trade 
and a producer and engineer is being given 
his first film to sound design. So as a drum-
mer, Frank ventured on this occasion into 
voice-over. This is a very good example of 
careers in the business of sound. Frank is 
now doing the sound for a documentary. 
Frank is not a voice-over sound designer, 
but because there is so much versatility in 
the voice-over landscape, Frank is doing his 
first movie. And this is where the opportuni-
ties in voice-over expand. Operating out of 
SoKnox studios in Knoxville, Tennessee, 
Frank says, “The voiceover artist needs an 
edge when producing their content and 
soundtracks, and I see to it that their voice 
ultimately sounds very special.”

“I learned at 21, the power of contribut-
ing to sound, so it became my passion to 
identify that special ‘sweet spot’ in their 
voice – develop it and finalize it to perfec-
tion,” says Frank. “Every voice-over artist 
has something unique about them. I love 
sound, but I am not a narrator.”  
(www.versatilegroove.com)

Enter Cylk Cozart. Cylk is best known to 
many from “White Men Can’t Jump.” But 
Cylk had 50+ other productions such as 
marquee movies like “Conspiracy Theory,” 
and “Three to Tango.” The list is long. And 
now, at this writing, Cylk is on the final 
stretch of his movie “Inherit the Land.” But 
because the film is narrated by Cozart, he 
needed someone to record and shape his 

voice-over narrative. Cylk needed a studio-
quality soundtrack. “I chose Frank because 
he finds the rhythm in your vocal delivery 
and makes it work to the betterment of the 
story,” Cylk explained.

The story is a documentary called “In-
herit the Land,” the true tale of two elderly 
white women who willed 800 acres of land 
to a black family in the 1920s. “And as the 
narrator, I needed someone who could take 
my voice and make it come to life as a char-
acter and Frank can do that,” says Cozart. 
That is not an easy task. Working in 
voiceover production in any capacity is a 
collaborative effort. “Frank finds the best in 
you and makes it come to life,” says Cozart.

There are endless opportunities to work 
in voice-over. And it can all be taught re-
motely through The Voice Shop located in 
New York. People from all walks of life have 
appeared on the voice-over landscape and 
with today’s technology, living in Los Ange-
les for film production is no longer neces-
sary. It can be learned remotely from 
wherever you are by the team at The Voice 
Shop (www.voiceshopcoaching.com) 
which is a sister company of Creative Media 
Design in New York City.  
(www.cmdnyc.com)

Listen to the story of Mike Lenz, a regis-
tered pharmacist for 30 years and the mayor 
of Sarasota Springs, New York. Mike 
changed his career at 54 and entered the 
voice-over business. “My distinct specialty 
is audiobook narration,” says Mike, who is a 
member of SAG/AFTRA. Mike had already 
been the voice of Xerox, Clorox, Bayer and 
Dell. But it was the audiobook niche that 
opened the door to union membership. 
“And because I love to read, I wound up in 
audiobook narration as my voiceover spe-
cialty.” Mike has 140 audiobooks to his 

credit. “Being a pharmacist and a politician 
were wonderful careers, but there is some-
thing really special about telling a story with 
your own twist to millions of listeners,” says 
Mike. “I wanted to work for large publish-
ers, and I wound up with the biggest pub-
lishers in the world.”

Mike learned his career in voice-over by 
taking classes. And he advocates anyone 
wanting this career cannot do it without and 
understanding their audio expectations, 
“and you do that by taking courses and im-
mersing yourself in training,” says Mike. 
Mr. Lenz operates out of his home studio in 
upstate New York and lives by the credo “to 
be persistently consistent.” And this consis-
tent sound leads to more and more publish-
ers trusting him to narrate their book. “To 
me, the versatility of all things sound is what 
eBook audio is all about.” And through his 
course study, Mike got requests to help oth-
ers develop their own career in voice. And 
so to expand his operation, Mike became a 
podcast producer for other hosts, “and the 
voice-over experience helped me to grow 
the podcast producer business.”

So how can you become someone like 
Mike Lenz? The answer is to study the art 
form. “The way I went from filling prescrip-
tions to narrating was through courses I 
took. (www.voiceshopcoaching.com) 
There are courses in everything from mi-
crophone technique to sound engineering. 

“It’s impossible to succeed alone,” says 
Frank Sheadrick. “Had I not learned how 
to shape the voice, I would have never got-
ten into voice narration for motion pic-
tures.”

The goal is to never stop learning and 
growing. “It’s a constant work in progress,” 
says Steve Tardio, one of The Voice Shop’s 
instructors. “And we teach remotely or in-
studio,” according to lead instructor Mike 
George. “Not everyone can be here in New 
York, so we make our training programs 
available to people nationwide online with 
personal instruction.”

Mike Lenz believes anyone can suc-
ceed. “Never underestimate the power of 
serendipity,” says Mike. “I was anything 
but knowledgeable about the business, but 
I learned through course study. Wonderful 
things will happen if you just begin your 
journey, but you do have to BEGIN. You 
can’t just think about it.”

Having a fortunate discovery or “seren-
dipity” is part of what becoming a voice-
over professional is all about. “Most people 
have no idea that they have that special 
something,” adds Frank Sheadrick.

Mike Lenz equates the voiceover busi-
ness to sailing. “Just get in the boat,” says 
Mike. “Once I took my first class in 
voiceover, I knew.” And that’s how you dis-
cover your calling in voiceover, “You Just 
set sail.”

Frank 
Sheadrick (left) 
in his voiceover 
recording 
studio with 
Cylk Cozart 
(right)

Sponsored

Mike George provides voice coaching 
and teaches voiceover classes in New 
York City’s The Voice Shop

Director Cylk Cozart leverages Frank 
Sheadrick’s voice for audiobook narration.

Mike Lenz, the former pharmacist, and mayor, 
now specializes in audiobook narration.
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WHATEVER HAPPENED TO 
THE NEW YORK AUTEUR?
New York City’s grand glitter and  grime used to come alive on the big 
screen. What happened?
By Michael Atkinson

I
t’s that scene in Martin Scorsese’s Raging 
Bull, the one in which Joey LaMotta (Joe 
Pesci) and Salvy Batts (Frank Vincent) 
meet with mob boss Tommy Como 
(Nicholas Colasanto) in the Debonair So-

cial Club to patch things up after Joey had 
kicked the shit out of Salvy in the previous 
scene. The fight had to do with Vikki (Cathy 
Moriarty), Joey’s sister-in-law, stepping out 
while her husband, boxer Jake LaMotta 
(Robert De Niro), was away. Look again: the 
Neapolitan flip pot on the stove, the tar-
nished tin tiles on the wall, the fat old man 
in suspenders playing cards at the other ta-
ble with Scorsese’s dad, Charlie—not some-
one from central casting. Look at and listen 
to Como: wearing tinted glasses inside, a 
lifetime of bad eating and smoking, a quiet 
avuncularity thinly masking a commitment 
to menacing corruption. You know without 
being told that Scorsese had actually been 
to this place, places just like it, and felt the 
remembered particulars in his bones. He 
grew up here, in the boroughs, and knew 
these people. The city was his first subject.

Scorsese is what has been called a New 
York auteur; wherever else his moviemak-
ing jones has taken him, he always returns 
to the city. He has been, in fact, part of a lin-
eage of New York filmmakers—voices that 
have found their quintessence on the street 
corners and rooftops, in the long bars and 
half-finished lofts and too-small apart-
ments and late-night diners and subway 
cars. Ever since the postwar era found its 
footing culturally, the New York auteur has 
been a vital megafauna in American film, 
the calloused, smart-mouthed counter-
charge to the homogenized, corporatized 
Hollywood model of film artist. But look 
around, in 2021: Where are they? It seems as 
though they’re slowly vanishing without 
anyone noticing, like a species of freshwater 
mussel. At age 79, Scorsese is the grand 
poobah of a seminal generation of regional 
auteurs, alongside Woody Allen (who is 86) 
and the late Sidney Lumet. Spike Lee and 
Jim Jarmusch are reigning figures in the 
boomer league that followed, all in their 
60s or 70s now, including a slew of directors 
whose early guerrilla-style splashes in the 
downtown-punk 1970s and ’80s dwindled 
in later years to TV piecework and scantly 
released features: Susan Seidelman, Sara 
Driver, Tom DiCillo, Lizzie Borden, Amos 
Poe, Bette Gordon. 

Other, more extremely punkish mem-
bers of the No Wave “movement”—Nick 

Zedd, Eric Mitchell, Vivienne Dick, Richard 
Kern, Cassandra Stark—began as and re-
mained never-say-die DIY provocateurs, 
occupying a tiny underground niche. This 
sector—perhaps represented most notori-
ously by Dick’s She Had Her Gun All Ready 
(1978), Zedd’s They Eat Scum (1979), and 
Kern’s Manhattan Love Suicides (1985)—was 
110 percent New York but, unlike Jarmusch, 
had little aesthetic mission. The rancid eco-
nomic depression the city endured in the 
’70s, with entire neighborhoods forsaken 
and crumbling, precipitated the teeming 
class of undisciplined freak artists who 
would produce aggressively crude and con-

frontational art in any medium that crossed 
their path, and do it spending no money and 
expecting to earn even less. Suddenly, Jack 
Smith, whose circle of contemporaries and 
cohorts was preciously small in 1963 when 
his stylish and provocative-for-its-time 
celebration of naked flesh, Flaming Crea-
tures, was first shown, found himself sur-
rounded by hundreds of marginalized 
culture-makers, all roaming free in the de-
crepit part of the city to which no one paid 
attention, and all busy making handheld 
films and sub-garage rock bands, when 
they weren’t shooting up or sleeping off 
binges or trading sex partners. Unlike in 
other indie-wave sagas, there are no mas-
terpieces or lessons learned; the punk prin-
ciple of the moment forbade it. Today, the 
No Wave figures and films are objects of 
nostalgia for an invigorating filthier time in 
the city, and little more.

And what of the true, earlier avant-
garde? In their 1960s to ’70s heyday, the 
seminal generation of underground film-
makers in New York—Smith, Ken Jacobs, 
Andy Warhol, Shirley Clarke, Jonas Mekas, 
Marie Menken, Mike and George Kuchar—
certainly limned a portrait of the city that 
verges on the anthropological. Smith and 
the Kuchars in particular became local leg-
ends for their arte povera strategies, mus-
tering recycled pop-art mythologies out of 
an almost complete vacuum of resources, 
and treating the city as a vast abandoned 
playground that remained theirs to use as 
they wished. But it was a rarefied, hermetic 
ghetto of film culture, as delightful to initi-
ates as it was mystifyingly gestural, and 
largely unseeable, to the world at large. You 
could make the case that, taken together, 
Smith’s Flaming Creatures, the Kuchars’ I 
Was a Teenage Rumpot (1960), Jacobs’s 
Blonde Cobra (1963), Warhol’s Chelsea Girls 
(1966), and Clarke’s Portrait of Jason (1967) 
comprise an X-ray of the city’s secret alt-life 
in the day, but if this is where your NYC cos-
mology lingers, you know you’re part of a 
small and self-selecting tribe. That was, in 
any case, back then. There’s hardly any such 

thing today as “underground”—whether 
non-narrative or experimental, anything 
you may produce on your rooftop with 
friends is just something to get lost in the 
ocean of YouTube.

So, where are we? How might you define 
a “New York auteur” today? Does Abel Ferr-
ara count? He could make the roster simply 
for 1992’s Mets-soundtracked Passion of St. 
Harvey, Bad Lieutenant, but he’s 70, and has 
favored Italy in the past few decades. The 
’90s saw the emergence of Michael Al-
mereyda, Whit Stillman, Hal Hartley, and 
Mary Harron, who have all wandered freely, 
and in any case, are now in their 60s. No 
Wave vet Beth B, also in her 60s, is still 
working hard. In the Bush I years of the sec-
ond Sundance indie wave, Nancy Savoca 
and Nick Gomez made all-too-brief comet 
streaks. In the new century, who would 
qualify? Do we heart Noah Baumbach that 
much? Does the post-mumble, heart-attack 
law firm of Safdie, Safdie & Bronstein 
count? (Their Uncut Gems, with its aggres-
sive gotta-get-it tension and jittery camera-
work, seems an ostentatious bid for 
old-school NY auteurship.) Eliza Hittman, 
with three small, sharp films, strikes a hope-

The smaller, 
cheaper cameras 
built for WWII 
allowed for an 
independent 
filmmaking boom 
that eventually 
came home to 
Brooklyn and 
Manhattan.

Reel Time

Collection Christophel / Alamy 

John Cassavetes 
(far right) directing 

Shadows (1959).
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ful note if she sticks to her auteurist guns.
Clearly, it’s not just how many films an 

artist has made here, but to what degree 
their vision and thematic lust have been be-
witched by the city. Recent films that feel 
chest-deep in the city’s ambience are few 
and far between; it does seem that the na-
tive Gotham cineaste, wherever they origi-
nally hail from, is aging out as a concept, 
fading into history. Why? What’s changed, 
besides everything? Or, perhaps, what’s 
changed more, American film culture, or 
the city itself? 

We shouldn’t be surprised if the particu-
lar upheavals and morphings of our socio-
political condition impact how and why 
certain kinds of films get made, because 
that’s how the New York auteur was born. 
There was really no such significant thing 
until the ’50s, when the smaller, cheaper 
cameras built for WWII allowed for an inde-
pendent filmmaking boom that eventually 
came home to Brooklyn and Manhattan in 
the form of Morris Engel’s Little Fugitive 
(1953) and John Cassavetes’s Shadows 
(1959). For the first time for a lot of viewers, 
here were movies that hung out with their 
characters, doing things outside of the plot. 
For Engel, it was little Richie Andrusco, run-
ning away to Coney Island, doing the things 
that kids do when nobody in particular is 
watching, along with the soaked vacation-
ers waiting under the pavilions for a rain-
storm to pass and the gear-heavy surf 
casters heading toward the sea at dusk as 
the beachgoers head home, all of it appre-
hended, documentary-style, from real life. 

Cassavetes’s film does it too, what might 

be called the New York Meantime; Shadows 
dawdles, slouches, wanders, vogues, and 
goes on drunken jags, just like its maker, 
who marries his own sense of what life and 
acting should be with the form of the film it-
self. (Visually, it’s so economical and 
cramped that off-screen space becomes a 
bottomless resource, and characters rarely 
occupy the frame alone.) The film seems to 
have discovered New York, or at least dis-
covered how people live in it, dashing from 
street corners to coffee shops in the rain, loi-
tering in public spaces, draping over furni-
ture in tiny apartments. While other movies 
told stories in 1959, this one said, Here was 
what life was like right here. 

These were not movies like audiences 
were used to—the usual simulacra of re-
gional life and soundstage-bound scripted 
dramatics, always run through a Hollywood 
washing machine. No, these were New York 
movies, made without backing, by people 
who lived there, who just had to make a 
movie any which way they could, and who 
thought New York itself was an endlessly in-
teresting empire of human tumult.

The postwar culture almost demanded 
it. During the war, Americans had become 
acquainted with and curious about the 
other parts of the country, and also the 
sense of authenticity coming their way from 
both European films made in the war’s rub-
ble and the unarguably “real” news footage 
on their new TV sets. Rock ’n’ roll, Beat lit-
erature, abstract expressionism, even the 
televised chaos of Ernie Kovacs—the Zeit-
geist screamed unorthodoxy and experi-
mentation, liberation and risk. New York, 

with its unrivaled resources in theater, pub-
lishing, and media photography, was a natu-
ral ecosystem for filmmakers who wanted 
to forge a new cinema their way. For both 
Engel and Cassavetes, the mandate wasn’t 
polish and maximum audience share, but 
capturing the city as it really was, even if 
that meant being, essentially, inexperi-
enced amateurs winging it without rules.

Once you graduate to the American New 
Wave ’60s and ’70s, when Scorsese, Allen, 
and Lumet became serious about Gotham as 
the richest color on their palette, the New 
York movie became an iconic factor in Amer-
ican life. Many filmmakers who excelled at 
these, however—William Friedkin, Alan J. 
Pakula, John Schlesinger—can’t really qual-
ify as regional obsessives, because their time 
in New York was brief, and they quickly went 
elsewhere. Still, the New York movie, like 
Friedkin’s The French Connection (1971), Pak-
ula’s Klute (1971), and Schlesinger’s Midnight 
Cowboy (1969), made busy revealing the 
city’s previously unfilmed and unseen 
spaces and textures, in a way that surprised 
the world. Infamously, there’s something 
quintessentially New York about the French 
Connection car chase through a very crowded 
Bensonhurst, shot as it was without permits 
and with genuine potential danger for pedes-
trians, and real damage for at least one un-
suspecting Ford-driving local. 

These films represented an integral 
wedge of the era’s New Wave mojo, and 
New York–ness was suddenly a valuable 
and fascinating cinematic flavor. But it was 
the locals that made careers out of it, and 
whichever “New York” you’re in—whether 

you’re with Scorsese on Mulberry Street, 
Allen on East 66th, or Lumet on Prospect 
Park West—you felt the city as a decisive 
character in the mix, a kicking-and-
screaming place you knew even if, like mil-
lions of moviegoers worldwide, you didn’t 
live there. 

So, the question nags: Why has the New 
York auteur become an endangered spe-
cies, when regional filmmaking in general 
hardly seems to be waning? (With today’s 
shooting technology and streaming op-
tions, there’s virtually no barrier to entry 
for anyone, regardless of where they live, 
and 32 states offer production incentives of 
one kind or another.) Movies are still often 
shot in New York, but very few are about 
New York. Could it be that, having the 
20th-century vogue of the New York movie 
come and go, we’re simply not as fasci-
nated by the city anymore? Or, perhaps, has 
the city itself become less volatile, less un-
predictable, less movie-ish? Has the Inter-
net’s familiarity homogenized us, making 
New York–ness a less distinctive and fiery 
brand of human fare?  

American film culture has evolved and 
mutated in scores of ways, but it’s hard not 
to argue that, taken in toto, the scene is far 
less interested in urban particularities or 
ethnic enclaves (if not ethnicity in general), 
or exhibits in the human zoo we may not al-
ready be familiar with. “Identification” is 
the watchword nowadays—the idea that 
we’re all the same under the skin, wherever 
we live, and works in any medium should 
help us identify with, and feel compatriot 
to, everyone else. Most contemporary 
movies set in New York could be set in al-
most any city, and their characters could 
live anywhere.

It’s a dreary state of affairs that could, we 
hope, be a default launching pad for some 
irascible young New York filmhead, with a 
movie that returns to the sidewalks and to 
the slices of the city that haven’t been gen-
trified into American uniformity. We know 
that that New York is still there—go find it, 
and show us something new.

Scorsese had 
actually been to 
this place, places 
just like it, and felt 
the remembered 
particulars in 
his bones. He 
grew up here, in 
the boroughs, 
and knew these 
people. The 
city was his first 
subject.

 AF archive / AlamySal’s Famous Pizzeria—we’ve all been there. Spike Lee and Danny Aiello in Do the Right Thing (1989).
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TRAGICOMIC SOOTHSAYER: 
PHILIP GUSTON RIDES 
AGAIN
The painter envisioned America as a soaring ideal eternally threatened 
by a nail-studded club
By R.C. Baker

A
nd so we arrive at the beginning of a 
glorious end. Very few folks back then 
knew what was happening. Beliefs 
were shaken. Reputations questioned. 
Friendships sundered. Disparage-

ments printed. 
 But we still have the paintings, and al-

though they are half a century older, they 
retain their power to anger and surprise, 
outrage and dazzle, appall and delight. This 
is how critic Hilton Kramer saw them, back 
in the October 25, 1970, edition of The New 
York Times: “For some years now, at least for 
some people, Mr. Guston has been some-
thing of a sacred figure…. If Jackson Pollock 
was the cowboy of the New York School, all 
muscle and violence, Mr. Guston was 
claimed to be its poet, all sensibility and 
shimmering delicacy.” Then comes the fa-
mous barb: “The spectacle of mandarin 
sensibilities masquerading as unlettered 
but lyrical stumblebums is now universally 
recognized as a form of artifice that de-
ceives no one—except, possibly, the artist 
who is so out-of-touch with contemporary 
realities that he still harbors the illusion his 
‘act’ will not be recognized as such.” An-
other jibe: “The primitive has repeatedly 
been called upon to rescue and rejuvenate 
the vitality of ‘high’ art, and Mr. Guston is 
clearly seeking such a rejuvenation in turn-
ing to the popular visual slang of the old car-
toonists as the basis of a new pictorial style. 
But it doesn’t work … there is no vitality here 
to rejuvenate.”

No vitality? 
For god’s sake—even if he didn’t like 

Guston’s bulbous, ham-fisted figures, could 
the critic not comprehend the rich marrow 
and elastic sinews of paint that underlie the 
cartoon characters, those luscious, break-
neck brushstrokes? Could he not see, right 
there before his eyes, the wet-into-wet ec-
stasy that allows oil paint to summon the 
potency of flesh on flesh? Could the writer 
not sense a modern virtuoso reaching back 
to the Renaissance to find new realms for 
painting’s unique gravitational communion 
between artist and viewer?

Fortunately, we can see all of this for our-
selves at Hauser & Wirth’s current exhibi-
tion of Guston’s paintings from 1969 to 
1979. Bumptious Klansmen are the com-
mon denominator here, just as they were 

when a number of these paintings were 
originally shown at Marlborough Gallery, 
from October 17 to November 7, 1970. Back 
then, it was the formal aspects of Guston’s 
cartoony imagery that upset his colleagues, 
who—even as pop art, land art, conceptual 
art, and other movements were vying for 
prominence—remained true believers in 
pure abstraction. “My painter friends in the 
New York School would come up to me,” 
Guston later recalled about the Marlbor-
ough opening, “and say, ‘Now what did you 
want to do that for?’ It seemed to depress a 
lot of people. It was as though I had left the 
church; I was excommunicated for a while.” 

Half a century later, Guston has been 
shunned again. Let’s call it the Klan Kontro-

versy, in homage to Krazy Kat, a comic strip 
that ran from 1913 to 1944 and that Guston 
greatly admired. Krazy Kat was created by 
George Herriman, an African American 
passing as white to avoid career-ending 
prejudice; it features a cat in love with a 
mouse, a dog who adores the cat, and the 
mouse who despises them both. These 
bountiful quirks are abetted by kaleido-
scopically colored desert settings that surre-
ally shift between night and day from panel 
to panel. Similar ambiguities run riot in 
Guston’s imagery of the Klan in this exhibi-
tion. Adorned in roughly patched hoods, 
one Klansman paints a self-portrait, two 
other pointy-headed figures lean closely to-
gether to converse (conspire?), a trio tools 
around in a dented jalopy, holding fat cigars 
between sausage-like digits. In another tab-
leau, a chunky board studded with nails juts 
out behind two of these buffoonish ruffians, 
implying some very dirty work to come. 

In his youth, Guston (1913–80) had pre-
sented his Klan figures more realistically, 
once telling an interviewer, “I was working 
in a factory and became involved in a strike 
[in 1932]. The KKK helped in strike-break-
ing so I did a whole series of paintings on 
the KKK. In fact, I had a show of them in a 
bookshop in Hollywood…. Some members 
of the KKK walked in, took the paintings 
off the wall, and slashed them. Two were 
mutilated.”

Last year, in response to Guston’s vari-
ous depictions of the Klan, four major mu-
seums, citing worldwide protests against 
racism and police violence, decided to de-
lay a planned Guston retrospective. Origi-
nally pushing it back to 2024 to allow time 

to “reframe our programming,” the muse-
ums, reacting to widespread backlash from 
the art world (and one of the show’s own 
curators), have now scheduled the opening 
for next year.

The sooner the better. The show will re-
veal to anyone paying attention that Guston 
well understood the menace at the root of 
his KKK subjects. Hence, 1969’s The Studio, 
in which the hooded figure is painting a self-
portrait. In a 1970 note written on a yellow 
legal pad he kept in his studio, Guston re-
membered those violent terrorists of his 
youth, and noted the connections to:

The flagellation pictures of Piero, Giotto, 
and Duccio. Violence in a formal painting. 

In this dream of violence, I feel like Isaac 
Babel with his Cossacks; as if I were living with 
the Klan. 

What do they do afterwards? Or before? 
Smoke, drink, sit around their rooms (light-
bulbs, furniture, wooden floors), patrol empty 
streets; dumb, melancholy, guilty, fearful, re-
morseful, reassuring one another? 

Why couldn’t some be artists and paint one 
another?

Clearly, Guston was not afraid to peer 
into the abyss of the blank black hash 
marks that represent eye slits in his protag-
onists’ hoods. He knew that humanity is 
forever advancing toward the terminus of 
civilization—who knows that the end 
might not come tomorrow?—and painting 
was his contribution to staving off dooms-
day. During a 1973 talk, an audience mem-
ber asked Guston about the tattered, 
coarsely stitched hoods his Klansman 

Figure/Ground

© The Estate of Philip Guston / Courtesy the Estate and Hauser & 
Wirth; Photo: Genevieve Hanson

Guston remembered those violent terrorists of his youth: Riding Around (1969).
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wore. Guston spoke about the Watergate 
burglars, who were recently in the news, 
and said that, like his characters, “They’re 
really dopey,” adding, “I’m going to bloody 
them up, you know? I’m a painter. I’m not 
writing political tracts.”

Such sentiments remind us that Gus-
ton’s first art training came at age 13, when 
his mother enrolled him in a correspon-
dence course from the Cleveland School of 
Cartooning. The emphatic drawings and 
workaday phantasmagorias on the comics 
pages were bedrock influences on Guston’s 
entire career. Equally formative were his 
early encounters with Klan violence and 
with the social inequalities that the unions 
were battling.

Throughout the 1930s and early ’40s, 
Guston’s work remained centered on issues 
of social justice: In Conspirators (1932), 
three men in hoods and robes lean in to-
ward one another as if whispering, one 
holding a scourge, another a spiked pole, 
the third supporting a heavy cross. Arched 
walls in plunging perspective add classical 
gravitas to the scene. In a tondo from 1937, 
Bombardment, Guston depicts the Fascist 
air raids during the Spanish Civil War, the 
compressed, circular format emphasizing 
the terror of civilians with no escape from 
this new form of war. A few years later 
came integrated groups of city kids pre-
tending to be gladiators and knights, wav-
ing wooden slats for swords and garbage 
can lids for shields. The figures are realis-
tic, the compositions vigorously angular, 
the colors as carefully modulated as a Re-
naissance fresco, with rich ochres and 
bruised browns punctuated by orange, 
blue, and yellow accents. 

Then came World War II, and Guston did 
his part through dynamically composed 
gouache drawings documenting pilot train-
ing and survival tactics. In the postwar era, 
however, Guston, like artists all over the 
world, began to question the validity of the 
figures that had been used as propaganda 
on all sides—those heroic soldiers and stal-
wart workers boosting homefront morale as 
casualties mounted into the tens of mil-
lions. Along with such colleagues as Pollock 
and Willem de Kooning, Guston turned to 
abstraction to find a new basis for painting, 

and became known as 
a painter of exquisite 
sensitivity. His early 
abstractions broke his 
sturdy figures down 
into chunks of close-
toned colors, which 
over the years evolved 
into glimmers of, say, 
an intense red flitting 
into pink flecks that 
disperse into a gritty 
fog, the vibrant tex-
tures and lively brush-
strokes providing as 
intense a drama as his 
figures had in earlier 
years. Slowly, how-
ever, through the 
1950s, the ever more 
meaty brushstrokes 
began coalescing and 

coagulating. Crude 
arcs of color writhing through a quicksilver 
ground hint, just barely, at the title of the 
1957 painting The Clock. By the mid-1960s, 
ragged black squares drift through conjugal 
fields of pink and gray, with such titles as 
Heir, Stranger, and Inhabiter giving fair 
warning of the impending return of the art-
ist’s dramatis personae. 

In the current show we get Klansmen, 
but also close-ups of worn-out shoes, of 
huge bugs trundling atop brick walls, of 
window shades and doorknobs and other 
mundanities. The years of abstraction had 
taught Guston to go for broke in his paint 
handling by laying down thick slabs of pig-
ment, scraping it to the canvas weave here, 
smearing it into a froth there—roiling tex-
tures to invigorate the surfaces of his large 
late canvases. 

In a painting from 1979, Entrance, which 
is roughly seven feet wide, we encounter a 
wall of piled-up legs wearing clunky shoes. 
Massive insects rumble along the floor. The 
limbs might be bodies heaped in a concen-
tration camp, but a door on the left side ob-
scures part of the scene. Still, the disparate 
forms are gorgeously merged by Guston’s 
formal wizardry. Perhaps the processional 
of legs had at first gone all the way across 
the canvas, and then Guston swiped the 
reds and blacks and oranges and whites into 
blurry swathes of cloudy pink. Over the 
smears, Guston drew the door panels, re-
versing the comic-strip practice of trapping 
colors within existing outlines. Here, warm 
grays at the top and smoggy pinks at the bot-
tom drift beyond the portal’s contours. 
(Guston loved his pinks. In a 1972 talk, he 
told the audience, “I did this painting, a 
bunch of KKK in a room. It’s sort of in a nice 
pink Sunday comic color ground.”)

An ephemeral door was an apt motif for 
Guston’s work, since he was always strug-
gling with dimensions of time and space. 
Clocks and wristwatches appear in a num-
ber of paintings in this exhibit. In a 1958 art-
ist’s statement, Guston wrote, “Painting is a 
clock that sees each end of the street as the 
edge of the world.” Like Krazy Kat jumping 
from day to night and place to place in 
comic-strip panels, Guston (in accord with 
all great painters) strived to thoroughly 
meld the binders and pigments of oil paint 

with whatever the patches of color repre-
sented, using the movements of his own 
spine and arms and hands and fingers to 
create a thrum of bodily presence in the fi-
nal image. 

And just what is that slightly rounded ob-
ject near the bottom of On Edge, from 1978? 
My notes read, “Garbage can lid in the 
void?” Maybe it is one of those play shields 
from Guston’s pre-war urban scenes. But 
it’s the background of this roughly seven-
by-eight-foot canvas that utterly fascinates. 
Maybe the shadowy plane had originally 
been a scene with figures that Guston 
blacked out with a broad brush, but the 
gloomy color is as livid as a blood blister, 
dark and throbbing. Slight shifts of the 
viewer’s position bring out glowing ripples 
of light, like shadows underwater. 

There is a primordial reach in Guston’s 
late work, a drive to bring something utterly 
new into the world. It may not be on the 
level of “Let there be light,” but one can’t 
help seeing in 1975’s Painter’s Hand Gus-
ton’s satirical take on godhood. A boiled red 
hand holds a canvas not much bigger than a 
cigarette pack. Does it depict an orange sun 
reflecting on water? Sunrise or sunset? Only 
the painter—the creator—could know. Such 
ambiguous humor pulsed through Guston’s 
late work, including a 1971 series of carica-
tures of President Richard Nixon, whom 
Guston viewed as a charlatan and a danger-
ous prevaricator. (The politician and the art-
ist were born within months of each other, 
in 1913, and both rose steadily to the highest 
levels of their professions during the post-
war “American Century.”) Guston’s opinion 
(along with that of millions of other citi-
zens) was validated when Tricky Dick re-
signed in disgrace after the Watergate 
scandal.

One can only wonder how Guston would 
have depicted an even more treacherous 
liar, Donald Trump, who, simultaneously 
bloated and pinched, already seems to be a 
funhouse-mirror reflection of Nixon. Gus-
ton nailed the tragicomic weave of history 
in his own day, and his exhilarating visions 
of America as a soaring ideal eternally 
threatened by a nail-studded club are equal 
to our even more perilous times now.

So let’s go back to that legendary Marl-
borough show, with its miasma of disap-
pointment and betrayal and malaise, to see 
it for what it actually was: an ongoing tri-
umph no one reading these words will live 
to see gainsaid. De Kooning, almost alone 
among Guston’s peers, understood the 
huge breakthrough on display, telling his 
fellow painter, ”Well, now you are on your 
own! You’ve paid off all your debts.” Unlike 

the critic Kramer, the Dutchman had 
pushed a lot of paint around and knew just 
what a toll starting over and over again on 
an endless frontier of blank rectangles takes 
on any serious painter. It’s heartening to 
imagine that, in the exhaustion and uncer-
tainty that an artist often feels at the post-
opening dinner, Guston found solace in de 
Kooning’s typically pithy remark. It was 
mid-October in Gotham, the first year of 
the 1970s, which, with a glowering com-
mander-in-chief and a spiraling, wrong-
headed war, already seemed the benighted 
shadow of the tumultuous, luminous ’60s. 
But the new decade was gonna have its own 
grooves, ones that, like Guston’s new paint-
ings, few saw coming. 

Except, a 33-year-old critic for this news-
paper, John Perreault, who realized that 
something unique had just pulled into the 
station. In merely two paragraphs, the Voice 
critic summed up Guston’s breakthrough 
into the most dynamic and grand work of 
his questing career. There have been mil-
lions of words written about Philip Gus-
ton’s late work since, but these give-or-take 
200 had already accomplished the job at 
the conception. From the November 5, 
1970, issue of the Village Voice:

Yep, we’re done here.

“In this dream of 
violence, I feel like 
Isaac Babel with 
his Cossacks; as if I 
were living with the 
Klan.”

© The Estate of Philip Guston / Cour-
tesy the Estate and Hauser & Wirth;  

Photo: Genevieve Hanson

Guston’s primordial reach: Painter’s 
Hand (1975).
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MOURNING MY 
PROFESSION
It seems wildly counterproductive for producers to hamstring potential 
reviewers with lists of conditions and expectations
By Elizabeth Zimmer

B
efore I ever earned a dime as a writer, I 
spent a summer running the journal-
ism shop at a progressive summer 
camp in upstate New York, where a 
very sharp Black kid, Joey Major, wrote 

a poem that resounds in my head more than 
50 years later. He talked about what he 
wanted: “… that I be noticed.”

I’ve made a career out of noticing. In the 
old days, theater reviews were called “no-
tices.” Today, dance companies, and the 
publicists they employ, still clamor to be no-
ticed. But the strategies for getting atten-
tion, and the places where notices are 
displayed, have changed drastically. After a 
period of great richness, the space, mind-
share, and population devoted to noticing 
dance have shrunk dramatically, while the 
media landscape has grown in unexpected 
ways. Audiences now get the bulk of their 
arts news and reviews from Facebook. 

The dance boom of the ’70s launched a 
profusion of troupes across the continent. I 
started writing about the arts for print and 
radio outlets in the 1970s, in Halifax, Nova 
Scotia. I’d studied dance since I was a teen-
ager, but my real skills were verbal. I wanted 
to be a poet, but rapidly discovered that arts 
journalism paid better than lyric poetry. 

I moved to Vancouver, B.C., and trained 
my eye and mind watching multiple forms 
of dance in my new hometown and in Seat-
tle, Washington, just across the border, 
while writing for the Canadian Broadcast-
ing Corporation. Dance critics in Canada 
and the U.S. formed an association that led 
us to meet and learn from one another. 

When I returned to Manhattan, island of 
my birth, in 1978, I found a network of col-
leagues ready to hook me up with opportu-
nities at WBAI, the Soho Weekly News, Dance 
Magazine—even the Village Voice. There 
were about a dozen good critics covering 
dance in the city, most of them female. It 
didn’t add up to a living, exactly, but it was a 
profession, one in which we were constantly 
sharing and contributing to the growth of a 
real dance community, writing the history 
of an aesthetic revolution. Pointe shoes 
made space for sneakers; speed and virtu-
osity triumphed over pale romanticism

Since then, I’ve watched the profession 
implode. Ronald Reagan cut funding to the 
NEA, and dance companies began to disap-
pear. Newspapers across the country 
started shutting down; critics lost their plat-
forms. My first (and only) full-time job as a 
critic on a daily newspaper evaporated in 

late 1989, when the Los Angeles Herald-Ex-
aminer folded. At that time, there were 
about 10 full-time dance writers on Ameri-
can daily papers; today, there is one. Hired 
by the Voice in 1992, after the death of my 
beloved colleague Burt Supree, to edit dis-
tinguished critic Deborah Jowitt, I watched 
the paper’s substantial dance section, to 
which I sometimes contributed, shrink 
from around 2,400 words a week to 675. 

The paper went free, its ownership 
changed, and the burgeoning internet, spe-
cifically Craigslist, began eating our lunch. 

In 2006, 10 senior editors, of which I was 
one, were laid off in one day. In 2011, Jowitt 
resigned, demoralized by editorial sugges-
tions that she make her columns more “crit-
ical.” For over half a century at the Voice she 
had reveled in describing and explaining 
the grand experiments of a generation of 
choreographers, and she refused to alter her 
practice to suit the attitudes of others; as 
space got tighter, she preferred to focus on 
work she loved. She’s still writing a blog, 
called Dance Beat, at Artsjournal.com.

In 2015 the Voice was sold again, and I 
was invited back as a writer; in 2017 it 
moved exclusively online, where I contrib-
uted for a few more months. And then it 
stood still for a while, and now it is in mo-
tion again. 

Writing about dance is hard work, a fact 
that became clear during the pandemic, 
when I didn’t have to do it. Now that we’re 
up and running again, I discover that the 
linguistic gift that allowed me to view a 

performance and rapidly transmute it into 
lucid sentences has atrophied. My body 
rebels against sitting for long stretches 
without a break, as intermissions vanish in 
our new reality. 

But nothing prepared me for the ire I felt 
at an email that arrived, twice, from a vener-
able producing organization in New York 
City, whose shows I’ve covered often over 
the past 25 years. The organization, whose 
name I respectfully withhold, issued a 
“transparent press policy” designed, it ap-
pears, to protect performers from critics. It 
asks writers to “acknowledge race bias as 
part of their review,” along with ability/dis-
ability status. It instructs them to “treat the 
art and artists with respect in their language 
and descriptions, treating their own words 
as opinion, and not fact; avoiding body-
shaming, mis-gendering, and assumptions 
about cultural, ethnic, or racial back-
grounds.” It points out that in a perfor-
mance with many parts, “all works should 
be acknowledged … not mentioning an art-
ist and their work is erasure.”

This organization, which recently moved 
its press and media efforts in-house and hired 
a young dancer as its new “marketing + com-
munity manager,” now plans to “communi-
cate clearly and early our press guidelines and 
be prepared to engage with reviewers before, 
during, and after the review process to make 
sure our expectations are met.” 

Wait, what? Hello? Um, no. Just no. 
Critics should not be taking orders from 

the institutions they cover. I sent the docu-
ment containing these instructions to a 
handful of arts journalists; their responses 
were variations on “I just wouldn’t review 
them.” One colleague observed, “This 
document takes niche producing to a fas-
cistic level.”

My credentials include decades of deep 
experience writing about live performance. 

I’ve studied dance and its history across cul-
tures, and carefully cultivated attention to 
the details of choreography, of music, and, 
hey, of writing. I do not practice this craft to 
attack or “erase” artists. I write about dance 
for readers, people who care about the art 
form and who like to read. I strive to illumi-
nate the work itself (using what scholars call 
“thick description,” handled as gracefully as 
I can manage), to interpret it in the context of 
tradition and innovation, to set myself in dia-
logue with it. 

Today there is barely a market for what I 
do; folks who need to earn a living do not 
choose this path. Audiences for experimen-
tal work are shrinking. The “transparent 
press policy” will surely triumph, as no hu-
mans will be present to block the view. The 
space constraints under which writers used 
to operate have largely disappeared in the 
digital age, but so also have large chunks of 
our attention span. What we used to call the 
“mass media” has fractured into hundreds 
of niche websites, blogs, and newsletters; 
the odds that someone unrelated to a chore-
ographer will stumble across a review of a 
performance while it’s up and running are 
breathtakingly small. The New York Times 
does still attempt to cover the field for mass 
consumption. For that I am grateful. 

Dance writers provide a unique service 
to the field, generating the first draft of an 
essential history. It seems wildly counter-
productive for producers to hamstring po-
tential reviewers with lists of conditions and 
expectations. If such policies are closely fol-
lowed, if dance artists turn on the critics 
who take the trouble to notice them and 
journalism migrates online where photos 
are primary and critics usually unpaid and 
unedited, artists will have an even harder 
time trying to connect with audiences. They 
will wind up alone in the dark, surrounded 
by empty chairs, talking to themselves.

Critical Crisis

Photo by Ahmad Odeh on Unsplash; effects by RCB

The space 
constraints under 
which writers 
used to operate 
have largely 
disappeared in 
the digital age, 
but so also have 
large chunks of our 
attention span.

Without criticism, will the arts fade to gray? 
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JOY WILLIAMS’S 
SCORCHED EARTH
In her first novel in 21 years, the great American writer drags us 
laughing and screaming into a frightening future
By Daniel Felsenthal

P
erhaps it’s only natural to think animal 
life exists for the benefit of humanity—
as natural as believing the sun orbits 
the earth. Joy Williams, one of the 
most poignant, nervy fiction writers in 

America today, has spent the latter part of 
her career railing against this unsustainable 
sensibility, while rarely coming off as didac-
tic. Hers is a literature of emotional provo-
cation and painful contradiction, of drunks, 
heretics, teenagers, drifters, and grifters 
whose failed humanity implicates the au-
thor, even as she satirizes them. “The 
Vandewaters were extremely beachy and 
boaty,” she tells us at the beginning of her 
2016 story “Apropos of Nothing,” her char-
acterizations bouncy and her plot cutting. 
The family’s patriarch dies with a shrimp on 
a toothpick in his hand. 

For her 2001 collection of environmental-
ist essays, Ill Nature, the now 77-year-old 
played the role of hypocrite—she bemoaned 
the depletion of natural habitats in the Flor-
ida Keys, though she bought land on the ar-
chipelago; ranted about why people should 
stop having children, though she has a 
daughter; censured the killing of animals, 
but euthanized her German Shepherd after 
he mauled her. These self-consciously un-
trustworthy screeds remind us that Williams 
is an artist, not an activist—or a model for 
eco-friendly living. She hates society’s knee-
jerk sense of anthropocentrism; still, much 
of the power of her 10 books of fiction stems 
from her ability to empathize with the incon-
sistencies and predicaments of people.

Yet as she and the world have aged, Wil-
liams’s writing has shifted in terms of which 
Homo sapiens seem worth her care. Her 
first three novels, State of Grace (1973), The 
Changeling (1978), and Breaking and Enter-
ing (1988), follow morally dubious young 
women and men, while her last two, The 
Quick and the Dead (2000) and Harrow (just 
out from Knopf ), feature children and ado-
lescents facing an uncertain ecological fu-
ture. Does their newness to life make these 
characters redeemable? Williams thinks 
so—the prose evokes the futile cry of those 
weaned on American privilege then con-
demned to an adulthood of climate change: 
I never asked to be born! In other ways, the 
difference between her last two novels is a 
sad sign of how much worse things have 
gotten in just a couple of decades. Hope in 
youth’s vitality peeks through the humor-
ous, whimsical surface of The Quick and the 
Dead, while in Harrow, being young has 

been thoroughly soiled by circumstance. All 
that separates the book’s children from the 
vicissitudes of adulthood is puberty. Some 
of them are sentenced to a life of responsi-
bility before they sprout their first armpit 
hair, finding their own food and shelter in a 
hapless world.

If this sounds bleak—it is!—Williams’s 
jokes and insights come fast, herding us 
through a rolling, expansive plot. Harrow’s 
two main characters are abused, their entire 
existence receptacles for parental battiness 
and ambition: teenaged Khristen, who has 
her childhood swallowed whole by her 
mother’s belief that she’s a messianic figure 
walking a dying earth, and 10-year-old Jef-
frey, whose own overbearing matriarch 

pushes him toward a legal career in spite of 
the fact that his dad recently killed his 
grandfather over a lawyerly spat. “Torts … is 
his destiny,” Mom believes about her preco-
cious son. She informs him of the murder by 
writing it in frosting on his birthday cake. 

The carnivalesque, post-apocalyptic nar-
rative leads us through a school for gifted 
children, an unnamed disaster, and an insti-
tute where elderly eco-warriors plot their 
next acts of sabotage while becoming sicker 
and more homebound. This journey is a 
mere occasion for a pruned wilderness of 
precise, ranging prose, allusions to Conrad 
and Kafka (the “K” in Khristen’s name ain’t 
an accident), and flashes of askew profun-
dity. “Homemakers without homes,” one 
character says to another, “That is precisely 
our coming condition.” Worldbuilding 
comes through dialogue, as breathless rec-
ognitions of society’s dystopia. Sentences 
layer symbolic and actual significance, ex-
cruciating sadness and humor. “Time 

doesn’t have the tolerance with us that it 
used to,” remarks one character, who later 
reveals, “I’ve got cancer down to my finger-
tips, down to my very bunions….” The novel 
never feels performative or, God forbid, op-
portunistic for its grimness—Williams’s hu-
mor gives the impression that she 
internalized this doleful mood long ago. It’s 
perhaps her most difficult to read: Unfold-
ing in a scant 200 pages, the book contains 
the comprehensive melancholy of someone 
in their December years who cares deeply 
about the living, human and animal alike. 

Such a harrowing read (sorry) is all the 
more relentless for entering the world at a 
time when the inaction of governments, 
largely run by older people, is ensuring that 
those under 40 endure a future of constant 
climate-change-related hardships, unpre-
dictable natural disasters, displacement, 
and untold death. Many of Williams’s adults 
are ceaselessly self-centered, careless to-
ward their social, familial, and ecological en-
vironments. The elderly at the institute, 
protecting a future they will not live to expe-
rience, are a more complicated bunch, as 
flawed as the nonfiction narrator of Ill Na-
ture but movingly fleshed-out—they’re vio-
lent activists who refuse to be called 
terrorists, people with regrets and shortcom-
ings who experience variable senses of de-

spair about the efficacy of radical politics. 
This milieu feels familiar, a reference to 
those who came of age in the 1960s and 
have tried to carry on its revolutionary spirit 
through the neoliberal decades that fol-
lowed. Khristen arrives at the institute dur-
ing a “low point in the caliber of the place.” 
One resident, Tom, who wants to poison the 
attendees of a trophy-hunting convention, 
has his plans waylaid when he begins to lose 
his eyesight. “They did not consider them-
selves ‘terrorists,’” Williams’s narrator tells 
us, “reserving that word for the bankers and 
builders, the industrial engineers, purveyors 
of war and the market, it goes without say-
ing, the exterminators and excavators, the 
breeders and consumers of every stripe, 
those locusts of clattering, clacking hunger.” 
The inheritance of generations is inherent to 
the novel’s sadness. Throughout, Khristen 
fantasizes that her mother, too, had been a 
resident of the institute: 

“… she had arrived just before all of it was 
broken, when the finest minds still preached 
control and possession, adaptation and modi-
fication. Khristen had arrived to see it now, in 
ruins, the concert pavilions, the lecture halls, 
the gymnasiums and meditation chambers—
the roofless library where the massive books 
slouched on broad shelves, rippled as though 
made of lead, their pages sealed, irretrievable.”

Of course, Williams snakes her logic 
back toward writing, a medium that, how-
ever enduring, will probably fall short as a 
spark for the kind of paradigm shift we need 
now. The author knows this better than 
most: In a 2015 profile in the New York Times 
Magazine, she asks, “Could this obsessional 
looking at the human bring about the death 
of literature?” If Williams’s observation is 
obsessive, though, it’s also ambivalent, 
echoing her feelings toward Hawk, the dog 
that attacked and wounded her—the be-
loved pet she put down. In novels and sto-
ries, confusion and betrayal do not 
undermine affection. They make the senti-
ment real, because if fiction has a point, it’s 
capturing complexity, not pointing fingers. 
The masterful Harrow provides us with 
something strange and discomfitingly life-
like: a time-lapse of the elderly fading at 
their edges, and other doomed characters 
whose youth, at best, might allow them to 
run more gracefully out of time.  

Hers is a literature 
of emotional 
provocation 
and painful 
contradiction, of 
drunks, heretics, 
teenagers, drifters, 
and grifters.

Lit Notes

In Joy Williams’s new book, it is not pretty out there. 

Knopf

Photo by Maksim Shutov on Unsplash
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THE MANY GIANTS OF 
BLACK BASEBALL
In 1921, the Subway Series may not have been the best game in town

By Jonathan Goldman

T
he first all–New York World Series oc-
curred 100 years ago, as the Giants 
beat the Yankees in eight games, all 
played at the Polo Grounds of Coogan’s 
Hollow, at 155th Street along the Har-

lem River. (The better-known “Coogan’s 
Bluff ” technically refers to the ridge that 
overlooked the park.) But as Major League 
Baseball neared its 1921 finish, the Series 
was not the only game in town. 

 It might not even have been the best. 
Elsewhere in NYC, Black teams like the 

Lincoln Giants, the Brooklyn Royal Giants, 
the Bacharach Giants, and the visiting Chi-
cago American Giants—yes, they were all 
Giants in those days—showcased elite-level 
baseball. On weekends and holidays, Black 
fans traversed the city to cheer on their 
teams in the Bronx, Brooklyn, Upper Man-
hattan, and Queens. According to historian 
Stephen Robertson’s blog, Digital Harlem,  
“If watching baseball in the 1920s meant 
leaving black dominated Harlem, the jour-
ney of crowds of several thousand to these 
stadiums, and their occupation of places 
otherwise associated with whites, was a 
quite different experience than leaving Har-
lem in small groups to go to work. Crowds of 
fans claimed …  temporarily, spaces within 
the city for blacks.” Don’t go looking for re-
mains of these spaces, though. All were de-
molished in NYC’s ongoing impulse to pave 
over itself, and in almost every case, noth-
ing marks the spot. The fields get mentions 
in books about what would eventually be 
called the “Negro Leagues,” but not in vol-
umes devoted to NYC baseball sites, such as 
Babe Ruth Slept Here: The Baseball Land-
marks of New York City, by Jim Reisler.

Newspapers of 1921 labeled Black base-
ball teams “semi-professional”—the kind of 
mischaracterization that Major League 
Baseball is finally, slowly, addressing, per a 
recent announcement that it will “officially 
elevate” Negro League player statistics to 
Major League status. The tone-deaf rheto-
ric, however, undermines the intention. 
Poet and historian Rowan Ricardo Phillips, 
currently writing a book about Black base-
ball, asked in The New York Times: “Who 
thought it was a good idea to announce that 
after half a century of segregating and sabo-
taging Black baseball players in the United 
States, the organization was now ‘elevating’ 
the Negro leagues? The implications that 
the Negro leagues were beneath Major 
League Baseball are obvious and tired.” In-
sidious word choice aside, the MLB com-
muniqué rang hollow to many, because the 

players and organizations that produced 
Black statistics have rarely been given their 
due.

Statistics at best only tell part of the story, 
and are misleading without context. For ex-
ample: The Catholic Protectory Oval in the 
Bronx, a snug, enclosed stadium, favored 
offense. One player who was likely most 
victimized by its short distances was 
“Smokey” Joe Williams, famous for having 
outdueled the top white pitchers of his time. 
As pitcher-manager of the Lincoln Giants, 
who were based at the Protectory from 1920 
onward, Williams surely saw his numbers 
suffer in a park so favorable to hitters. But 
there is no “ballpark factor” (the way base-
ball experts calibrate the effect of a ball 
field’s dimensions and layout on player per-
formance) without ballparks. 

The Lincoln Giants’ original home was in 
Harlem: Olympic Field (136th and 5th). 
They were neighborhood favorites, beloved 

both for high-caliber play and pregame bur-
lesque, the “clowning” that became a staple 
of Black baseball. (Jesse McMahon, who co-
founded the team in 1911, was grandfather 
to a more recent sports entrepreneur who 
similarly combined athletics and absurd-
ism, pro wrestling’s Vince MacMahon.) 
When Olympic was demolished, the Lin-
coln team decamped for the Bronx, taking 
the grandstands with them to upgrade their 
new home, the ballpark owned by the Cath-
olic Protectory, a refuge for orphans built in 
1863 at East Tremont Avenue and Union-
port Road. The diamond sat where, now, 
Unionport and Metropolitan Avenue inter-
sect, at the periphery of the Metropolitan 
Life Corporation’s Parkchester Houses 
(which were erected in 1939). On Sunday, 
October 2, 1921, the Protectory hosted a 
doubleheader between Lincoln and the Cu-
ban Stars East, a Black Latino team, precur-
sor to later squads such as the Cuban Stars 
and the New York Cubans, owned by Cuban 
American entrepreneur Alex Pompez. Wil-
liams pitched nine innings and allowed one 
run as the teams split. A week later, as Game 
5 of the World Series got underway at the 
Polo Grounds, an alternative championship 
matchup unfolded at the Protectory: Lin-
coln and the Brooklyn Royal Giants played 
two games “to decide the eastern colored 
championship,” according to the Yonkers 
Herald. (They split these—and split two 
more in their October 30 rematch, again at 
the Protectory, neither Black Giants estab-
lishing NYC bragging rights for 1921, as the 
white Giants had done.)

The Royal Giants had already played 
promiscuously in that month of October 

1921, competing against Black clubs and the 
white semi-pro teams around town: at Asto-
ria’s Recreation Field (Steinway between 
35th and 36th Avenues), East New York’s 
New Lots Oval (Rockaway Avenue and Lin-
den Boulevard), and Gravesend’s Suburban 
Oval (where McDonald and Ditmas now 
cross). Such interracial competitions were 
the closest thing to unsegregated profes-
sional baseball as the nation got in 1921. On 
October 23, Brooklyn faced the Parkville 
Athletic Association team at Glendale’s 
Ivanhoe Park (Cypress Hills and Cooper). It 
was “Waite Hoyt Day”—a celebration of the 
Yankees pitcher, who was presented with a 
“loving cup,” and it was a big enough event 
that Mayor John Hylan put in an appear-
ance. Earlier in the month, against the 
Brooklyn Bushwicks, the Royals showed 
“the best brand of baseball ever seen at 
Dexter Park,” according to the Brooklyn Cit-
izen. Dexter was home for both teams—not-
withstanding its location in Woodhaven, 
Queens. Dexter’s legacy is intertwined with 
that of the colorful Bushwicks and the many 
Major Leaguers, such as Joe DiMaggio and 
Dazzy Vance, who appeared with them; 
thus the Woodhaven Historical Society 
commemorated the site with a plaque at 
Dexter Court and Jamaica Avenue, below 
the elevated tracks. The ballpark was actu-
ally a block or so north, near 86th Road, 
where brick split-level ranch houses now 
cluster. 

Dexter Park is celebrated for having been 
visited by famous white players, such as 
Babe Ruth and Joe DiMaggio. So it also is 
with Dyckman Oval, in Inwood, a mixed-
use field that sat between Nagle and Am-

Jockbeat

The Harlem River and 155th Street. The Polo Grounds isn’t the only ballpark in NYC that disappeared. Richard Levine / Alamy 
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sterdam Avenues and 204th Street, a spot 
now given to basketball courts, a play-
ground, and a community center. While 
Ruth, Christy Mathewson, and others all 
made their mark there, Dyckman drew its 
largest crowd of 1921 for an October 2 dou-
bleheader between the American and 
Bacharach Giants. The Americans, on a 
barnstorming tour from Chicago, were 
champions of the Midwest’s Negro National 
League, and possibly the best team in NYC 
in the fall of 1921. Their owner was Rube 
Foster, the figure most associated with the 
founding of the Negro Leagues. As for the 
Bacharachs, they were led by Dick Redding, 
the pitcher-manager who was almost as 
much a legend as Williams. Redding lost 
the first game, on October 2, 3-1; the second 
ended in the fourth inning due to late-after-
noon darkness settling over the unlit field.

The Americans and Bacharachs would 
continue their series two weeks later at the 
Bronx Oval, an open field located at 167th 
and Westchester, having moved from a few 
blocks away a couple of years earlier. These 
days, the site is occupied by a mix of indus-
trial and residential buildings and a small 
park, Bryant Triangle. On October 16, 1921, 
it was where Chicago centerfielder Cris-
tóbal Torriente took Redding deep for “one 
of the longest home runs ever hit on those 
grounds,” according to the Black weekly 
The New York Age.

The paper also reported that the Bacha-
rachs, nominally based in Atlantic City, had 
announced that they would move to the 
Bronx Oval in 1922, receiving “prolonged 
cheers from fans.” (The Age also mentioned 
an announcement exhorting fans to re-elect 
Hylan.) Historian Layton Revel, in his arti-
cle “Early Pioneers of the Negro Leagues,” 
writes that the Bacharachs in fact planned 
to make a new home base at the New York 
Oval, at 150th and River Avenue. The plan 
to put down roots in the city reflects the in-
volvement of the team’s NYC-based own-
ers, Barron D. Wilkins and John Connor, 
who had bought the Bacharachs in 1919. 
Connor was a longtime Black baseball en-
trepreneur; he founded the Royal Giants in 
1904, and in 1911 leased the Harlem Oval at 

142nd and Lenox, making the Royals the 
only Black team at the time to have control 
over a ballpark, according to Revel.

Connor, Wilkins, and Foster embodied a 
cultural shift for Black entrepreneurialism, 
overlapping with Marcus Garvey’s Negro 
Factories Corporation, which formed in 
1920 to encourage Black business owner-
ship. Black baseball success was temporar-
ily abetted by Major League Baseball’s 
racist policies. As historian and author Neil 
Lanctot notes in Negro League Baseball: The 
Rise and Ruin of a Black Institution, “During 
the 1920s, the combined forces of discrimi-
nation and urbanization created a condu-
cive environment” for “race institutions 
and enterprises” such as Black baseball 
leagues, which saw “remarkable profits.” 
That didn’t last.

A week after their Bronx match, the 
Americans and Bacharachs squared off at 
Ebbets Field, home of the Brooklyn Robins 
(later, Dodgers). The phenomenon of Black 
teams renting NYC’s Major League ball-
parks had started in 1920, and would be-
come increasingly common in the 
decade-plus ahead. As Black baseball orga-
nizations outgrew and/or struggled to 
maintain the smaller parks, white teams of-
fered theirs for rent, ultimately contributing 
to the financial instability and inconsistent 
presence of Black baseball in New York. Ac-
cording to Lanctot, the Negro Leagues had 
practically no footprint in NYC during the 

early 1930s, as local teams spent their sea-
sons mainly out of town.

That absence was a foreshadowing; ab-
sence marks New York’s Black baseball 
spaces. They are all around us, but with no 
traces of the sites, no commemoration of 
the crowds that congregated or the players 
who plied their trade there. Only by digging 
into the past can we feel their presence. 
Meanwhile, in August 2021, Major League 
Baseball spent five million dollars to build a 
ballpark in Iowa, a replica of a field where, 
in the movie Field of Dreams, white ghosts 
played—a copy with no original. But sites do 
exist where we can excavate Black baseball 
history, and recall a time that the white 
world of sports has tried to wash away. 

Absence marks 
New York’s Black 
baseball spaces. 
They are all 
around us, but 
with no traces 
of the sites, no 
commemoration 
of the crowds that 
congregated or the 
players who plied 
their trade there.

In 1940, when longtime Negro League star 
Satchel Paige was told he was up for MLB’s 
Rookie of the Year award, he said, “Twenty-two 
years is a long time to be a rookie.”
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The Village Voice is now 
printing every month. 
Look for us on a street 
corner or in a bodega or 
coffee shop near you. 
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