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Thomas Gerbasi 
talks music, 
violence, and 
evolution with  
Cro-Mags frontman 
Harley Flanagan 

Anna Conkling 
hears from young 
Ukrainians growing 
up fast in the war 
zone 

Jackson Todd rides 
the takeout route 
with a deliverista 
building a union

U.S. military vets at Columbia have left school to help Ukraine fight the Russian invaders.  
C.S. Muncy reports on the gray areas of war.
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LOS DELIVERISTAS UNIDOS 
TAKES ON THE APP-
DELIVERY INDUSTRY
That cyclist heading over with your lattes and muffins might also be 
organizing a labor movement
By Jackson Todd

E
rnesta Galvez-Teofilo’s mornings typi-
cally start at 6 a.m. She jumps out of bed, 
rushes to get her three children ready for 
school, and then hops on her e-bike to 
ride 10 miles from Corona, Queens, to 

the East Village. During the 45-minute ride, 
she transitions from mother to deliverista, 
preparing to buzz around Lower Manhattan 
making restaurant deliveries for the next 
seven hours.

Ernesta came to the United States from 
the state of Guerrero, Mexico, in 2001, and 
started doing app-based delivery work five 
years ago. I met up with her on a cold, rainy 
Saturday in May to better understand what 
it’s like to crisscross the city, directed by an 
app, from restaurants and cafes to apart-
ment buildings and brownstones, delivering 
food in the Big Apple.

Ernesta had already warned me that my 

manual bike would not be able to keep up 
with her. Even though she is only 4′ 7′′, her 
e-bike can move as fast as 25 miles per hour. 
I’d decided it would be best to rent an elec-
tric Citi Bike, for which I was grateful after 
discovering that we would be biking miles to 
deliver breakfast and coffee to waiting New 
Yorkers. 

We meet on 2nd Avenue and 13th 
Street, in the East Village, and are drinking 
coffee from a nearby bodega when a deliver-
ista riding up the avenue recognizes Ernesta 
and begins chatting with her. Ernesta whips 
out her smartphone to help him with a prob-
lem he has with his account. After he rides 
away, she turns to me and explains that she 
has learned how to solve many of the prob-
lems delivery workers have with their ac-
counts on the applications through her work 

at Los Deliveristas Unidos (LDU), the app-
based delivery workers’ division of the non-
profit Worker’s Justice Project (Proyecto 
Justicia Laboral). 

In March 2020, the Covid-19 lockdown 
dramatically affected the delivery industry. 
Many New Yorkers started working from 
home, and the deliveristas found themselves 
on the front lines, traveling door-to-door to 
deliver food and risking exposure to the vi-
rus. Ernesta began connecting with other de-
liveristas who worked in Lower Manhattan, 
and eventually they organized group chats to 
coordinate labor demonstrations and to find 
ways to protect one another from theft and 
assault while on the job. 

This organizing culminated in the pas-
sage of a series of bills by the New York City 
Council this past September, which were 
supported by a swath of council members 
and then-Mayor de Blasio. Council Member 
Carlina Rivera sponsored a bill that grants 
delivery workers the right to use the bath-
rooms in restaurants where they pick up 
food. Another bill makes it mandatory for 
the delivery-applications companies to en-
sure that tips get to workers, and includes 
measures that will put limits on how far 
workers can be asked to ride. Council Mem-
ber Brad Lander, now the city comptroller, 
introduced a bill that, beginning in 2023, 
will increase workers’ base pay from each 
order delivered. In only two years, the deliv-
eristas in Lower Manhattan had evolved 
from a small group—Ernesta and her fellow 
delivery workers brainstorming on Whats-
App—to partnering with the Worker’s Jus-
tice Project to build LDU, providing input 
on historic legislation for the industry, the 

first of its kind in any major city in the 
United States.

 Ernesta starts her shift for Relay at ex-
actly 9 a.m. Relay is a smaller delivery-ap-
plication company that takes overflow 
orders from the larger apps, such as Uber 
Eats and DoorDash. On the morning we 
meet, she is immediately directed to travel 
to Ess-a-Bagel, on 1st Avenue and 19th 
Street. Once we arrive there, Relay gives her 
two orders to pick up, both of bagels and 
coffee. She has to take special care to place 
the orders in her delivery bag properly to 
prepare for the bumpy ride, as spilling any 
of the coffee will affect her customer rating. 
With enough low ratings, a deliverista risks 
being deprioritized in the algorithm and not 
receiving higher-paying orders, or even 
having their account deactivated outright.

As we get back on our bikes, Ernesta ges-
tures toward the street and says she is more 
afraid of accidents when it’s raining. In the 
parts of the city without protected bike 
lanes, delivery workers often travel right be-
side cars, leaving little room for error on the 
narrow streets in the Village. Just last year, 
more than a dozen app-based delivery 
workers were killed in collisions with vehi-
cles. This fear is constantly on every deliver-
ista’s mind.

We travel almost a mile, to 1st Avenue and 
10th Street. Ernesta leads the way into an or-
nate lobby and flashes her phone at the door-
man at the front desk, who calls up to the 
apartment. A woman comes down to hand 
off a package to a friend who has just walked 
into the lobby, then turns to Ernesta to take 
the order. I ask Ernesta if customers usually 
come down to the lobby to meet her, and she 
responds excitedly, in Spanish, “It’s very 
rare!” I understand her excitement when we 
deliver the second order, only a few blocks 
away, on 13th Street. We arrive at a brown-
stone walk-up, and Ernesta begins trudging 
up the stairs to the fourth floor. (I stay be-
hind, out of the way of a family in the process 
of moving out; often I am stopped from ac-
companying Ernesta by a doorman.) When 
she comes back down, Ernesta looks winded. 
I ask if this is common, and she can only nod.

Before we even remount our bikes, Relay 
assigns her another set of orders, this time 
three separate orders from Zucker’s Bagels 
and Smoked Fish, on 8th Avenue near 22nd 
Street. In only a few minutes, we’ve hop-
scotched across Manhattan, dodging con-
struction work and the potholes that litter 
the city’s bike lanes to deliver the handful of 
orders. At the next red light, I ask her if the 
few extra bucks per order in tips she makes 
when it’s raining are worth it. She gives a 
faint shrug and says it depends on how hard 
it is raining.

The next order we pick up goes to an-
other walk-up, on 29th Street, and this time 
Ernesta’s bag is full. We slowly make our 
way up each set of stairs, Ernesta carrying 
her delivery bag heavy with coffee, donuts, 
bagels, and sandwiches. Thankfully, the 
customer meets us on the third floor, saving 
us another flight. Ernesta looks at me and 
asks, “Tiring, right?” 

After a couple more deliveries around 
Chelsea, we are ordered to travel another 
mile to One Hudson Yards, to an apartment 
building described on the property’s web-

Ernesta Galvez-Teo�ilo takes it to the streets. 

Jackson Todd

The Front
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LOS DELIVERISTAS UNIDOS 
TAKES ON THE APP-
DELIVERY INDUSTRY
That cyclist heading over with your lattes and muffins might also be 
organizing a labor movement
By Jackson Todd

E
rnesta Galvez-Teofilo’s mornings typi-
cally start at 6 a.m. She jumps out of bed, 
rushes to get her three children ready for 
school, and then hops on her e-bike to 
ride 10 miles from Corona, Queens, to 

the East Village. During the 45-minute ride, 
she transitions from mother to deliverista, 
preparing to buzz around Lower Manhattan 
making restaurant deliveries for the next 
seven hours.

Ernesta came to the United States from 
the state of Guerrero, Mexico, in 2001, and 
started doing app-based delivery work five 
years ago. I met up with her on a cold, rainy 
Saturday in May to better understand what 
it’s like to crisscross the city, directed by an 
app, from restaurants and cafes to apart-
ment buildings and brownstones, delivering 
food in the Big Apple.

Ernesta had already warned me that my 

manual bike would not be able to keep up 
with her. Even though she is only 4′ 7′′, her 
e-bike can move as fast as 25 miles per hour. 
I’d decided it would be best to rent an elec-
tric Citi Bike, for which I was grateful after 
discovering that we would be biking miles to 
deliver breakfast and coffee to waiting New 
Yorkers. 

We meet on 2nd Avenue and 13th 
Street, in the East Village, and are drinking 
coffee from a nearby bodega when a deliver-
ista riding up the avenue recognizes Ernesta 
and begins chatting with her. Ernesta whips 
out her smartphone to help him with a prob-
lem he has with his account. After he rides 
away, she turns to me and explains that she 
has learned how to solve many of the prob-
lems delivery workers have with their ac-
counts on the applications through her work 

at Los Deliveristas Unidos (LDU), the app-
based delivery workers’ division of the non-
profit Worker’s Justice Project (Proyecto 
Justicia Laboral). 

In March 2020, the Covid-19 lockdown 
dramatically affected the delivery industry. 
Many New Yorkers started working from 
home, and the deliveristas found themselves 
on the front lines, traveling door-to-door to 
deliver food and risking exposure to the vi-
rus. Ernesta began connecting with other de-
liveristas who worked in Lower Manhattan, 
and eventually they organized group chats to 
coordinate labor demonstrations and to find 
ways to protect one another from theft and 
assault while on the job. 

This organizing culminated in the pas-
sage of a series of bills by the New York City 
Council this past September, which were 
supported by a swath of council members 
and then-Mayor de Blasio. Council Member 
Carlina Rivera sponsored a bill that grants 
delivery workers the right to use the bath-
rooms in restaurants where they pick up 
food. Another bill makes it mandatory for 
the delivery-applications companies to en-
sure that tips get to workers, and includes 
measures that will put limits on how far 
workers can be asked to ride. Council Mem-
ber Brad Lander, now the city comptroller, 
introduced a bill that, beginning in 2023, 
will increase workers’ base pay from each 
order delivered. In only two years, the deliv-
eristas in Lower Manhattan had evolved 
from a small group—Ernesta and her fellow 
delivery workers brainstorming on Whats-
App—to partnering with the Worker’s Jus-
tice Project to build LDU, providing input 
on historic legislation for the industry, the 

first of its kind in any major city in the 
United States.

 Ernesta starts her shift for Relay at ex-
actly 9 a.m. Relay is a smaller delivery-ap-
plication company that takes overflow 
orders from the larger apps, such as Uber 
Eats and DoorDash. On the morning we 
meet, she is immediately directed to travel 
to Ess-a-Bagel, on 1st Avenue and 19th 
Street. Once we arrive there, Relay gives her 
two orders to pick up, both of bagels and 
coffee. She has to take special care to place 
the orders in her delivery bag properly to 
prepare for the bumpy ride, as spilling any 
of the coffee will affect her customer rating. 
With enough low ratings, a deliverista risks 
being deprioritized in the algorithm and not 
receiving higher-paying orders, or even 
having their account deactivated outright.

As we get back on our bikes, Ernesta ges-
tures toward the street and says she is more 
afraid of accidents when it’s raining. In the 
parts of the city without protected bike 
lanes, delivery workers often travel right be-
side cars, leaving little room for error on the 
narrow streets in the Village. Just last year, 
more than a dozen app-based delivery 
workers were killed in collisions with vehi-
cles. This fear is constantly on every deliver-
ista’s mind.

We travel almost a mile, to 1st Avenue and 
10th Street. Ernesta leads the way into an or-
nate lobby and flashes her phone at the door-
man at the front desk, who calls up to the 
apartment. A woman comes down to hand 
off a package to a friend who has just walked 
into the lobby, then turns to Ernesta to take 
the order. I ask Ernesta if customers usually 
come down to the lobby to meet her, and she 
responds excitedly, in Spanish, “It’s very 
rare!” I understand her excitement when we 
deliver the second order, only a few blocks 
away, on 13th Street. We arrive at a brown-
stone walk-up, and Ernesta begins trudging 
up the stairs to the fourth floor. (I stay be-
hind, out of the way of a family in the process 
of moving out; often I am stopped from ac-
companying Ernesta by a doorman.) When 
she comes back down, Ernesta looks winded. 
I ask if this is common, and she can only nod.

Before we even remount our bikes, Relay 
assigns her another set of orders, this time 
three separate orders from Zucker’s Bagels 
and Smoked Fish, on 8th Avenue near 22nd 
Street. In only a few minutes, we’ve hop-
scotched across Manhattan, dodging con-
struction work and the potholes that litter 
the city’s bike lanes to deliver the handful of 
orders. At the next red light, I ask her if the 
few extra bucks per order in tips she makes 
when it’s raining are worth it. She gives a 
faint shrug and says it depends on how hard 
it is raining.

The next order we pick up goes to an-
other walk-up, on 29th Street, and this time 
Ernesta’s bag is full. We slowly make our 
way up each set of stairs, Ernesta carrying 
her delivery bag heavy with coffee, donuts, 
bagels, and sandwiches. Thankfully, the 
customer meets us on the third floor, saving 
us another flight. Ernesta looks at me and 
asks, “Tiring, right?” 

After a couple more deliveries around 
Chelsea, we are ordered to travel another 
mile to One Hudson Yards, to an apartment 
building described on the property’s web-

Ernesta Galvez-Teo�ilo takes it to the streets. 

Jackson Todd

The Front
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site as offering “unparalleled luxury.” In 
just an hour, we have traveled from the East 
Village to Chelsea to Hudson Yards, but 
even in the bad weather, the tips customers 
were giving Ernesta varied, with most, even 
from those living in luxury high-rises, com-
ing in at around two dollars. In this build-
ing’s cavernous, ostentatious lobby, 
carrying a delivery bag heavy with three or-
ders and dripping rain, Ernesta looks partic-
ularly small. 

The wealth inequality in the city could 

not be made clearer, as Ernesta makes her 
way to the elevators. Here is an immigrant 
mother delivering breakfast to the 17th floor 
of a luxury apartment building for only a few 
bucks. When I mention to the doorman that 
I am shadowing her to write an article about 
the city’s deliveristas, he sighs, as if he sees 
the absurdity of the situation as well, and 
says, “I hope you capture their humanity.

After working several jobs with more tra-
ditional work schedules, Ernesta eventually 
settled on making deliveries full-time. Like 
many other deliveristas who are also moth-
ers, she says flexibility in making her own 
schedule allows her to spend more time 
with her kids. She has two daughters, 16 and 
14, and one son, who is only 6. This work al-
lows her to participate more in her chil-
dren’s education, which, she says, was 
difficult and sometimes impossible with the 
jobs she had before.

Ernesta is leading the charge to create a 
committee in LDU that represents the many 
working women in the organization. So far, 
41 female deliveristas will be part of that 
committee. When I ask how many are moth-
ers, she laughs, and exclaims, “All of them!” 
They all find the same value in this work: be-
ing able to balance their commitment to 
their children with more control over their 
job schedules.

Over the past four months, Ernesta has 
begun to play another important role in 
LDU, beyond being a leader. She has been 
helping out at the Worker’s Justice Project 

office two days a week (she gets some pay 
for her time at the WJP office; she is not 
paid for the organizing work she does in the 
streets), assisting deliveristas who are try-
ing to regain access to their accounts after 
deactivation, directing them to resources 
after experiencing an accident, and giving 
them solutions to problems they encounter 
with payments from the app-delivery com-
panies. So far, Ernesta and another deliver-
ista who works alongside her, José 
“Manny” Ramírez, have recovered thou-
sands of dollars for delivery workers who 
were experiencing problems accessing 
their accounts. 

Providing these services has been essen-
tial to building LDU’s movement. Hildalyn 
Colón Hernández, director of policy and 
strategic partnerships for Los Deliveristas 
Unidos, tell the Voice, “Ernesta shows the 
importance of not only organizing her fellow 
deliveristas but also empowering them to 
overcome the challenges they confront in 
both the streets and on the apps.” The con-
nections that Ernesta and Manny help to 
build are critical to sustaining this move-
ment’s energy, as well as overcoming the 
loneliness workers often experience. “You 
can go months without talking to a single 
other delivery worker,” Manny tells the 
Voice. With no physical workplace and only a 
smartphone to take directions from, it’s par-
ticularly challenging to organize workers in 
this industry. This is why Ernesta’s and Man-
ny’s abilities to build Whats App groups and 

garner a community on the streets is such an 
impressive feat, indicative of the innovative, 
organic ways the deliveristas have been ap-
proaching worker organizing.

Over the past couple of weeks, LDU has 
started reaching out to workers in another 
way, working alongside SUNY Empire’s 
Harry Van Arsdale Jr. School of Labor Stud-
ies to develop a street-safety course for de-
liveristas, in hopes of making the streets 
safer for both workers and pedestrians. The 
delivery industry exploded during the pan-
demic, and LDU is stepping in to ensure 
that workers in this growing industry un-
derstand the rules of the road necessary to 
keep all New Yorkers, including them-
selves, safe. 

As a part of LDU, workers like Ernesta are 
at the forefront of organizing this burgeon-
ing industry, finding ways to meet workers 
where they are now and to give them the 
tools they need to succeed. As Los Deliveris-
tas Unidos transitions into a new era of orga-
nizing, the workers themselves are leading 
the charge, building a deliverista commu-
nity and sustaining a movement. Ernesta 
tells the Voice, “By being united, we can 
make a workforce that helps ourselves more, 
and an industry that respects us.”

Jackson Todd is studying the effects of 
technology on labor organizing and so-
cial movements. His work has been pub-
lished in the New York Daily News and 
People’s World.

When I mention to 
the doorman that 
I am shadowing 
Ernesta to write an 
article about the 
city’s deliveristas, 
he sighs, as if he 
sees the absurdity 
of the situation as 
well, and says, “I 
hope you capture 
their humanity.”

Galvez-Teo�ilo vs. the stairs: 
Organizing a union is always an 
uphill battle.

Jackson Todd

                   AD
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THE HORRORS OF BEING THE 
SOUND-BITE KING
The trials and tribulations of the all-purpose bobblehead savant for 
every documentary in town
By Michael Musto

A
s someone who’s been privy to many 
cultural happenings for decades and 
remembers every second of it all, I’ve 
appeared in so many documentaries 
that a Facebook friend is seriously 

considering contacting the Guinness Book 
of World Records about it. (Maybe someone 
should do a documentary about whether or 
not I get in.)

As a sort of all-purpose bobblehead savant 
for the streaming era, I pop up in documenta-
ries about nightlife, New York City, queer his-
tory, fashion, movies, celebrity gossip, 
politics, and porn stars. I’ve been interviewed 
for docs about gays, lesbians, bisexuals, “f*g 
hags,” and Paris Hilton. Last year, I was even 
interrogated for a doc about Persis Kham-
batta, the obscure model-actor who played 
the bald Lieutenant Ilia in Star Trek: The Mo-
tion Picture, back in 1979. The director wanted 
me to provide some context for Persis’s ca-
reer, and I gladly did so, delighted to have yet 
one more person aiming a camera at my face. 
Considering the practically nonverbal child-
hood I evolved from, it’s head-spinning to 
emerge as the unofficial king of documentary 
talking heads,  and to have so many people 

clamoring for my opinions. By now, I know 
the drill involved in incorporating the ques-
tion into the answer and speaking in zingy 
sentences that don’t run on like this one is 
threatening to. But the reality is, when the glit-
ter clears, being an endlessly yakking com-
mentator is a hollow triumph that makes you 
feel like a beheaded chicken who is techni-
cally deceased, though the head still bobs. Let 
me tell it to you zingily.

The truth is:
• It doesn’t pay.
• They will gladly take up the bulk of your 

day with the interview, only to whittle you 
down to one or two sound bites you could 
have said in your sleep. I once did a 90-min-
ute interview for a network’s pre-Oscar spe-
cial and was cut down to just two biteless 
bites—“Michael Douglas is part of an acting 
clan” and “Warren Beatty is Shirley Mac-
Laine’s younger brother.” I’m serious! In-
stead of using any of the seasoned 
observations about the Oscars I’ve cata-
loged over the years, they picked two utter-
ances that were on the level of “Breaking: 
Water is wet!”

• Doc filmmakers not only want a long 
interview, they increasingly try to pressure 
you for advance expert input, too. They 
want you to lunch with them, Zoom with 
them, and practically produce their movie—
for no pay, and by the way, you’ll eventually 
be cut from it anyway.

• They get the facts wrong. One nightlife 
doc jarringly jumbled the chronology of my 
reporting. When I complained, the director 
replied, “I used what [another reporter] told 
me. I’m a documentarian. I don’t care about 
exact chronology.” 

• The filmmakers apparently have lots of 
rights, but you certainly don’t. When the di-
rector of a doc about a horror-film actor 
wanted to put me on camera for some ’80s-
related insight, I agreed, but specified that 
there was a certain topic I wouldn’t address 
(long story). But when I sat down to be 
grilled, that was the very first question out 
of the interviewer’s mouth! I headed for the 
exit, screaming as if I’d just seen Freddy 
Krueger.

In addition to all that grief, letting this 
stuff dominate your schedule can be so 
damaging to your well-being that your head 
can barely keep chattering (though it man-
ages). For one thing, they will gladly set you 
up for stardom, then suddenly become as 
incommunicado as the shop owner who 
claimed to have Hunter Biden’s laptop. I to-
tally understood when some docs I was 
scheduled to be in were scuttled because of 
lockdown; the blow to my omnipresence is 
hardly the main casualty of Covid. But then 
you have docs that are postponed again and 
again, like a Claudia Schiffer–produced film 
about fashion that’s been bumped more 
times than my attempt to refinance. (I’m 
still available, Claudia!) I must admit I 
wasn’t that upset when a streaming show on 
which people read fan letters they’ve writ-
ten to celebrities wasn’t renewed. They had 
wanted me to talk about how incredible it 

was for director Ava DuVernay to include 
someone playing the gay civil rights activist 
Bayard Rustin in the movie Selma, though 
the truth is, while the inclusion was lovely, it 
was basically a glorified cameo and his gay-
ness was not mentioned, so it hardly de-
served a Pride parade.

Then you get the clueless types who 
fancy themselves producers but have never 
even successfully made pasta. One guy 
messaged me, “Tomorrow, you will be sent 
the one-sheet [a detailed rundown] for a 
new AMC show we want you for.” But ap-
parently, there’s no such show—and who-
ever was supposed to send the one-sheet 
must have been three sheets to the wind. 
And a long-brewing doc about a nightclub I 
long ago frequented has kept putting me on 
hold with bouts of “The director will con-
tact you soon.” “Soon”—like my last boy-
friend—never comes. Also, there’s a 
streaming series in the works about famed 
hairdresser Mr. Kenneth; the project’s head 
of development initially wanted me be-
cause I had written an obit for Mr. K in 2013, 
though he eventually realized I’d never ac-
tually met the guy. But I never said I did! I 
wasn’t up close and personal with Persis 
Khambatta, either, but that didn’t stop me 
from being in her doc!

With everyone on earth doing a docu-
mentary about something or someone or 
other in order to feed the mania for pop his-
tory, it’s no wonder the quality of the films 
and their production processes vary wildly. 
Along with the triumphs, other recent dis-
appointments have been plentiful and an-
noying. 

• I asked the directors of a documentary 
about International Male, a gay-friendly 
fashion line that had a moment back in the 
day, if I could be in it—I’ve always been ob-
sessed with the campy clothes and sexy 
models—and they were excited about the Illustrations by Joaquín Aldeguer

La Dolce Musto
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prospect. But I never heard from them 
again—and that serves me right for having 
pitched myself for yet more torture in the 
documentary hot seat.

• In 2017, after leg and ankle surgery fol-
lowing a bike incident, I managed to hobble 
to a residential location to be interviewed 
for one more documentary, proving the dire 
extremes of my whoredom. And what a 
waste! This doc was supposed to be a com-
panion piece to a feature film (with actors) 
about controversial photographer Robert 
Mapplethorpe, but I was only briefly asked 
about Mapplethorpe. For the most part, the 
questions spanned all sorts of seemingly 
random topics—Vietnam, outer space, art-
ists—and while I tried to be incisive, I 
mostly sat there thinking, Who the f**k 
would care about what I (and assorted oth-
ers) have to say about any of these things? 
And what exactly is the hook here—a bunch 
of people sitting around, talking about 
stuff? Well, the feature flopped, and per-
haps as a result, the doc was never heard 
from again. Meanwhile, my psychic pain 
was starting to match my leg ache.

• Four years ago, I was interviewed for a 
documentary about a well-known boutique 
from the ’70s and ’80s. I had my doubts that 
this was a strong enough subject for a fea-
ture film—What next? A doc about the his-
tory of Petco?—but I dutifully showed up to 
give my inevitable two cents. I’m still wait-
ing for any forward motion on the whole 
thing, but at least I kept the sleek promo-
tional mug they gave me at the shoot, and 
that’s been very enjoyable!

• A Dutch producer wanted to do a doc 
about the late videographer Nelson Sulli-
van, an old friend of mine who’d shot off-
beat creatures like me, RuPaul, and 
actress Sylvia Miles as we raucously 
romped through the nightlife and beyond 
in the ’80s. But during our entire introduc-
tory lunch, the producer talked about an-
other movie he’d done, on Syrian 
refugees. He weirdly never mentioned 

Nelson, and though I kept trying to bring 
him up, it just wouldn’t stick. I was un-
nerved, but when the guy booked me for 
the doc, I submitted, and did some com-
mentary and voice-overs for him. I later 
found out that the shoot had just been for 
a pitch! (There was a definite language 
barrier getting in the way of our collabora-
tive artistry.) After lockdown ended, the 
producer met me for another lunch and 
told me that the movie had been green-
lighted, and he wanted to shoot me for 
real. But by now, Pride—a queer-history 
doc series on FX—had done a terrific epi-
sode about Nelson, which I was in. And 
this project—whether it was about Nelson 
or not—suddenly sounded less appealing, 
even though the guy was offering actual 
money. Yes—there was finally some 
dinero dangling for my efforts, and I 
turned it down! Apparently, I will only 
whore for free! By withholding my essen-
tial participation, I put the whole thing on 
pause and felt very grand doing so—sort 
of like if Nicole Kidman decreed, “No, I 
don’t want to play Carol Burnett right 
now.”

Even the documentaries that work out 
and use you can sometimes squeeze more 
and more from the lemon while leaving an 
appropriately sour taste. For Gossip, the 
Showtime series about columnist Cindy 
Adams that ran last August, they inter-
viewed me for two hours about every little 
interaction I’ve ever had with Cindy, in 
addition to talking at length about my own 
tres gay gossip career. I also supplied them 
with the New York magazine issue that had 
us gossip columnists on the cover, and 
when they couldn’t get ahold of my gossip 
“daughter” Perez Hilton, I hooked them 
up with him, and he certainly got air time. 
But when the four episodes aired, people 
told me, disappointedly, that I was in only 
three quick bites. Probably stuff like “Liza 
Minnelli is Judy Garland’s daughter,” lol. 

(Thanks to the warnings, I haven’t girded 
my loins to watch Gossip yet, though I usu-
ally do manage to force my eyes onto the 
screen to find out what the blender-by-
committee process did to my bon mots.)

Speaking of famous relations: A doc that 
aired last year, about Janet Jackson’s 2004 
wardrobe malfunction, also apparently 
pruned me down to an appearance that was 
almost as short-lived as Janet’s right nipple 
cameo at the Super Bowl. And recently, 
someone involved in a doc about offbeat en-
tertainers pre-interviewed me on the phone, 
then set up a Zoom with me, him, and the di-

rector. Both times, I blabbed for what 
seemed like days and offered lots of my usual 
expertise. “Next up,” the liaison said, after 
the Zoom call, “when the director’s in town, 
can we set up a meeting in person?” “Huh?” I 
replied. “Another meeting? I don’t really con-
sult documentaries, certainly not for free. 
I’ve already told you my take on the topic, the 
personalities involved, and my experiences 
with them. If the documentary moves for-
ward and you decide you want me as a talk-
ing head, then fine, I’m available. But sorry, 
I’m not doing any more meetings.” The 
whole process had worn me down so badly, 
I’d finally grown some testicles of fire! Not 
long afterward, they said they were ready to 
start filming and they wanted me for two 
hours. The new me promptly replied, “I’ll 
give you an hour.” I really was finally growing 
up—though I have a strong feeling I’ll give 
them an hour and a half.

But being the long-running sound-bite 
king doesn’t always leave me scratching my 
(talking) head and wondering, “What’s up, 
doc?” I’m obviously very visible, despite the 

travails, since people have welcomed my 
bites much more delightfully than Armie 
Hammer’s. And I liked the way I was pre-
sented in shows like the aforementioned 
Pride and docs like I’m Gonna Make You Love 
Me (about a twice-transitioned friend, Brian 
Belovitch)—yes, I watched them—plus 
filmic tributes by Jeffrey Schwarz (about 
drag icon Divine, caftan-wearing producer 
Allan Carr, and others) and all sorts of gritty, 
NYC-related segments for Inside Edition.

Besides, less is more, while also being bet-
ter than zilch. If I hadn’t been in Gossip at all, 
I’d feel much more demoralized than I was 
by occasionally popping up in it like a well-
groomed pocket gopher. (I did see the stills.) 
And having the most sound bites doesn’t 
necessarily make you the most memorable 
person on the screen. Sometimes it’s better 
just to create a strong presence by serving up 
something quick and effective that no one 
else can provide. One of the most attention-
getting appearances I ever had was a quick 
shot of me and a friend whooshing into Andy 
Warhol’s funeral, shown in this past March’s 
much-watched The Andy Warhol Diaries se-
ries, on Netflix. And I didn’t have to sit down 
for a lengthy interview. All I had to do was 
dress foolishly and go to St. Patrick’s Cathe-
dral in 1987.

But of course, I’ll still do sit-downs. The 
more I do, the better my chances at Guin-
ness. And after hearing my tales of wind-me-
up woe, you couldn’t possibly fault me for 
trying to stir up my very own doc on the side. 
I feel that doing such a thing would signifi-
cantly reduce the chance that I’ll get cut!

Michael Musto is best known for his out-
spoken Village Voice column “La Dolce 
Musto,” which began in 1984. (With the 
Voice’s return, he is delighted to be back as 
a contributor.) He writes a gossip column 
for Queerty, has penned four books, found 
himself on the Out100 list of the most in�lu-
ential LGBTQs, and is streaming in docs on 
Net�lix, Hulu, Vice, and Showtime.

What next? A doc 
about the history 
of Petco?
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POWER, GRACE, AND NOISE
Whether a poetry slam, a tennis court, or a Broadway stage, 
Reg E. Gaines always brings his best game
By Susan Hornik

F
ew poets can command a stage like Reg 
E. Gaines. For the past 30 years, the 
charismatic artist has mesmerized 
crowds at virtually every venue he has 
performed in. The two-time Tony and 

Grammy Award nominee, for the Broad-
way hit Bring in ’Da Noise, Bring in ’Da Funk, 
was at the forefront of the hip-hop meets 
spoken-word movement of the 1990s, and 
countless poets have been inspired by his 
intense performances. “Reg E. Gaines was 
an original member of the Poetry Pantheon 
who bum-rushed the stage of the Nuyori-
can Poets Cafe in the 90s,” Bob Holman, 
founder of the Bowery Poetry Club and a 
former Nuyorican Poetry Slam emcee, tells 
the Voice. “That crew—Maggie Estep, Tra-
cie Morris, Paul Beatty, Willie Perdomo, 
Mike Tyler, Dael Orlandersmith, Dana Bry-
ant, Edwin Torres, Ron Cephas Jones, 
among others—would bring an energized 
audience and national attention to the Po-
etry Slam, which I imported from Chicago’s 
Green Mill Tavern.”

Holman describes Gaines as a “sly, 
rangy, self-deprecating” athlete-turned-
poet. “His moves onstage mirrored his 
grace and power on the tennis court. His 
classic ‘Please Don’t Take My Air Jordans’ 
poem were the last words of a just-mugged 
teen lying bleeding on the sidewalk. Take 
my cash, take my drugs, but don’t take my 
kicks!” The poem was published in the in-
fluential arts magazine BOMB, performed 
during a Ted Talk by poet Lemon Anderson, 
and memorized by writers across the coun-
try. “When the Nuyorican Poets went on 
tour, audiences would chant the words to 
‘Air Jordans’ alongside Gaines’s perfor-
mance,” Holman notes.

my air jordans cost a hundred with tax
my suede starters jacket says ‘raiders’ on 

the back
i’m stylin … smilin … lookin real mean cuz
it ain’t about bein heard just bein seen

my leather adidas baseball cap
matches my fake gucci backpack
there’s nobody out there looks good as me
but the shit costs money it sure ain’t free

and i gots no job no money at all
but it’s easy ta steal the shit from the mall
parents say i shouldn’t but i know i should
gots ta do what i can to make sure i look 

good
                                        . . .

come out a the station west 4th near the 
park

brothers shootin hoops and someone re-
marks

“HEY HOMES … WHERE’D YOU GET 
THOSE DEF NIKES?”

as i said to myself … i likes em … i likes

they were q-tip type white and blinded my 
eyes

the red emblem of michael looked as if it 
could fly

not one spot of dirt the airs were brand 
new

i had my pistol knew just what to do

—Excerpts from “Please Don’t Take My 
Air Jordans,” by Reg E. Gaines

Perdomo, the state poet of New York 
2021 to 2023, says, “When I met Reg, he had 
already cataloged most of the iconic poems 
from the Nuyorican School of Poetry and 
the Black Arts Movement in his memory, 
verse by verse, stanza by stanza. He was a 
walking anthology. His discipline was in-
spiring and his love of poetry is real. He can 
ignite your political consciousness with any 
of his haiku, and the full-length triptych 
vanity mirror scene in Bring in ’Da Noise, 
Bring in ’Da Funk was one of the most pow-
erful theater moments I ever witnessed. 
Reg E. Gaines brings in the smoke.”

Gaines has published three books of 
poetry, including The Original Buckwheat, 
and his work appears in anthologies such as 
Aloud: Voices From the Nuyorican Poets Cafe, 
The Outlaw Bible of American Poetry, and 
Bum Rush the Page. With John Coltrane, 
Miles Davis, James Baldwin, Toni Morri-
son, and Malcolm X as influences, Gaines 
has sought to connect music with his po-
etry, blending the two mediums whenever 
he performs. “My writing is rhythm, I am 
not concerned about contextually what’s 
happening,” he explains. “I’m trying to 
convey complicated emotions. I’m picking 
words for imagery and musicality. It’s not 
about word choice or wordplay or use of 
language, it’s about what words are musi-
cal. So my whole process is picking words 
that are musical enough for me to convey 
my emotion.”

Virtually all of Gaines’s poems have 
music behind them. His brother Calvin’s 
production company, Promiscuous Music, 
has worked with artists such as Destiny’s 
Child and Lady Gaga, often working with 
producer Mark Wilson. Another music 
producer brother, Phillip, known profes-
sionally as Michael Moog, collaborates 
with Reg and has worked with Tiffany and 
New Kids on the Block. “Being around 
these genius musicians, my family, they 
understand what I am trying to create. Just 
like Coltrane, they understand how to tell a 

story via their music. And I learned how to 
be a better writer listening to music,” Reg 
asserts. Calvin adds, “When we first saw 
Reg perform at the Nuyorican, we were 
shocked at how musical and nuanced his 
words were. That’s when we knew we 
wanted to collaborate in the studio. It’s 
been an incredible experience.” 

Gaines gave poet-playwright Carl Han-
cock Rux his first opportunity to record. “It 
was on his album Sweeper Don’t Clean My 
Streets,” says Rux. “He had already had 
great success as a spoken word artist, was 
on his second album, and remained gener-
ous and connected to the community the 
entire time. That’s the model we all lived by 
at that time. Each one, teach one; each one, 
open the door for the other. Nuyorican Cafe 
cofounders Miguel Algarín and Lois Griffith 
and so many others taught us to nurture a 
community of poets and artists so we would 
contribute something to the world,” he con-
tinues. “No one was in it for themselves. I 
love Reg for that, and always will. He had 
remained the same person he was decades 
ago, building platforms for as many artists 
as he can.”

Gaines was crowned a Nuyorican 
“Grand Slam Champion” in 1991, an im-
pressive achievement within the slam po-
etry community. Poet Katherine Arnoldi 
fondly recalls memories of losing to him. 
“At the Grand Slam, I made the mistake of 
throwing my big slam poem, ‘My Landlord,’ 
out early in the competition. The Nuyorican 
was packed that night and Reg was on fire, 
as he always is, making the words pop and 
swirl. He beat me with his ‘Air Jordan’ poem 
because he had the force and was using it 
for good! Nevertheless, 30 years later, to 
save a little face, I have to remind him he 
only won by a quarter of a point!” 

National tours, a record deal with Mer-
cury, and appearances on national TV 
shows such as The Arsenio Hall Show, The 
Daily Show With Jon Stewart, and MTV Un-

plugged soon followed. Says Holman, 
“Gaines was also an important dynamic in 
MTV’s decision to do ‘Spoken Word Un-
plugged,’ a precursor to Russell Simmons’s 
‘HBO Def Poetry Jam’ of a few years later.” 
Black Flag’s Henry Rollins hosted the two 
MTV versions, which relied almost exclu-
sively on the Nuyorican Poets Cafe poets. 
“Gaines’s ‘Air Jordans’ became a national 
dialogue,” says Holman. “With ‘Queen of 
the Scene’ Maggie Estep, he performed the 
first-ever televised poetry duet/duel, trad-
ing verses (and accusations) in ‘You’re Just 
Using Me for Sex.’ It was a defining mo-
ment—the MTV spotlight had stopped for a 
moment on the Cafe poets. Poetry was now 
officially cool.”

A highlight of Gaines’s career was per-
forming poetry onstage with musician Eric 
Roundtree and Gaines’s brother Gordon for 
150,000 people at Woodstock, in 1994. The 
event turned out to be the last performance 
Gordon and Reg collaborated on; Gordon 
died a short time later. “Reg once told me 
about Black poetry, that they will love you 
till they understand what you are saying, 
then they’ll want to kill you,” says 
Roundtree. “He is fearless.” And while 
these days lots of people are trying to be-
come celebrities, posting content on TikTok 
and Instagram, Gaines had little interest in 
his brief brush with fame. When he was 
nominated for a Tony, he says, he was al-
most relieved when Rent creator Jonathan 
Larson won that year. “Had Larson not 
passed away, I would have won the Tony 
that year,” acknowledges Gaines. “But fame 
is all bullshit; any disappointment I felt dis-
appeared five minutes later. I was on to the 
next project.”

Gaines is now expanding to directing, 
working on varied projects, including Jerry 
Quickley’s Live From the Front, Regie Cabi-
co’s Straight/Out, and Marcella Goheen’s 
BLAK. Since 2007, he has been the artistic 
director of the Downtown Urban Arts Festi-

Rooted in NYC Reg E. Gaines (right) is 
always working, and always 

collaborating with others: 
Here, with performance 

poet Jerry Quickley.
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val, which is celebrating its 20th anniversary 
of presenting new works highlighting con-
temporary urban culture. “My passion for 
theater started as a young boy when my 
grandma took my brothers and sisters to see 
plays. It opened my eyes and I wanted to 
work more in this medium,” he recalls. “I so 
enjoy encouraging young artists who have 
something to say.” Over the past 20 years, 
DUAF has presented nearly 300 new plays 
by over 200 emerging and established play-
wrights, including Dominique Morisseau, 
Martyna Majok, Nelson Diaz-Marcano, 

Carl Hancock Rux, Jessica Care Moore, 
Craig MuMs Grant, and Ming Peiffer. 

“Reg E. was the first person to hear my 
voice and make it feel worth it,” says Diaz-
Marcano. “Saw my style and told me my 
voice mattered. And when my work needed 
just a bit of help, he offered me the space 
and counsel to grow. I worked with [the fes-
tival] in 2013 before I got burnt out and de-
cided to quit writing. A few years later, I 
decided to give it a try again and I trusted 
the festival with what I believed was my last 
chance. I won Best Play that year. Today, I 
am an award-winning published play-
wright, and I believe entirely if it weren’t for 
the encouragement and challenges that 
Reg gave me, I wouldn’t be here today.”

The 2022 festival will present four full-
length plays and 12 one-acts, as well as 
an extended engagement of James Earl 
Hardy’s B-Boy Blues The Play, the festi-
val’s centerpiece, directed by Stanley 
Bennett Clay. Festival performances 
will run from June 1 to 25 at Theatre Row 
(410 West 42nd Street). Tickets and in-
formation at duafnyc.com.

Susan Lyn Hornik is an entertainment/life-
style journalist who has written for the 
South China Morning Post, BBC.com, and 
the L.A. Times, among others. One of her 
poems appeared in Aloud: Voices From 
the Nuyorican Poets Cafe, where she cu-
rated the Poets Erotica reading series.

“His classic ‘Please 
Don’t Take My Air 
Jordans’ poem 
were the last 
words of a just-
mugged teen lying 
bleeding on the 
sidewalk. Take 
my cash, take my 
drugs, but don’t 
take my kicks!”

NOTHING 
FORBIDDEN
David Duchovny’s New York

By Susan Hornik

D
avid Duchovny is part of America’s 
cultural zeitgeist, for his iconic roles as 
FBI agent Fox Mulder, in The X Files, 
and Hank Moody, in Californication. 
But what he says has consumed his 

soul is writing; the cerebral actor is a prolific 
novelist, having written four books since 
the age of 55: Miss Subways, Truly Like Light-
ning, Holy Cow: A Modern-Day Dairy Tale, 
and Bucky F*cking Dent.

“I thought it was time for me to tell the 
stories from my heart,” he tells the Voice in 
an interview. Having grown up around 
Greenwich Village and the Lower East Side 
in the ’60s and ’70s, the city has been muse-
like to Duchovny—three of his four books 
are set there. “New York inspires me, but I 
don’t know that I like it. But it’s in me. I grew 
up there. All the ghosts are there. All the 
places and smells and sounds are encoded 
by memory. And while things have changed 
there, I still retain moments…. So I can’t 
help but write about it. I don’t necessarily 
want to. It just depends on the story really.”

He continues: “As a young New Yorker, 
everything was right in front of me. It was 
like a petri dish of humanity; there was noth-
ing forbidden or shocking or wrong. It was 
just a great neighborhood to grow up in, be-
cause everything was kind of equal. At least it 
seemed that way to me. My consciousness 
formed on the streets—it was so wild and full 
of every kind of person of every denomina-
tion, sexual orientation, race, creed, every-
thing. That’s got to open a person up to be 
nonjudgmental about the world. I loved it.”

It was recently announced that Du-
chov ny will be writing, directing, and star-
ring in the film  Bucky F*cking Dent, based on 
his 2016 novel about New York in the ’70s, a 
poignant father-son baseball story that 
topped the New York Times best-seller list. “I 
played baseball as soon as I could walk,” 
Duchovny notes. “My dad was a softball 
pitcher on semi-pro teams in New York City. 
I was a fan of the Yankees when they were 
bad—late ’60s into the early ’70s. I was at 
Princeton maybe a couple of weeks when 
Bucky hit the home run. I didn’t know about 
his nickname till I spent time on the Cape.”

Coming out now is a new, pandemic-in-
spired, Rear Window–esque thriller, The Res-
ervoir. “I wanted to write a story about a 
former Wall Street guy who is quarantining 
at his home. Ridley wants to make sense of 
the chaos of the world and confront the 
meaninglessness of existence. And that kind 
of lures him into a delusional relationship 
with a woman across Central Park. This guy 

wants to be indispensable again, like he was 
as a young dad. He was looking at the feeling 
of being needed or feeling special. And it was 
leading him into these delusions, and then 
his fever just took him all the way.”

As a boy, Duchovny grew up a couple of 
blocks from the iconic Strand bookstore, 
and didn’t really go to Central Park much 
when he was a kid. “It was a trek to get 
there. But when I moved back to New York 
around 12 years ago, I fell in love with the 
park’s reservoir and was inspired to write 
this novella in my apartment.” Read in one 
direction, the book features lyrics from 
Duchovny’s three studio albums, plus sev-
eral new poems, including one written from 
the perspective of Ridley. Looked at in re-
verse, it is a full-color flip-book of one of the 
time-lapse videos he created while writing 
the novella. “David’s literary prowess and 
playfulness is on full display in this novella,” 
says Johnny Temple, of Akashic Books, 
Duchovny’s publisher. “I love the echoes of 
Breakfast at Tiffany’s because I have lived in 
New York City since 1990 and have never 
stopped wondering: What lurks behind all 
those apartment doors? The reservoir itself 
holds both mystery and history, nearly com-
ing alive in his urban cosmology.”

Duchovny is equally passionate about 
his poems. “Poems are writing around an 
absence—about writing about the things 
that can’t be written about. So that’s what 
makes them magical. And I think because I 
started off thinking of myself as a poet, 
when I was 15 years old, it influenced my 
prose style. I certainly give myself over to a 
poetic type of fiction writing.” He adds, 
“I’m happy that I started by writing poems. 
I’m happy that my first relationship to fic-
tion writing was this economical, almost 
magical form of what a poem is.”

I age like a tree, each new ring an orbiting
     armor
round an empty marrow: the things I did
     not learn
closed off at the center of my being,
     unreachable,
of interest only to those who would chop
     me down to see
What I might deliver coldly from another
     time.” 
—Excerpt from “Dead Seven,” by David 

Duchovny, from Poems, Lyrics, Flip

Duchovny will be reading from The Reservoir 
on June 11 at Barnes & Noble, 33 East 17th 
Street, at Union Square, in NYC.

NYC Roots

                   AD
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THIS IS NOT A VIDEO GAME
U.S. vets are cutting class to provide medical assistance and combat 
training in Ukraine
By C.S. Muncy

A
ndy had just completed the eight-hour 
flight from New York to Warsaw and 
was waiting for his connecting flight 
into Ukraine when he noticed the man 
sitting across from him. He was in his 

mid to late 20s, wearing an old ACU (Army 
Combat Uniform)–style shirt and pants and 
a brown plate carrier (a type of bulletproof 
vest) with a large American flag patch on the 
front. His black boots, dirty and scuffed, 
had been removed and were sitting next to 
his feet.

 Andy was no stranger to being around 
people in uniform, but this seemed odd to 
him—less than subtle, at the very least. The 
airport was full of people flying into Ukraine 
hoping to join the fight against the Russian 
invaders, and the man in the ACUs was un-
doubtedly one of them. But given the secu-
rity concerns for incoming fighters, both 
foreigners and Ukrainian dobrovoltsi (volun-
teers) returning home and looking to get in 
the fight, the lack of subtlety was both telling 
and dangerous. OPSEC (Operations Secu-
rity) is always a concern—you never want to 
advertise what you’re doing or where you’re 
going. Curious, and deciding to kill a few 
moments, Andy chatted the man up and was 
surprised to learn that he had no prior mili-
tary experience; he had purchased some 
surplus gear after deciding to fly into 
Ukraine, hoping to join the International Le-
gion. The plate carrier adorned with the 
American flag didn’t even have any protec-
tive plates inside, so it was useless for protec-
tion. “He wasn’t that far off from the quality 
of a lot of the Western volunteers who went 
off to fight,” Andy later told the Voice. “They 
had no military experience and wanted to 
help. God bless them for that, but one could 
argue you don’t know what you don’t know. 
If you grow up playing video games, you’re 
going to have a different idea of combat. 
There are no respawn points here.” (The 
Voice has omitted or changed some identify-
ing details about Andy.)

A website created by the Ministry of For-
eign Affairs of Ukraine proclaims, “Presi-
dent Zelensky has created the International 
Legion of Ukraine, consisting of foreign cit-
izens wishing to join the resistance against 
the Russian occupants and fight for global 
security.” But the preparedness of Ameri-
cans joining the war as foreign fighters—or 
of any of the many militias currently oper-
ating in Ukraine—has been a mixed bag. 
The young man at the airport represented a 
good chunk of the people—mostly, but not 
exclusively, men—who have left their jobs 
and homes to fight the Russians in a coun-
try they might not be able to find on a map. 
Most don’t speak either Russian or Ukrai-
nian, and many lack any real-world military 

experience. Even those who do come from 
a military background might not come 
from a combat-arms career field—a Marine 
with infantry training and time overseas is 
going to bring a lot more to the table than 
an army personnel specialist.

Andy represents another type of volun-
teer: The son of Ukrainian immigrants to 
the United States and a 15-year veteran of 
the special operations community, with 
multiple deployments under his belt, he is 
also a pre-med student at Columbia Uni-
versity. When the Russians invaded, he be-
gan putting together a team of people with 
similar backgrounds, connected with the 
New York/Ukrainian community for sup-
port, and planned his trip. He gave the 
school notice and dropped everything in or-
der to get over there and help. Others from 
the special operations community and Ivy 
League schools signed on. At Columbia 
University alone, the Voice spoke with three 
other students who were leaving to join the 
fighting in Ukraine. Another team the Voice 
spoke to has foregone joining up with the 
International Legion and has instead 
linked up with one of the many militias 
working in the region, who are under the 
loose guidance of the Ukrainian Ministry of 
Defense. 

Andy’s decision to leave was sudden, but 
his family connection to the area has deep 
roots. His mother was raised in Kharkiv, in 
the northeastern part of Ukraine, and both 
his grandfather and his grandmother 
fought in the Second World War for the So-
viets; she was a razvedchik, or partisan 
scout. For his part, Andy speaks both Rus-
sian and Ukrainian, which simplified as-
pects of his trip and his time there. “I 
started at Columbia three years ago, moti-
vated by a desire to help people,” Andy told 
the Voice after his return from the war zone. 
“This was why I wanted to be a medical stu-
dent, and why I went to Ukraine.” The 
members of his team were all similarly mo-
tivated—videos of Russian forces occupy-
ing towns and stories of mass killings that 
came later informed and molded their de-
cisions. For Andy, it was a now-or-never 
moment. “We were all uniformly moti-
vated by the understanding that this is one 
of the rare inflection points in our lives. 
This was like the eve of World War II. We all 
had the understanding that this was ‘good 
versus evil.’” 

 
The Ukrainian and Russian armed 
forces have a shared, if uncomfortable, 
ancestry under the Soviet Union. Today, 
they largely fight with similar weapons, ve-
hicles, and, at times, uniforms. When the 
Iron Curtain crumbled, both countries 

struggled with issues of funding, doctrine, 
and, most destructive, corruption. It wasn’t 
until after the Euromaidan protests in 2014, 
when Ukrainians took to the streets to oust 
a corrupt, Russia-aligned leader, that the 
Ukrainian military truly began to modern-
ize. The Russians continued to cling to So-
viet-era doctrine, strategy, and tactics, and 
corruption was a constant presence; some 
new weapons, vehicles, and aircraft have 
been overseen by the Russian Ministry of 
Defense, but so far few have been mass-
produced and fewer still have been used in 
the current conflict. New stealth aircraft, 
such as the SU-57, and improved battle 
tanks like the T-14 have been widely dis-
played on social media and in annual Vic-
tory Day parades, but only a small number 
have actually been produced, and, as the 
Voice went to press, none have been seen at 
the front. Many are simply refits of Soviet-
era designs. The Ukrainian military, on the 
other hand, began to form a closer relation-
ship with the West after 2014, and worked 
tirelessly to modernize (though it did hit a 
bump when President Trump held up a 
weapons deal with Ukraine by asking Presi-
dent Zelensky to investigate the Biden fam-
ily, an attempted shakedown that led to 
Trump’s first impeachment). It’s difficult to 
overstate the value of these changes. 
Ukraine’s modernization was not just about 
equipment (though that was certainly a 
large element), it also had to do with how 
that equipment and personnel would be ap-
plied on the battlefield. Even more crucial, 
the Ukrainian military began to understand 
the value of the professional NCO (non-
commissioned officer), and allowed their 
small-unit leaders to take the initiative. In 
comparison, Russian doctrine stagnated: 

Initiative is frowned upon and low-level of-
ficers typically take on the responsibilities 
that NCOs would have in the West. The 
current invasion has highlighted the differ-
ences between these two styles, with Ukrai-
nian forces able to respond organically to 
the stiff, plodding movements of the Rus-
sian invaders. The cross-training with 
NATO and U.S. military forces that hap-
pened before the war has demonstrated 
why it’s so important for soldiers at even 
the lowest levels to know why they’re doing 
what they’re doing. That said, Russian 
forces have, through sheer force of num-
bers and volume of firepower, wreaked 
devastation across Ukraine, indiscrimi-
nately killing soldiers and civilians alike 
while wantonly destroying homes, hospi-
tals, schools, and other infrastructure.   

Where do Andy, his team, and the esti-
mated 6,000 American volunteers fighting 
for Ukraine fall into this equation? This 
question does not come with an easy or 
comfortable answer. Many—particularly 
early in the war—arrived with few practical 
combat skills and a romanticized notion of 
what actual combat would be like, showing 
up in-country unable to speak the local lan-
guage, with no knowledge of the historical 
context of the fighting or even a basic un-
derstanding of the local culture. Ukraine 
was initially starved for volunteers, and in 
the early days of the conflict was willing to 
put anyone with a pulse to use. But other 
volunteers came with the experience of de-
cades of warfare: prior Marines, airmen, 
sailors, and soldiers who, for many reasons, 
had decided it was time to fight. Unlike the 
young man sitting in surplus combat gear at 
the airport in Poland, these former service 
members knew the value of OPSEC, and 

War Lessons

Leaving Columbia to help with practical battle�ield experience. Photograph by C.S. Muncy.
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tended to be more circumspect about their 
intentions. 

Some of these volunteers ended up join-
ing one of the many local militias, while 
others were absorbed into the Ukrainian 
military proper. Eventually, the process for 
signing up through the International Le-
gion was codified, with volunteers being 
processed initially through the website 
FightForUA.org. Volunteers are now re-
quired to have relevant combat or military 
experience and can apply through any 
Ukrainian Embassy; they are asked to bring 
not just documents confirming their past 
experience but also any relevant equip-
ment, since helmets, plate carriers, and 
uniform items are in short supply. 

Given the nebulous legality of allowing 
U.S. citizens to fight under a foreign flag, 
the U.S. State Department is in a tough po-
sition: It does allow U.S. citizens to join an-
other country’s military, but, officially, they 
cannot be recruited from within the United 
States. According to the Department of De-
fense, any citizen who volunteers to fight 
under a foreign flag officially loses their 
neutral status. This frees the United States 
from being dragged into a fight—if an 
American is killed or captured, there can be 
no expectation of support. In a March brief-
ing, the DoD stated, “If a veteran or any 
other American citizen wants to support 
the people of Ukraine, the best way to do 

that is to donate to the Red Cross ... It is not 
to go into Ukraine.” 

Russia has called these foreign volun-
teers “mercenaries,” and warned that they 
will not be given the protections of lawful 
combatants under International law. “At 
best they will be treated as criminals,” said 
Igor Konashenkov, chief spokesman for the 
Russian Ministry of Defense, in a March 3 
statement. This is complicated by the vari-
ety of authorities the volunteers are serving 
under: Ukrainian army command or the 
various militias dotting the country. A team 
the Voice has been in contact with, com-
posed of prior Marines and current Colum-
bia students who traveled and operated 
separately from Andy’s, has been able to 
move in and out of the country at will, 
working in tandem with one of the local mi-
litias without any official status or contract. 
Even if Russia did give lip service to protec-
tions for these fighters as lawful combat-
ants, it would be a shaky proposition at 
best: Intercepted communications and 
physical evidence have shown that Russian 
forces have been more than willing to exe-
cute prisoners of war. 

From his time in the special operations 
community and his studies as a pre-med 
student at Columbia, Andy has built a skill 
set badly needed on the Ukrainian front. 
One of the greatest immediate dangers a 
soldier faces following an injury isn’t infec-

tion or loss of a limb—it’s being surrounded 
by people who don’t know what they’re do-
ing. Too often a fighter with a serious but 
treatable injury dies at the front from lack of 
TCCC—“tactical combat casualty care.” A 
popped artery or sucking chest wound can 
quickly kill, but both are relatively treatable 
with the right skills and equipment. Andy 
and his team began their stint in Ukraine 
working out of bomb shelters and near the 
front, showing Ukrainian fighters the best 
ways to provide immediate care. 

“When the war started,” Andy relates, 
“a close friend called and asked if we 
thought we could pull off going to help. I 
talked to my professors, who were very ac-
commodating, and I helped put together a 
group of about 15 people—entirely former 
special forces personnel. We had to ask, 
‘Hey, does anyone have a spare helmet, can 
anyone loan me combat pants, or plates, or 
cold weather gear?’” Andy and his team 
had to procure everything they’d need to 
hit the ground running, and the Ukrainian 
community in New York City played a big 
part. “Everyone went to Ukrainian busi-
nesses and got whatever we needed. When 
we told them we were going to the fight, 
they would give you the items you needed. 
So we were able to organize all of this in 
three days. We bought our tickets and just 
went.” 

Proper uniforms were important, but 
also a complicated endeavor in this con-
flict. The Russian and Ukrainian military 
have both been using a grab bag of uniform 
items, some modern, such as “multicam” 
(a modern earth-tone camouflage pattern 
used by both NATO and Eastern forces), 
others locally designed uniforms or those 
using older woodland or ACU patterns. Be-
cause of this array, both sides have resorted 
to using colored armbands to identify who 
is fighting for which side. Ukrainian forces 
have largely been using yellow and blue, 
while the Russian forces have been using a 
collection of colors, including silver, red, 
and white. “Originally, multicam was only 
for [Russian] special operations,” Andy ex-
plains, “but Russian citizens have been 
buying them up and sending them to their 
people [at other levels].” Usually these uni-
forms are Chinese knock-offs, which lack 
build quality but are visually identical to the 
real thing. Since some foreign volunteers 
have been fighting wearing the same col-
ors, patterns, and even helmets, a deadly 
confusion can result.

Originally, Andy and his team planned 
to go directly to the International Legion, 
but the quality of some of the Legion’s 
troops put them off that notion. “We ran 
into them and decided very quickly that it 
was not for us. A lot of people came who 
had no idea what they were doing. One guy 
got kicked out [of Ukraine] because he kept 
using an unencrypted phone and wouldn’t 
get off Reddit. Some of the guys—points to 
them for being honest—but they were like 
‘I’m a bartender from Florida who likes 
shooting guns.’ Urban combat is a night-
mare under the best of circumstances. Ev-
ery corner, every window, every doorway 
can literally kill you. These guys, I don’t 
know that a lot of them really understood 
what they were signing up for.” 

There are historical analogues to this, 
perhaps most notably the International Bri-
gades of the Spanish Civil War. The fighting 
in Spain and bombing of civilian targets 
combined with ideological motivations 
brought in thousands of fighters against 
Franco’s brutal regime. Today’s motivation 
seems to be a response to the humanitarian 
disaster combined with anger toward Rus-
sia for its past decade of aggressive behav-
ior. And of course, some people are just 
looking for a fight.

Theoretically, anyone can train up to be 
a fighter, and a lot of people did bring their 
A-game, according to Andy. “There were 
plenty of good vets who were put into viable 
teams,” he says, adding that the Ukrainians 
themselves trained harder than anyone he 
had ever seen. “Toward the end of the sec-
ond week, when Kyiv still hadn’t fallen and 
[the Ukrainians] were still actively fighting 
the Russians … that was really surprising. It 
was fantastic,” Andy recalls. “These guys 
were literally doing things that, if you’d 
asked any of us, we thought they would 
have lasted a couple of days. A lot of Ukrai-
nians thought the same thing. But they 
didn’t—they kept fighting and the Russians 
withdrew from Kyiv. They hadn’t been able 
to break through the Ukrainian lines. I’ve 
never seen a group so motivated. We would 
be training for 12 hours and they would stay 
out and keep training until everything was 
perfect.”

The differences in military doctrine and 
organizational structure between the two 
armies crystallized as the fighting contin-
ued. There is a natural winnowing of poor 
performers at the front lines. “For the most 
part, I did not interact with anyone who did 
not know what they were doing to an ex-
tremely high level,” Andy says. “By this 
point, [the Ukrainians] had a very compe-
tent NCO corps and their officers were re-
ally on point. They were also the most 
motivated fighters I have ever seen…. 
These people were literally accountants or 
office managers, business execs or car 
salesmen before the war. One guy owned a 
coffee shop in Kyiv, and they were all will-
ing to fight and train properly.” 

“We were all 
uniformly 
motivated by the 
understanding 
that this is one of 
the rare infl ection 
points in our lives. 
This was like the 
eve of World War 
II. We all had the 
understanding 
that this was ‘good 
versus evil.’”

No spring break in Ukraine.

Photographs courtesy of A
ndy
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the same mission, and this sometimes 
caused structural and organizational prob-
lems. “When we got there, there were two 
orgs on the ground actually doing work [in 
our part of the country]. The Global Surgical 
and Medical Support Group was there pro-
viding TCCC training. World Central 
Kitchen provided food and refugee support. 
I have some friends on that team, and they 
specifically had a huge impact compared to 
the size of their organization. When we left, 
the Red Cross, the Samaritans, and Team 
Rubicon were also there—though they were 
more risk-averse and not as effective, in my 
opinion.” To steer clear of complications, 

Andy’s team worked independently and 
used local connections to liaise with both 
the official military and with partisan 
groups. “Most of what I was doing was train-
ing to our specialties. Aside from TCCC 
training, I was training recon and showing 
folks how to set up ambushes for tanks. We 
had guys teaching how to use drones and 
where to best employ them. These were all 
lessons learned from Iraq and Afghani-
stan.” For many prior-service volunteers, 
this was a particularly satisfying reason to 
get involved. Russia had more or less openly 
been putting paid bounties on American 
soldiers overseas for years—particularly in 
Afghanistan and Syria—and it’s hard not to 
take that sort of thing personally.

Working as trainers and being noncom-
batants didn’t mean Andy’s team didn’t 
take fire. “After the bombings in Mariupol, 
we took part in rescue operations,” he tells 
the Voice. Members of the team managed to 
find a van, and moved refugees out of the 
contested area. The Russians didn’t differ-
entiate between fighters and refugees, he 
explains—they would fire on cars with 
“children” written clearly on the sides and 
hoods. “A lot of it was being crazy enough 
to drive into places that were contested ter-
ritory. We linked up with these dudes who 
had trucks and sprinter [vans] and another 
guy who ran a metal shop and welded steel 
to the doors. We were able to fill them up 
with refugees and got them out of Dodge.” 
Most of the refugees were women and chil-
dren—very few men tried to leave. With the 
exception of the elderly and disabled, most 
men (and more than a few women) of fight-
ing age stayed. 

 
Going from Ivy League student to mili-
tary instructor wasn’t quite an over-
night experience. Returning from the 
front to an academic environment also re-
quires some readjustment. “One week 
you’re in class with a bunch of 20-year-old 
students, and the next you’re with another 
group of 20-year-olds who are literally 
fighting for their lives,” Andy tells the Voice 
in a later interview. “A lot of milvets [a nick-
name given to military veterans on campus 

at Columbia] are older than their peers in 
class, and when you are an NCO or an offi-
cer you lead people of a similar age. In the 
special operations field, you get used to the 
idea that some of the decisions you make 
lead to human deaths. You hold onto that a 
lot. Even walking around Columbia, I still 
have that same feeling. It’s something in 
the back of your mind, these are kids still in 
school and you can’t help but think of the 
20-year-old kids you knew who died in Af-
ghanistan. That never really leaves you. 
People stress out here about things that in 
the grand scheme of things really aren’t 
that important. Like if I do badly on a test, 
I’m still alive … If I misstep in a war, I just 

die. So far I’ve had the capacity to overcome 
the challenges. But I mean, it is a wild per-
spective. One week you’re worried about 
your exams or your English paper, the next 
week you’re worried about cruise missiles 
and sniper fire.” 

Realigning himself to an academic envi-
ronment was all about perspective, and un-
derstanding the necessity for a separate 
mindset while learning to turn off certain 
reactions. “I suck at calculus. I sweated 
through my class and it took more effort 
than my other classes do. Honestly, going 
back to war was a bit of a relief. I know war. 
I hate saying it, but I’m good at violence. 
I’ve practiced a lot to become good at vio-
lence. And I think, here, I’m in a very dif-
ferent sort of environment. I’m a 
professional soldier, but I’m learning to be 
a professional student.

“There were people from Harvard, Cor-
nell, Columbia—almost all of our people 
were established professionals within their 
fields,” Andy adds. And unlike many other 
volunteers, their mission was not to get di-
rectly involved in the fight. “We did not 
take part in actual combat. The main rea-
son was that, to this day, we’re still really 
unclear on what our legal status was. There 
is no law [over there], and we were all veter-
ans of the U.S. military. We were willing to 
toe the line of offering support—and I abso-
lutely know of a lot of folks who are going to 
fight in Ukraine. Had there been clarity, I 
would have fought. If it becomes clear, I’ll 
go fight.”

He concludes: “Three of the guys on my 
team, not including myself, have Ukrainian 
ancestry, and it’s not really well known in 
the West how militant we can be. You go to 
Ukraine and the people are very happy-go-
lucky folks, but they will absolutely beat the 
living shit out of whoever’s trying to fuck 
with them.”

C.S. Muncy is a photojournalist and 
writer based out of New York City who 
has worked with a wide range of publica-
tions, including The New York Times, the 
Wall Street Journal, Newsday, and the 
Village Voice.

“If you grow up playing video games, 
you’re going to have a di� erent idea
of combat. There are no respawn
points here.”

                   AD

                   AD
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FIGHTING FOR AID AS 
UKRAINE FIGHTS FOR LIFE
Young Ukrainian volunteers are working with refugees all across their 
devastated country
By Anna Conkling

I
t started as a rumor, something most 
Ukrainians did not want to believe—that 
Russia was preparing to invade its neigh-
bor. Citizens didn’t prepare by stocking up 
on nonperishable foods or leaving their 

homes. They believed there was no need.
All of that changed on February 24 at 

5 a.m., when Ukrainians awoke to the 
sounds of Russia’s invasion. Since then, they 
have lived under constant attack, or threat of 
attack. The United Nations estimates that at 
least 15.7 million people in Ukraine are in ur-
gent need of humanitarian assistance and 
protection. In addition, more than 7 million 
people have been internally displaced; the 
U.N. says that it and its more than 200 hu-
manitarian partners “have scaled up at re-
cord speed” to deliver life-saving aid to 
more than 4 million people across the coun-
try. But inside Ukraine, access to help is a 
different story. 

Ukrainians are the first to respond to the 
emergency calls of their fellow citizens. 
They offer critical support, donating cloth-
ing, food, medical equipment, and their own 
money to support one another amidst the 
carnage wreaked by Russia’s invasion. With 
this bravery and the phrase “Slava Ukraini!” 
(“Glory to Ukraine!”), Ukrainians have cap-
tured the world’s attention, fighting back 
against a much larger military force to pro-
tect their homeland. But underneath the 
patchwork global support that Ukraine is re-
ceiving lies a severe problem—the country’s 
aid supply is running low.

In the western city of Chernivtsi, Yana 
Kachkovska, 21, works in a grade school that 
has been transformed into a volunteer col-
lection point while students learn over 
Zoom. “I decided to start volunteering be-
cause it was impossible for me to sit still and 
keep reading the news. It was making me 
anxious, especially since people close to me 
were scattered around the country at that 
time,” writes Kachkovska in a conversation 
over Telegram with the Voice. 

 Volunteering gave Kachkovska a way to 
stay busy, to keep her hands moving. At the 
beginning of the war, she sorted through 
donated clothes, food parcels, and hygiene 
kits. Each day, Ukrainians came to the vol-
unteer center, either to donate what they 
could spare or to get the aid they desper-
ately needed, and Kachkovska would pro-
vide for them. As time went on, and 
refugees from all over started to flee to 
Chernivtsi, Kachkovska and other volun-
teers offered pillows, blankets, mattresses, 

and personal hygiene kits to the increasing 
number of people who arrived at the center. 
Additionally, Kachkovska cooked three 
meals a day for refugees and has raised 
$35,000 through her fundraising campaign 
on social media, which she created for the 
purchase of ammunition for the Ukrainian 
army when the war commenced. “I started 
to coordinate other volunteers between 
themselves. Helped people find cars to 
leave the areas of hostilities. I organized the 
delivery of 27 tons of humanitarian aid from 
the Czech Republic,” she writes.

Each day, Kachkovska spoke with refu-
gees and helped them in any way she 
could—and there have been hundreds to 
care for. The 21-year-old took on a leader-
ship role that eventually led to exhaustion. 
She was constantly stressed, worried if a de-
livery she sent out would make it safely to 
the people in need, thinking of ways to raise 
more funds. Kachkovska worked long shifts, 
and relates how she listened to people’s sto-
ries about their cities and towns being 
“wiped off the face of the earth, how they 
had to flee with no personal belongings at 
all, how their relatives were dying, and they 
had to abandon their bodies.” She adds, 
“The biggest problem is that almost all 
Ukrainians are traumatized by the war. That 
leads to a lot of different reactions, which in 
turn sometimes leads to verbal aggression 
and personal conflict.”

Recently, Kachkovska has stopped going 
to the volunteer center because of the emo-
tional toll it has taken on her. She had been 
acting as a volunteer but also as an im-
promptu psychologist, listening, crying, and 
laughing with refugees, and she reached a 
breaking point when a friend died in the war 
and an acquaintance was killed at a train sta-
tion in the Kharkiv region while helping peo-
ple evacuate. After that, Kachkovska was 
encouraged by her family, her boyfriend, 
and friends to consider how important it was 
to take care of herself. But her anxiety has 
not gone away. Kachkovska’s boyfriend, 
Nikolai Polovin, 27, a translator for the Inter-
national Committee of the Red Cross, is 
from Volnovakha, a small city in eastern 
Ukraine, between Mariupol and Donetsk. 
The city hasn’t gotten as much attention as 
its neighbors, but it is still under Russian oc-
cupation. Polovin was living in Kyiv when 
Russia first attacked his home city; his par-
ents and grandparents managed to survive 
the shelling because they lived in a neigh-
bor’s basement for two weeks. The base-

ment was “spacious,” he says, and there 
were mattresses and benches. But they could 
still hear bombs dropping all around them. 

“When the invasion began, I think many 
people expected the city to see some fight-
ing, but I don’t think anyone really expected 
it to be almost leveled to the ground, which 
unfortunately is exactly what happened to 
it,” Polovin says in a series of voice memos 
sent through Telegram. Birds can be heard 
chirping in the background of the record-
ings, a surreal juxtaposition to Polovin re-
counting the horrors his family has 
witnessed under Russian occupation. Pol-
ovin lost all connection with his family at the 
beginning of the war. For several weeks, he 
did not know if his grandparents and par-
ents were safe. Eventually, his mother called 
him from a number he did not know, and 
still does not know. But he spoke of his fami-
ly’s experience as if they were some of the 
lucky ones—their flat is still intact. “The 
windows got blown off, but that’s what hap-
pened to 99 percent of the houses and flats 
in Volnovakha. There’s absolutely nothing 
surprising about that,” he says. 

Life under Russian occupation has be-
come the norm for the people living in 
Volnovakha. Polovin says that each day, his 
family and others take to the streets in an at-
tempt to clean up the rubble and debris, try-
ing to salvage anything they can from what 
was once their city. But they face uncertainty. 
Until a week ago, there was no gas in the 
city—no way to heat homes or cook meals. 
Now, there is still no electricity. Families 

charge their phones and laptops with a gen-
erator, but there are only a few in the entire 
city. In terms of food supply, people still have 
access to the basics: grains, potatoes, vegeta-
bles, and some meat. But the city has no tap 
water, so people have to risk their lives going 
to a nearby well to collect drinking water.

“When you take a look at it, it’s almost 
wiped off the face of the earth. There are no 
job opportunities, no stable way to sustain 
yourself, everyone is uncertain of their 
present and their near future. Nobody has 
any long-term plans anymore because ev-
erything is so uncertain,” says Polovin, 
adding, “I just want people to know that the 
city is still going through quite a lot—90 or 
more percent of the buildings are either 
damaged or destroyed, and living condi-
tions for most of the population are still 
very tough. I want people to remember 
about Volnovakha and other small cities, 
towns, and villages, and share information 
about these places as much as possible so 
that nobody forgets what they have gone 
through.”

Polovin’s family is just one of many that 
have been separated because of the war. Po-
lina Mikulina, 17, was living in Volnovakha 
with her parents in the days leading up to the 
invasion. When the bombs began falling, on 
February 24, Mikulina’s family sought ref-
uge in their basement, while throughout 
Volnovakha there was “mass panic.” “The 
explosions didn’t stop for a minute and they 
became louder and louder. Everybody was 
very scared,” she recalls. 

After the attacks began, Mikulina’s fam-

Life-saving fashions for young Ukrainians: Yana Kachkovska tries on a bulletproof vest. 

C
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ily made the decision to try to flee to a nearby 
city, Pavlohrad, where they had family. Mi-
kulina says they left under shelling from 
Russian “Hail” rocket launchers and drove 
fast, trying to make it to safety. “I remember 
all of the details. Close my eyes and see ev-
erything. I remember the look of my mother, 
she was crying all the way. Everybody was 
crying who was in the car,” she recalls, add-
ing, “To tell the truth, I was crying every day 
for two or three weeks, such experience was 
the first in my life.”

The family left behind Mikulina’s grand-
parents, and lost contact with them. Miku-
lina says they had no way of knowing if her 
grandparents were alive or not, and every-
one was afraid. “I fell asleep every day for 
two weeks and prayed they would survive 
and get in touch with us,” she says. Finally, 
Mikulina’s grandparents made contact, say-
ing they had survived in their basement for 
two weeks. Now Mikulina’s grandfather has 
shell shock, after a missile hit their house 
while he and his wife were in their front 
yard. The couple is still living in their 
wrecked home in Volnovakha, without elec-
tricity, gas, or water. Mikulina says there is 
still no aid anywhere in the almost com-
pletely destroyed city. 

Meanwhile, in Chernivtsi, there have 
been attempts by Ukrainian aid groups to 
bring help to Volnovakha. But each time 
people try to drive to the city, they are 
stopped at Russian checkpoints, and often 
everything they are attempting to bring in is 
confiscated. And sometimes the volunteers 
do not make it back alive. Kachkovska writes 
that the Russians will shoot at anyone: 
“They don’t care who drives the car; they 
don’t care that people die without food and 
water. They are shooting at everything—that 
some people manage to escape from the 
Russian occupation is a miracle.”

Five hours away from Chernivtsi, at the 
Humanitarian Headquarters of Cher-
vonohrad City, Kachkovska’s friend Olya 
Semkanych, 19, is a volunteer. She is one of 
a large team of people who work around the 
clock, with almost no days off, to support 
Ukraine. Semkanych tells the Voice that she 
decided early on that she could not sit at 
home while the war raged. “I decided to vol-
unteer because I would not be able to stay at 

home when there was a war in my country,” 
she writes. “I want to bring as much benefit 
as possible and do everything in my power 
[to help].”

When Semkanych started volunteering, 
she was responsible for accounting and 
keeping track of donated money. She col-
lected inquiries from those in need and sent 
help to high-traffic areas for refugees. Now 
she also works for the Office of the United 
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, 
and helps people register for financial assis-
tance. Semkanych says her work changes 
daily, but her roles include helping inter-
nally displaced people find the safest place 
they can go, unloading trucks with humani-

tarian aid from abroad, and scheduling mis-
sions for volunteers to travel to hot spots to 
help refugees. However, in areas like Volno-
vakha, Semkanych and her team meet the 
same challenges that Kachkovska and her 
boyfriend have faced—there is no way to get 
aid in. “I keep in touch with people who 
have been forced to leave their homes. 
These people come from Mariupol, Irpin, 
Bucha—the hottest spots. They are ex-
hausted and scared,” says Semkanych. “We 
try to give them all the help they need. It is 
very difficult, but I believe that it is neces-
sary to give people a lot of positive emo-
tions, to encourage them.”

A colleague of Semkanych’s at the Hu-
manitarian Headquarters, Oleh Mussi, 23, 
has recently returned from driving sup-
plies to the Saltivka neighborhood of 
Kharkiv—alone. Kharkiv is Ukraine’s sec-
ond-largest city, and has been the site of 
constant battle and attack since February. 
Mussi sees and helps hundreds of people a 
day, but communication in zones of com-
bat is minimal. “Being in the north of the 
Saltivka district … my heart broke, and 
tears came into my eyes,” writes Mussi. 
“Thousands of people do not leave their 
homes, many of which have already been 
almost destroyed, realizing that a shell can 
land again at any moment. The war hurts 
everyone’s heart, and the fire of sorrow 
and despair burns in the hearts of people 
who were under bullets every day.”

Mussi says that he has been in areas 
where people haven’t received humanitar-
ian aid since the beginning of the war. Some-
times, help arrives too late—the people have 
already died. At the beginning of the con-
flict, the Headquarters saw an influx of aid 
coming in. People from other countries sent 
money to support volunteer efforts, and vol-
unteers used some of that money to buy fuel 

and ammunition. But since then, funding 
has decreased, and there is a lack of fuel in 
Ukraine, with the result that volunteers can-
not make it to places such as Volnovakha. 
Both Mussi and Semkanych stress the im-
portance of getting more help. 

In addition to driving supplies—a job that 
could result in his death—Mussi also says 
that, psychologically, the toll of working 
with refugees is difficult. He has encoun-
tered the same challenges as Kachkovska—
he became a psychiatrist in the form of a 
humanitarian volunteer in his early 20s. In 
between bringing people aid and having to 
be strong when someone hugs him and 
cries, there’s no time to think about himself: 
“No time to walk with a girl, no time to even 
talk to your mom and brother at home. In 
the morning, you go to the Headquarters 
and return from it late at night, but all in or-
der for my country to win.”

Back in Chernivtsi, Kachkovska tries to 
take care of her body and mind. Her 
loved ones encourage her to go on walks, or 
take her out for coffee, but she feels like she 
carries the weight of Ukraine on her shoul-
ders. When thinking about realities like 
what has happened in Volnovakha, she says, 
there is no way to escape the burden she 
feels for not being able to do more. She car-
ries that feeling with her every day. 

“I hate myself for not having time to 
evacuate them,” Kachkovska says. “I try to 
pretend that everything is fine, but it’s very 
difficult. Every day I look for some opportu-
nities to help them, but so far it is impossible. 
No one will understand how it hurts.” 

Anna Conkling is a freelance journalist 
based in New York City whose writing fo-
cuses on human interest stories and envi-
ronmental issues.

“The war hurts 
everyone’s heart, 
and the fi re of 
sorrow and despair 
burns in the hearts 
of people who were 
under bullets every 
day.”

Spring in Ukraine: Oleh Mussi has been driving supplies to ravaged neighborhoods. 
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Even in wartime, teens gotta sel�ie: Olya Semkanych (seated, in dark jacket) and friends. 
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A MAN,
A BAND,
A WAR
Eugene Hütz, of Gogol 
Bordello, talks about his native 
Ukraine, Roma roots, and the 
transcendent power of music

By Michael Cobb

A
s the Ukrainian-born leader of the 
gypsy-folk-punk group Gogol Bor-
dello, Eugene Hütz is a man for the 
moment. He knows what it’s like to 
live under the shadow of Soviet op-

pression, how hardship breeds resilience, 
and that music can be a force of resistance.

Hütz’s journey began in Boyarka, 
Ukraine, where he was born to a Russian 
father, a butcher by trade, and a mother 
who was half Servitka Roma, a subgroup 
of Romani. His father was also a musician 
and played guitar in Meridian, one of the 
first rock bands in Ukraine. He taught Eu-
gene how to build a guitar out of plywood, 
a distortion pedal out of radio parts, and 
drums out of fish cans and tape. The fam-
ily fled Ukraine when they learned of the 
Chernobyl nuclear accident, in 1986; they 
lived in refugee camps in Poland, Hun-
gary, Austria, and Italy. During this pe-
riod, Eugene learned from his family 
about his Romani heritage, which they 
had hidden while living in Ukraine. They 
immigrated to Burlington, Vermont, in 
1990, when he was 17, where he spent the 
next seven years. He found his “people” 
there in other punk rockers, then moved to 
Manhattan in 1997, where he built his 
band Gogol Bordello; DJ’d a multiculti set 
of wild dance music for six years at the 
Bulgarian Bar, on Ludlow Street; starred 
in the film Filth and Wisdom, directed by 
Madonna; acted opposite Elijah Wood, in 
Everything Is Illuminated; and appeared on 
the cover of the May 2013 issue of Ukrai-
nian Vogue. He has since garnered thou-
sands of fans worldwide.

Since Russia’s most recent invasion of 
Ukraine, on February 24, Hütz has been 
hyperproductive. Daily Facebook posts 
show Gogol Bordello frenetically using all 
of their talents to generate awareness and 
a creative response to the Russian incur-
sion. In collaboration with Les Claypool, 
Sean Lennon, Stewart Copeland, Sergey 
Ryabtsev, and Billy Strings, Hütz dropped 
a new single, “Zelensky: The Man With 
the Iron Balls,” paying tribute to the Ukrai-
nian president’s courage in the face of a 
savage, unprovoked attack on his country. 

With Jesse Malin, Hütz recently released a 
cover version of the Pogues’ “If I Should 
Fall With Grace From God,” whose anti-
British-colonial sentiments echo his feel-
ings toward Russia. On March 10, Gogol 
Bordello hosted a benefit concert for 
Ukraine at City Winery, with Patti Smith 
and other notable NYC-based performers. 
Hütz and his band are currently on tour in 
the U.S. and will be touring Europe this 
summer, donating a portion of the pro-
ceeds to various charities that support 
Ukraine.

 I met Hütz in March for an interview at 
Veselka, the beloved Ukrainian restaurant 
on the corner of 2nd Avenue and 9th 
Street, in NYC. Through our initial email 
exchanges, we’d learned of our shared ap-
preciation of punk and hardcore music. 
“Punk rock, that’s my whole life,” he wrote. 
In spite of being a well-known personality 
in the world of music, film, and fashion, 
Hütz is extremely down to earth—gritty 
life experiences have deflated any air of 
pretense. In fact, he seems genuinely re-
pulsed by any whiff of stardom. 

We introduced ourselves and were 
quickly ushered to a table. Hütz’s long 
brown hair spilled out from under a winter 
paramilitary cap, and he wore a white T-
shirt printed with “KYIV” in the NYHC 
(New York Hardcore) manner: capital let-
ters in an X-shaped grid. After ordering a 
bottle of wine, potato pancakes, and 
borscht (the profits from the traditional 
beet soup go to the nonprofit Razom for 
Ukraine), we spoke late into the night. Din-
ers and kitchen staff frequently came up to 
greet Hütz and have pictures taken with 
him, always departing with “Slava 
Ukraini”—“Glory to Ukraine!” 

Our conversation carried over to an East 
Village wine bar and, later, to the Sly Fox, a 
Ukrainian bar between Veselka and the 
Ukrainian National Home, on Second Ave-
nue. As the drink flowed, so did the exple-
tive-laden conversation (which has been 
edited for length and clarity). 

Mike Cobb: I wish the circumstances were 
different in the world. I know you have peo-
ple in Ukraine. How are they doing? 

Eugene Hütz: They are fully armed, taking 
care of their children, getting them to safer 
places, and fighting the bitch that’s been try-
ing to de-spirit the Ukrainian people for hun-
dreds of years now. Ukrainians can argue 
about one thing or another, but they’re cer-
tainly united about one fuckin’ cause, and it’s 
scrape the bitch off the back once and for all 
time. And they’ve been resisting even in the 
times when there were just crumbs to eat. 
But now that we’ve got the whole world’s 
support, this shit is fucking donezo. 

Do you feel optimistic? 
Optimism is not really the word. It’s a cer-

tainty. Hope is not necessary when you have 
a distilled intention. 

Where do you think these conflicts stem 
from? 

The problem is the imperial entitlement 
attitude that’s been a problem for Estonia, 
Latvia, Lithuania, Belarus, Ukraine, Mol-
dova, Georgia, and every other neighbor 
around. Somehow, Russia fooled them-
selves that all these neighbors feel subordi-
nate. It’s a complete delusion.

What’s behind this mentality? 
It’s a psychological tradition. All these 

figures like Ivan the Terrible, Stalin, and Pu-
tin are from the same fucking tree. For a 
Ukrainian person, it doesn’t make any sense 
why millions of people would glorify a crimi-
nally insane sociopath.

I know your music is popular in Russia, and 
you’ve collaborated with people like [Mos-
cow-born] Regina Spektor. 

Yeah, she grew up here in the USA.

Can you penetrate through this mess and 
make an impact with Gogol Bordello? 

We have, but we’ve boycotted Russia, no 
matter how grand the offers were. I’ve abso-

lutely deleted that option out of my life, as 
every other Ukrainian artist has done. I don’t 
feel any necessity to play there ever again.

You don’t need it? 
As political refugees from the Soviet 

Union, my family and I have zero nostalgia. 
Our identification is that we’re Ukrainian. In 
Ukraine, they were trying hard to Sovietize 
us, but in every school from kindergarten to 
university there were teachers who spoke real 
Ukrainian and who translated to young kids 
what this country is really about, that it’s not a 
subordinate republic to Moscow. They passed 
on the message that this is very temporary. 

When I got into punk rock in Ukraine, as a 
young teenager, there were kids in the punk 
scene who had trident tattoos on the inside 
of their leather jackets, which was illegal. 

What does that symbolize? 
It’s a symbol of resistance. Now, it’s an of-

ficial symbol of Ukraine. In the time of the 
Soviet Union, it was still an underground 
thing. In the punk rock scene, which is a cir-
cle that draws more rebellious and progres-
sive characters, we were already traveling 
around the country and to other republics to 
see bands play with these symbols. I remem-
ber what a respect it evoked. We always 
thought the supposed Moscow domination 
was a joke. They will never have it. It’s abso-
lutely out of the question. 

Is there a national characteristic typical of 
Ukraine? 

Yes, absolutely. It’s psychological resil-
ience. It’s inner core. It’s absolutely an anar-
chic seeking of freedom at all times. They’re 
humble people. They will never front with 
some bling or hype. They’re some of the 
toughest motherfuckers you will ever meet, 
but you will not know that until you fuck 
with them. 

How do you think this is going to end? 
With the entire world’s support, Ukraine 

is gonna own its freedom, independence, 

“Come on motherfucker, let’s levitate!” Eugene Hütz brings the crowd to his feet. 
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Western Europe, because they essentially 
have a Western European mentality. 

This recent invasion of Ukraine seems so 
20th century, like something from the 1950s 
Cold War. Why is this happening now? 

Because it’s a war of the past with the fu-
ture. They are latching onto an outdated mo-
dality of world perception where some 
dictator is running everybody’s ass in some 
large chunk of land. It can’t function in this 
world. It’s collapsing and crumbling. 

What inspired you growing up? 
Around 13–14 years old, I started meeting 

other kids in a black market where we’d 
trade and buy records. They were listening 
to this new kind of metal called hardcore. 
There were such distinctly new things hap-
pening that, as a musical polyglot, I just 
jumped at it. 

We went to see this Polish band, De-
serter. These guys were on the top of that 
fucking game. They knew everything about 
essence, style, and the emotional message 
of hardcore, with an anger about their mu-
sic. It was transformative. The energy and 
unpredictability of that music was my an-
swer to everything for a while. 

What struck you about hardcore in
particular? 

Punk became hard to maintain integrity, 
with major labels throwing so much money 
at it. Hardcore is a thicker filter, so most of it 
remained in a very distilled condition. It’s 
like an extreme urban folklore. It deals with 
issues that pop culture can’t afford dealing 
with. It’s cutting to the chase, and it doesn’t 
do any unnecessary, baroque crap to mask it. 
I really love that. I think it’s a really timeless 
form of industrial, city folklore. 

How is life as a musician different in the 
United States versus Ukraine? 

HR, lead singer of Bad Brains, recently 
asked me if there was a very big difference 
between the Ukrainian and the American 
punk scene. I was like, “Of course not!,” be-
cause I went from lugging equipment on my 
back up the stairs in Ukraine to doing the 
same shit here. So, no cultural shock at all. 
The whole DIY thing is not a myth—it’s re-
ally how it’s done.  In Europe, music is more 
in an intellectual realm. Somehow it lacks 
that “thing.” When I got to the USA, I was 
like, yo, this Henry Rollins motherfucker is 
bringing some shit! Once I saw Iggy, I was 
like, man, the physicality of this music is 
what I’ve been missing! 

A lot of punk rock and hardcore is associ-
ated with anger, but I think what many peo-
ple miss is that it’s a release, and there’s a 
positive side to that. 

Everyone who was deeply into the hard-
core scene will tell you, they checked out 
when it got violent. That’s not what the mu-
sic is about at all. It’s actually just really great 
fucking music. Put on a Murphy’s Law re-
cord and tell me it’s not packed with good-
time sing-alongs. 

It’s about energy. 
Yeah. I had my first band back in 

Ukraine, called Uksusnik, which roughly 
translates to “bittered faces,” like some-
body who just chugged a pint of vinegar. 
Even back then, when I got onstage for the 
first time, people didn’t know what the fuck 
hit them. I didn’t tell them that I’d had 10 
years of marathon running. People were 
clearly shocked. [Laughs] 

What was the atmosphere you were going for? 
In our language, there is an interesting 

word, curage, which means a particular kind 
of zesty, feisty flamboyance with a joyous, 
athletic anger. It’s a good-time feeling of 
equalization and everybody together in a 
super democratic atmosphere. I set a vision 
of making a kind of “joycore.” It’s the joy of 
being and the joy of catharsis. That’s why 
our band gathers all these various crowds: 
punk rockers, kids who like hardcore, peo-
ple who like gypsy music, people who like 
Mano Negra. People who share the idea that 
life is playful, with a complete breakdown of 
social status and caste systems. It’s like a 
hoedown where everyone is human again 
for two hours. 

Do you have a word like “hoedown” in 
Ukrainian? 

Yeah, Hopak! 

How do you connect with an audience and 
make the magic happen? 

Well, some people you can connect with 
instantly and some you have to crack their 
skull first to get their focus. It’s an effort, be-
cause people are so wrapped up in their own 
shit, but if we’re here to levitate, then come 
on motherfucker, let’s levitate! 

Where do you think you developed your 
ability to connect? 

Having entertainers in my family. My 
uncle would sometimes do a somersault 
out of nowhere to blow people out of the 
water, to say, Life is kind of fuckin’ great 
and fun, right? It’s not just all this mun-
dane stupid shit. My father was like that, 
too—he was deep into rock and roll. He al-
ways carried a guitar around with notes of 
songs that clicked well together. I saw him 
bring parties of people into elevating 
mode. Romani culture is all about that. So, 
with all those things, I kind of made my 
own mosaic. 

How does Roma culture fit into what you do? 
It’s a hardass survival mode, which Ro-

manis push to achieve. Wherever Romanis 
went, music being one of their main tools of 
survival, they absorbed their folklore and 
put their own spin on it by making it harder, 
faster, and better. 

There’s a similarity to punk that way, no? 
Yes, absolutely. That’s why it fits natu-

rally. The Pogues was always one of my fa-
vorite bands. When I started picking up 
English and thinking about who’s got the 
best lyrics, I was like, yo, I’m gonna have to 
go with Shane MacGowan and Nick Cave. I 
put it all into my own cookery. Now you can 
see all the elements of Gogol Bordello, the 
Romani gypsy vibe with storytelling and the 
atmosphere of hardcore shows. 

Tell me about your trip through Eastern Eu-
rope visiting Roma people, something you 
explored deeply in the 2007 documentary 
The Pied Piper of Hützovina [a film about 
Hutz by director Pavla Fleischer].

I made many great Romani friends 
worldwide. As a punk musician, I’m not re-
ally in control of any kind of technique, but 
through creating a hybrid of gypsy punk, I 
was able to connect, play, and communicate 
with the greatest virtuosos of gypsy music in 
the world. 

Tell me about your DJing. 
That was part of the hustle in the early 

years of New York. I’m not really a DJ. Maybe 
people appreciated that I was able to juxta-
pose music in ways that were so fuckin’ baf-
fling that they found it to be amusing in an 
alarming way. Being a musical polyglot, I had 
a lot on my mind, and could just see segues 

for people who didn’t know this kind of mu-
sic. I felt like writing my own symphony with 
all this music lying around my apartment. 

By 2000, when my DJ moment took off, I 
was pretty fuckin’ fed up with everything. I 
felt like punk rock was starting to expire, 
and I wanted to give it new life. I wanted to 
gather all these vitamins of the Stooges, 
MC-5, Dead Kennedys, the Clash, the Sex 
Pistols, Flamenco, Taraf de Haïdouks, and 
all the gypsy records I accumulated over the 
years. I wanted to put it into one parcel and 
to bitch slap everybody out of oblivion, 
y’know? [Laughs]

Eclectic! 
Yeah, there was a huge ironic vibe on the 

streets at that time. Nothing was taken for 
authentic quality. Maybe it’s the Ukrainian 
in me. I was like, what the fuck do you 
fuckin’ people think, this is all one big 
fuckin’ Starbucks? It’s fuckin’ not. This 
whole video game reality that was coming 
on is not part of my reality. I felt like I was 
still Huckleberry Finn, climbing fences, 
trees, and playing shows and connecting 
with people on a tangible, rootical level. 

You’re determined to keep it real? 
Everybody in the hardcore and punk 

scene who’s there for the right reasons is de-
termined to keep it real. I don’t think it’s my 
fuckin’ job to become a hologramic being 
that lives on social media. 

I know you’re an avid reader of dystopian 
literature by authors like Zamyatin, Hux-
ley, and Orwell. Huxley was prophetic 
about the threat of us voluntarily giving up 
control of our lives to shiny screens we can 
hold in our hands. 

Yeah. And Noam Chomsky’s Manufactur-
ing Consent perfectly spells out where we are 
heading to. People’s minds are disconnected 
from their consciousness. The most amazing 
part is it’s not like human beings are complete 
robots. They have an option of going into in-
dependent consciousness mode every day. 

From 2000 on, it felt like Ram Dass, 
Krishna consciousness, Thich Nhat Hanh, 
and Eckhart Tolle’s Power of Now were be-
coming a thing in our collective hard drive. 
We thought we were gonna break out of this 
tyranny of propaganda. But around 2014, all 
that got wiped away by a tsunami of digital 
social media and a loss of emotional intelli-
gence, a complete void of any inner core, 
cowardice, and fuckin’ social media ano-
nymity. It’s been in shambles ever since. 

I think so much of it comes from the market-
ing of convenience, like the cell phone, which 
is not just a telephone. Don’t you think? 

Yeah, for sure. I don’t buy into luxury. I al-
ways had a problem with the idea of com-
fort. That’s why I was able to go on tours in 
the van with 10 people packed in like sar-
dines, and I would never do it any other way. 
What’s there in comfort? This planet is not 
about that. 

That’s such a big part of the message of soci-
ety, that’s what’s sold and promoted. Con-
venience, the easy way. 

Perhaps it is, but as Fugazi says, “Never 
mind what they’re selling. It’s what you’re 
buying.” That message has not alternated. 

I think it’s all coming back to a make your 
own T-shirt kind of thing. I think the soul of 
society has missed that vibe. Nobody’s satis-
fied with their Instagram-Spotify fuckin’ 
life. There’s nothing in there. For the souls 
that come to planet Earth for experience, 
they will never be satisfied with this incuba-
tor lifestyle they’re presented with. They’re 
gonna go out and get real-life experience. 
That’s how we did it. It’s still that planet. 

What are you planning next? 
Well, after some benefit shows in the 

USA for Ukraine, we’re gonna head to East-
ern Europe this summer to do some more 
benefit shows. 

At this point, the Sly Fox shut down for the 
night, and we said our goodbyes outside in 
the cold late-winter night with the parting 
words: “Slava Ukraini!” “Long Live 
Ukraine!”  

Michael Cobb is a writer, musician, and 
podcaster based in Brooklyn. His work has 
appeared in the New York City Jazz Rec-
ord, Shindig!, Elmore, The Indypendent, 
Ruta 66, and Mondo Sonoro, among oth-
ers, and on the website Please Kill Me.

“All these fi gures like Ivan the Terrible, 
Stalin, and Putin are from the same 
fucking tree. For a Ukrainian person, it 
doesn’t make any sense why millions of 
people would glorify a criminally insane 
sociopath.”
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CRO-MAGNON MAN 
STANDS TALL
New York hardcore icon Harley Flanagan loves to bring the hurt

By Thomas Gerbasi

I
f you happen to be in an Upper Manhattan 
park and see someone running while fre-
netically playing bass guitar, your mind 
isn’t playing tricks on you. It’s just Harley 
Flanagan, 55, cofounder of the seminal 

New York hardcore band the Cro-Mags.
“I’m in motherfucking beast mode,” Fla-

nagan tells the Voice. He begins a tour on 
May 18 in Philadelphia; moves on to the Mel-
rose Ballroom, in Queens, the following 
night; and then hits eight more U.S. dates 
before a stretch in Europe that will keep the 
New Yorker and his bandmates (Dominic 
Dibenedetto, Hector Guzman, Gary Sulli-
van) busy through July. In other words, 
“beast mode” is necessary just to keep up. 
And Flanagan is up for the challenge. “I’m in 
the park jogging and playing bass, because I 
can’t just practice. I gotta practice while I’m 
running because I gotta be running around 
the stage.”

Flanagan isn’t complaining about the 
work involved in preparing for a tour that’s 
not for the faint of heart, because given the 
fact that the band hasn’t been able to play 
live (outside of a 2020 livestreamed show) in 
nearly three years, there’s a lot of pent-up 
energy to be released—or unleashed—once 
they hit the road. So the Renzo Gracie Jiu-
Jitsu black belt is preparing accordingly—at 
the Gracie Academy, in the gym, at home, 
and yes, in the park. 

“Anybody who’s ever seen me play or 
seen the Cro-Mags, it’s a very physical per-
formance,” Flanagan explains. “You have to 
be in really good shape to do this, especially 
to do it every night, because I’m not just 
training to do one show and then that’s it. 
I’m gonna be playing 40-something shows 
in 40-something days. I’m only gonna have 
two or three days off. And I’m gonna be play-
ing an hour set, or close to it, every night, 
and you have to have really good cardio to 
sing at that intensity. I can’t even call it sing-
ing—it’s more like primal screaming at that 
intense level for that long while you’re run-
ning around and playing an instrument. So it 
really does take a lot, physically, to do it. But 
the good thing is, I train Jiu-Jitsu, I train 
Muay Thai, and I work out like five, six days 
a week. So even though I am 55 years old, I 
hate to say it, but I’m in better shape than 
most people 25 years old. And I hate to say it 
for them, not for me.” Flanagan laughs—for 
all the stress and nerves that go along with 
prepping for a world tour after the madness 
of the past couple of years, he’s in a good 
place, a place many thought he would
never get to. 

Surrounded on the Lower East Side by 
drugs, violence, and every bad thing 
you want a child to be shielded from while 
growing up, Flanagan saw too much too 
soon. Daily fights while dodging drug deal-
ers were a rite of passage he was forced to 
embrace before he was thrust into the mid-

dle of the music world as a 12-year-old 
drummer for the Stimulators, a group 
formed by his aunt Denise Mercedes. By 
1983, the band had run its course, and Flana-
gan, now 16 and fully embedded in the punk 
scene, went on to be involved in several proj-
ects that ultimately mutated into the Cro-
Mags.

“I just took the word Cro-Magnon and 
abbreviated it,” says Flanagan of the ori-
gins of the band’s name. “It’s kinda cool if 
you think about it, because Cro-Magnon 
man was the first, I believe, of prehistoric 
man to not just do cave art, but they were 
also the first to start waging war against 
other tribes. So they actually started kill-
ing off their rivals. If you think about Cro-
Magnon man, it’s basically a primitive 
reflection of where we’re at. We haven’t 
evolved that much. Our weapons have just 
gotten better, our art has changed a little 
bit, but we’re still pretty much the same 
primitive motherfuckers that only evolved 
to that place.”

Flanagan’s musical evolution showed 
through in the seminal lineup of the Cro-
Mags (Flanagan, Parris Mayhew, John Jo-
seph, Doug Holland, Mackie Jayson), which 
produced the 1986 album The Age of Quarrel 
and basically created a genre of music that 
was uniquely centered in the Big Apple—
New York Hardcore. Mixing punk influ-
ences with what would come to commonly 
be known as thrash metal, musically what 
separated the “NYHC” bands like the Cro-
Mags from their counterparts around the 
country was the reality that, much like gang-
sta rap on the West Coast, the New York 
practitioners of hardcore were living and 
breathing what they were singing (or 
screaming) about. On the LES, that wasn’t 
pretty, but it was real, and it ultimately made 
for wild scenes that prompted some clubs to 
ban hardcore shows.

But it saved a young man who was riding 
off the rails whenever he wasn’t onstage. “It 
was the only release I had for a very angry, 
frustrated, violent, aggressive kid with no 

outlets,” says Flanagan. “So I had 
to channel all of that shit. If I 
didn’t have music, I would have 
been an arch-criminal. I would 
have probably been in jail for 
multiple murders and God 
knows what else. But thank God 
the planets aligned in a way 
where I was able to use my cre-
ativity as an outlet, and I was for-
tunate enough to be surrounded 
by people that were able to en-
courage that.”

There would be a lot more 
darkness before light, though. In-
fighting between band members 
over everything from writing 
credits and finances to record la-
bel squabbles and the ownership 
of the band’s name led to a re-
volving door of players, lawsuits, 
and even a 2012 brawl that saw 
Flanagan stabbed and arrested 
after being jumped at Webster 
Hall. Flanagan got his own licks 
in, leading to charges of felony 
assault and criminal possession 
of a weapon, along with a brief 
stay at Rikers Island before those 
charges were dropped.

In 2019, Flanagan won the 
rights to use the Cro-Mags 
name, while Joseph and Jayson 
were allowed to use the name 
Cro-Mags JM on tour. It wasn’t 
clean and pretty, but nothing in 
the music business is. Mean-
while, Flanagan’s personal life 
continued to spiral out of con-
trol into the mid-’90s, thanks to 
drugs and violence, until an ex-
girlfriend called with the news 
that she was having a baby she 
thought might be his. And that 
she had contracted AIDS. Fla-
nagan went on a testing spree 
over the next several months, 
took care of the baby that wasn’t 
his for several years after rescu-
ing her from a crack house (the 
two are still in touch), and in 
1996, discovered Jiu-Jitsu. All of 
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Growing up on the wild side:
A teenage Harley Flanagan at 

Max’s Kansas City.
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CRO-MAGNON MAN 
STANDS TALL
New York hardcore icon Harley Flanagan loves to bring the hurt

By Thomas Gerbasi

I
f you happen to be in an Upper Manhattan 
park and see someone running while fre-
netically playing bass guitar, your mind 
isn’t playing tricks on you. It’s just Harley 
Flanagan, 55, cofounder of the seminal 

New York hardcore band the Cro-Mags.
“I’m in motherfucking beast mode,” Fla-

nagan tells the Voice. He begins a tour on 
May 18 in Philadelphia; moves on to the Mel-
rose Ballroom, in Queens, the following 
night; and then hits eight more U.S. dates 
before a stretch in Europe that will keep the 
New Yorker and his bandmates (Dominic 
Dibenedetto, Hector Guzman, Gary Sulli-
van) busy through July. In other words, 
“beast mode” is necessary just to keep up. 
And Flanagan is up for the challenge. “I’m in 
the park jogging and playing bass, because I 
can’t just practice. I gotta practice while I’m 
running because I gotta be running around 
the stage.”

Flanagan isn’t complaining about the 
work involved in preparing for a tour that’s 
not for the faint of heart, because given the 
fact that the band hasn’t been able to play 
live (outside of a 2020 livestreamed show) in 
nearly three years, there’s a lot of pent-up 
energy to be released—or unleashed—once 
they hit the road. So the Renzo Gracie Jiu-
Jitsu black belt is preparing accordingly—at 
the Gracie Academy, in the gym, at home, 
and yes, in the park. 

“Anybody who’s ever seen me play or 
seen the Cro-Mags, it’s a very physical per-
formance,” Flanagan explains. “You have to 
be in really good shape to do this, especially 
to do it every night, because I’m not just 
training to do one show and then that’s it. 
I’m gonna be playing 40-something shows 
in 40-something days. I’m only gonna have 
two or three days off. And I’m gonna be play-
ing an hour set, or close to it, every night, 
and you have to have really good cardio to 
sing at that intensity. I can’t even call it sing-
ing—it’s more like primal screaming at that 
intense level for that long while you’re run-
ning around and playing an instrument. So it 
really does take a lot, physically, to do it. But 
the good thing is, I train Jiu-Jitsu, I train 
Muay Thai, and I work out like five, six days 
a week. So even though I am 55 years old, I 
hate to say it, but I’m in better shape than 
most people 25 years old. And I hate to say it 
for them, not for me.” Flanagan laughs—for 
all the stress and nerves that go along with 
prepping for a world tour after the madness 
of the past couple of years, he’s in a good 
place, a place many thought he would
never get to. 

Surrounded on the Lower East Side by 
drugs, violence, and every bad thing 
you want a child to be shielded from while 
growing up, Flanagan saw too much too 
soon. Daily fights while dodging drug deal-
ers were a rite of passage he was forced to 
embrace before he was thrust into the mid-

dle of the music world as a 12-year-old 
drummer for the Stimulators, a group 
formed by his aunt Denise Mercedes. By 
1983, the band had run its course, and Flana-
gan, now 16 and fully embedded in the punk 
scene, went on to be involved in several proj-
ects that ultimately mutated into the Cro-
Mags.

“I just took the word Cro-Magnon and 
abbreviated it,” says Flanagan of the ori-
gins of the band’s name. “It’s kinda cool if 
you think about it, because Cro-Magnon 
man was the first, I believe, of prehistoric 
man to not just do cave art, but they were 
also the first to start waging war against 
other tribes. So they actually started kill-
ing off their rivals. If you think about Cro-
Magnon man, it’s basically a primitive 
reflection of where we’re at. We haven’t 
evolved that much. Our weapons have just 
gotten better, our art has changed a little 
bit, but we’re still pretty much the same 
primitive motherfuckers that only evolved 
to that place.”

Flanagan’s musical evolution showed 
through in the seminal lineup of the Cro-
Mags (Flanagan, Parris Mayhew, John Jo-
seph, Doug Holland, Mackie Jayson), which 
produced the 1986 album The Age of Quarrel 
and basically created a genre of music that 
was uniquely centered in the Big Apple—
New York Hardcore. Mixing punk influ-
ences with what would come to commonly 
be known as thrash metal, musically what 
separated the “NYHC” bands like the Cro-
Mags from their counterparts around the 
country was the reality that, much like gang-
sta rap on the West Coast, the New York 
practitioners of hardcore were living and 
breathing what they were singing (or 
screaming) about. On the LES, that wasn’t 
pretty, but it was real, and it ultimately made 
for wild scenes that prompted some clubs to 
ban hardcore shows.

But it saved a young man who was riding 
off the rails whenever he wasn’t onstage. “It 
was the only release I had for a very angry, 
frustrated, violent, aggressive kid with no 

outlets,” says Flanagan. “So I had 
to channel all of that shit. If I 
didn’t have music, I would have 
been an arch-criminal. I would 
have probably been in jail for 
multiple murders and God 
knows what else. But thank God 
the planets aligned in a way 
where I was able to use my cre-
ativity as an outlet, and I was for-
tunate enough to be surrounded 
by people that were able to en-
courage that.”

There would be a lot more 
darkness before light, though. In-
fighting between band members 
over everything from writing 
credits and finances to record la-
bel squabbles and the ownership 
of the band’s name led to a re-
volving door of players, lawsuits, 
and even a 2012 brawl that saw 
Flanagan stabbed and arrested 
after being jumped at Webster 
Hall. Flanagan got his own licks 
in, leading to charges of felony 
assault and criminal possession 
of a weapon, along with a brief 
stay at Rikers Island before those 
charges were dropped.

In 2019, Flanagan won the 
rights to use the Cro-Mags 
name, while Joseph and Jayson 
were allowed to use the name 
Cro-Mags JM on tour. It wasn’t 
clean and pretty, but nothing in 
the music business is. Mean-
while, Flanagan’s personal life 
continued to spiral out of con-
trol into the mid-’90s, thanks to 
drugs and violence, until an ex-
girlfriend called with the news 
that she was having a baby she 
thought might be his. And that 
she had contracted AIDS. Fla-
nagan went on a testing spree 
over the next several months, 
took care of the baby that wasn’t 
his for several years after rescu-
ing her from a crack house (the 
two are still in touch), and in 
1996, discovered Jiu-Jitsu. All of 
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Tales From the Lower East Side

Growing up on the wild side:
A teenage Harley Flanagan at 

Max’s Kansas City.

that combined—along with the arrival of his 
sons Harley (now 19) and Jonah (now 17) 
and his marriage to Laura, in 2015—saved 
him. (Laura Lee Flanagan is now his busi-
ness manager and lawyer.)

“I knew I had issues and I tried to address 
them,” Flanagan recalls. “I started seeing a 
therapist for a while just to try to get a grip on 
myself. I have PTSD like a motherfucker just 
from life, and because of that, it can trigger 
rage issues. A long time ago, I just really 
made a decision that for the people I love 
and for myself, I have to improve. What 
other point is there to it, in being alive? 
You’re supposed to try to advance yourself, 
otherwise, you’re just breathing and taking 
up space.” 

Through it all—the good, the bad, and the 
very ugly—there’s been the music. And while 
many of his peers, from punk through post-
punk and hardcore, have decided to play it 
safe by running through the hits onstage in 
karaoke fashion, or have gone in a completely 
different musical direction, Flanagan has 
kept the intensity and grit of his music intact 
while still evolving—all in evidence on the 
Cro-Mags’ last two releases, the EP 2020 and 
the full-length In the Beginning. Musically and 
lyrically, 2020, in particular, hit hard, as Fla-
nagan addressed a year that included the Co-
vid-19 pandemic and times of civil unrest 
through aptly titled songs such as “Age of 
Quarantine,” “Chaos in the Streets,” and “Vi-
olence and Destruction.”

“I still enjoy the creative process and I’m 
not one of these artists who, God bless the 
Ramones, I love them, but there are a lot of 
bands who have a sound and that’s how it 
stays from the beginning to the end,” he says. 
“I have a sound that’s pretty consistent, but I 
take pride in the fact that I do different shit on 
every record. I’m always trying to up my 
game, I’m always trying to bring something. 
For me, the trick is, I try to give people what 
they want and expect and something that 
they completely don’t expect. And as long as 
I’m always doing that, then I feel like I’m do-
ing my job.”

So, no album of acoustic love songs any-
time soon? 

“What’s a love song?” Flanagan asks. 
“You might love kicking someone’s ass. 
[Laughs] I got songs about kicking ass. But I 
think my music is as passionate as it possi-
bly can get. I think we were the first emo 
band because we were very emotional.” An-
other fit of laughing from someone who is 
still the Hardcore King of NYC. He won’t 
claim that crown for himself or boast about 
such a mythical status among his fans, but 
New York City will always be his home and 
his muse.

“New York is so much a part of my mu-
sic,” Flanagan says. “I don’t think this music 
could have happened if I had grown up any-
where else. I think a lot of the intensity, a lot 
of the drive … New York has a certain frenetic 
energy. You could go to some other big cities 
and feel a similar energy, but New York, es-
pecially the New York that I grew up in, it’s a 
unique animal and it definitely helped forge 
me and what I do. Even at its tamest, this city 
is still intense, and I think it’s overwhelming 
to anybody who isn’t from here. And that’s 
why it’s so difficult for people who are from 
here to really leave.”

Flanagan never left. He’s moved uptown, 
though, far enough away from a place that 
still can haunt him. 

 “To be honest, I really try to avoid the 
area,” he says of the LES. “I do go down there, 
but I only go for reasons. I was down there 
visiting an old neighbor of mine not that long 
ago, and just being on my old block really 
kind of freaks me out because it’s a very safe 
block now. There’s a playground and all these 
yuppies and their kids and everything else, 
but I still walk down that street, and I still feel 
the same anxiety that I felt back in the ’80s 
when I’m there. I still feel like anything can 
pop off at any time just because I’ve had so 
many experiences in every part of the Lower 
East Side that were pretty intense. There’s not 
a block down there that I haven’t seen some 
sort of a violent incident or something go 

down, so I walk around down there and I im-
mediately get uncomfortable.”

It’s understandable, but there’s a lot more 
good than bad in the life of someone who is a 
living, breathing example of a survivor. Fla-
nagan has a band lineup he loves, he’s about 
to hit the road, a documentary film on his life 
is being directed by Citizen Ashe’s Rex Miller, 
he’s still getting choked and punched (by 
choice) in Jiu-Jitsu class, and his family is 
right by his side. He made it. He isn’t even op-
posed to mending fences with his old band-
mates. Yes, even after all they’ve been 
through.

“I just feel like all of us kinda got the shitty 
end of the stick. I feel like we got robbed as a 
band and as individuals, and I don’t really 
think that that’s fair,” explains Flanagan. “I 
think we were all very young, we were all very 
naive, and that had a lot to do with us not just 
falling apart as a band and as friends but in 
turning on each other. When desperate peo-
ple who don’t have a lot get put in a position 
where they feel like they have nothing, they’ll 
start fighting over crumbs and they’ll start 
stealing from each other, they’ll start accus-
ing each other. 

“I’m not trying to go backward,” he con-
tinues. “In a perfect situation, I would want 
all the Cro-Mags records that were ever 
created to all be on the same label if possi-
ble, and all have the same home. And I 
would say, fuck who wrote what, everybody 
who played on these records should just get 
paid for playing on the record. Mackie 
didn’t ever write a song, he only played 
drums on one record, but he should get 

paid for each one of those record sales, just 
like John should, just like Parris and Doug. 
The people who played on them should get 
an equal cut of what those records sell for 
and just call it a day. And if there was ever a 
chance to do a one-off, one-time-only Age 
of Quarrel festival, I would be happy to do 
something like that just to say, ‘You know 
what man, I don’t really hate any of you 
guys, I really don’t.’”

Who said a Cro-Mag couldn’t evolve? 

Thomas Gerbasi is an award-winning box-
ing writer who has still found time to write 
about less violent pursuits, such as roller 
derby and music, for publications such as 
The Daily Beast, KO63 Music on Medium, 
and Rolling Stone Australia. 

“If I didn’t have 
music, I would 
have been an arch-
criminal. I would 
have probably 
been in jail for 
multiple murders 
and God knows 
what else.”

                   AD

Double bass: Flanagan (left) with Flea, of the Red Hot Chili Peppers, part of the upcoming Flanagan doc.

Laura Lee Flanagan

Next month watch for our Pride coverage, along 
with New York news and culture, global events,  

and select peeks at the Voice archives.

From the June 25, 1979, Village Voice
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DA BLOOZE: SPRINGTIME
IN MEMPHIS
Surveying the 37th International Blues Challenge, and remembering 
those who came before
By Rafael Alvarez

C
écile Perfetti paused for a moment to 
speak to her audience on Beale Street, 
in the deep R&B heart of Memphis. “I 
don’t belong to your country or your 
history,” said the French singer and gui-

tarist, a tambourine jingling on her right foot. 
“But music has no homeland.”

If it is true that art sails past all boundaries 
of geography and culture, that notion was 
proved time and again at the recent Interna-
tional Blues Challenge, here by the banks of 
the Father of All Waters. Many of the acts, 
more than 60 in all, spoke of it long being a 
dream to visit the gateway to the Mississippi 
Delta, one of the cradles of American music. 

“What’s up, home country of the blues—I 
fly 7,000 miles to play for you,” announced 
South Korean solo guitarist Heonjin Ha, 34, 
whose yodels, moans, murmurs, and whis-
pers were pure Americana. “When I write 
blues in Korean and can’t translate, I put in 
an English word, but it doesn’t sound right.” 
As he explained to the audience, some of the 
phrases that flummox his attempts at cross-
pollination are blues basics going back as far 
(and farther) as the day W.C. Handy pub-
lished the song “Memphis Blues,” in 1912, 
phrases such as “Move it,” “Shake it,” Slide it 
on to the left.”

In the end, Ha said, to laughter and ap-
plause, “It tastes like kimchi hamburger.” 
And they ate it up, like they gobble wings at 
his mother’s fried chicken restaurant in 
Seoul. “She says that playing music should 
only be a hobby,” he continued. “Come with 
me and let’s fry chicken.” 

While there’s a whole category of blues 
about food—catfish, frog legs, and ribs, plus 
a guitarist from Georgia, Robert Hicks, who 
performed as Barbecue Bob—Ha’s father’s 
backstory might be a stronger inspiration for 
songwriting. “He’s a thug, a Korean gang-
ster,” Ha told the Voice, adding that his old 
man has never seen him perform. “He went 
to jail when I was 10.” 

An annual production of the Blues Foun-
dation, established in 1980 and aided by 
scores of volunteers, this year’s IBC was the 
37th; the shows ran from May 6 to 9 and fea-
tured more than a hundred hopefuls from 
Belfast to the Baltics, Maine to Mississippi, 
California to Kentucky. France sent two 
acts—Perfetti’s duo, La Bedoune, with the 
Toulouse Blues Society, and the mandolin-, 
harmonica-, and accordion-driven Wacky 
Jugs, from Brittany, in northwestern France. 

La Bedoune (Cécile and partner Greg Per-
fetti, on second guitar) and the Wacky Jugs 

made it to the final rounds at the ornate, 
94-year-old Orpheum Theatre, at the corner 
of Main and Beale. Once home to vaudeville 
acts like Blossom (“Yes Sir, That’s My Baby”) 
Seeley, the venue seats 2,300 and was largely 
full on the last day of competition. 

The Jugs emerged with a first-place finish 
in the Band Division. Outside the theatre af-
ter their winning performance, frontman 
Jacques “Jack” Titley told the Voice how the 
group came together. The son of a British fa-
ther and a French mother, Titley asked har-
monica player Gurvan Leray if he “might 
fancy doing some jug band things.” With 
Jonathan Caserta on stand-up bass, they 
toured for a decade as a trio. Two years ago, 
the Jugs added Rowen Berrou on drums (he 
is especially fond of the Mississippi guitarist-
drummer Cedric Burnside) and Pascal Cuff 
on chromatic accordion. 

“I’ve been playing this music since I was a 
teenager,” says the 42-year-old Titley, who 
spent 20 years roofing houses before com-
mitting to music full time. “My father was a 
guitar player who taught me some Big Bill 
Broonzy, bluegrass, and country-blues flat-
picking.” He added that the Memphis Jug 
Band, an early 20th-century combo led by 
Will Shade (1898–1966), has had a strong in-
fluence on his group.

Other victors included Eric Ramsey, from 
the Phoenix Blues Society, in the Solo/Duo 
Division. Jhett Black, from the San Angelo 
Blues Society, out of Texas, took home the 
Lee Oskar Harmonica Award, and T.C. 
Carter, repping the Piedmont Blues Preser-
vation Society, nabbed the Gibson Guitar 
Award. 

Ramsey, a soulful, heartrending singer, 
dedicated a song to a friend who had died 
just a few hours before Ramsey took the 
stage. He had already connected with the 
crowd with “Hurricane Woman Blues,” in 
which he compares his wife’s moods to a 
brewing storm. “Been picking up steam 
since Monday,” he sang, going through all 
the stages of a monster gale, “and right about 
now she’s a category four.” 

Win or lose, many artists said it was an 
honor just to walk the same streets as the 
ghosts of their heroes: B.B. King, Furry 
Lewis, Ike Turner, Howlin’ Wolf, and a con-
stellation of others. Performing on Beale 
that same weekend was a troupe of Ghanian 
musicians in traditional dress, part of the 
“Memphis in May International Festival.” 
The West Africans’ brightly colored robes 
provided a vivid counterpoint to the denim 
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and leather of the blues crowd. Tourists and 
musicians alike were happy just to walk the 
boozy, flea-market carnival that is Beale 
Street, where a small bag of peanut M&Ms 
goes for $2.25, the souvenir shops are awash 
in all things Elvis and Johnny Cash, and for 
eight bucks you can get a “Great Balls of 
Fire” shot of cinnamon whisky (and keep 
the glass) at the Jerry Lee Lewis’ Cafe & 
Honky Tonk. 

Close by is the Stax Museum of American 
Soul Music (a new building—the original re-
cording studio had gone bankrupt and was at 
one point occupied by a soup kitchen before 
it was razed, in 1989); the fabled Sun Studios; 
and the Lorraine Motel, where the Reverend 
Martin Luther King Jr. was murdered, on 
April 4, 1968. It is now the National Civil 
Rights Museum. 

Visitors to the historically Black motel of-
ten wonder how the room where King stayed 
on the last day of his life—No. 306—was 
made to look exactly as it did the moment 
the tragedy occurred on the balcony just out-
side the door. The exhibit is precise down to 
an unmade bed and food on the coffee table. 
The FBI (perhaps disingenuous in their in-
vestigation) took so many photos that it 
wasn’t a difficult task. The room is frozen in 
time, which the blues—for better or worse—
is not. 

“When I hear the tear-jerking from many 
of the Caucasian players who say they can’t 
make a living playing blues, my take is, ‘Why 
should you?,’” says Dr. Odie Payne III in a 
phone interview with the Voice after the com-
petition. He is a retired obstetrician-gynecol-
ogist, one of the competition judges, an 
accomplished clarinetist, and the son of 
famed Chess Records drummer Odie Payne 
Jr; the elder Payne can be heard on Chuck 
Berry’s 1964 single “Nadine.” “Seems like 
everyone but my people are making money 
off of the blues—my heritage,” continues 
Doc Payne. “The Japanese and Koreans have 
really studied the music. If you heard them 
but didn’t see them, you’d swear it was a 
Black band playing.”

The acts competing this year were over-
whelmingly white, the musical grandchil-
dren of popular 1960s acts in England and 

the United States who bent and shaped the 
blues from folk to rock to psychedelia for 
more than a decade. Once upon a pre-digital 
time, these old-timers—Keith Richards, Bon-
nie Raitt, John Mayall, and Eric Burdon, 
among those still alive—were youngsters 
who learned at the knees of “rediscovered” 

legends such as Fred McDowell, 
Skip James, Lightnin’ Hopkins, 
and Son House. 

One of the newest, 31-year-old 
guitarist Dom Martin, of Belfast, 
Ireland, representing all of the 
United Kingdom, said it’s not 
about money at all but survival of a 
different sort. “This was never a 
job for me, it saved my life,” Martin 
said from the stage at both of the 
preliminary gigs he played. He en-
couraged anyone in the crowd hav-
ing troubles to pick up an 
instrument—any instrument—and 
set about learning to play. “I real-
ized about eight years ago that I 
could be a drug addict and die 
young like my dad, or I could be a 
musician. Music is my prescrip-
tion.”  

Savage is Dom’s family name, 
but his manager says he found it 

difficult to book gigs with that moniker, so 
Dom began using his middle name, Martin. 
Martin’s work is darkly charismatic, and ev-
erything that came out of his guitar and his 
mouth in Memphis—whether straight blues 
or not—sounded authentic and sincere. 
Those who witnessed his performances—in 
which he strummed madly, like a gitano play-
ing flamenco on the streets of Seville—were 
baffled that he didn’t make it to the finals. 
His new album is titled A Savage Life.

The Wacky Jugs landed in Memphis 
about a week and a half before the com-
petition began, on May 6, hopped a train, 
and rolled south through the Delta to New 
Orleans to take in the scene on Frenchmen 
Street at the annual Jazz & Heritage Festival. 
The nine-hour ride was a reverse of the Great 
Migration of African-Americans; one of 
those routes ran from Mississippi to Chicago, 
where the blues went electric after World 
War II, and, in the words of Muddy Waters, 
had a baby named rock and roll. 

On the way back to Beale Street to com-
pete, the Jugs stopped in Clarksdale, Missis-
sippi, home of the Delta Blues Museum, 
which holds the remains of the cabin Muddy 
is said to have lived in, on the nearby Stovall 
Plantation, before leaving for Chicago, in 
1943. “It’s hard to imagine what this meant to 
us,” Titley says of the pilgrimage. “In Clarks-
dale, we managed to jam with Watermelon 
Slim,” a Vietnam veteran and guitar and har-
monica player born Walter P. “Bill” Homans 
III. “These adventures are going to change 
our lives in ways we can’t possibly measure.” 

One performer whose life most likely 
won’t be changed at all is native New Yorker 
Robert Ross, his long career in blues featured 
in the March issue of the Voice. Ross, one of 
the weekend’s elders, at age 72, did not make 
it past the semi-finals, his second time of two 
IBC tries. A guitarist, harmonica player, and 
songwriter—now living in Boynton Beach, 
Florida—Ross will continue gigging where 
gigs can be had, chipping away at a 50-year 
struggle to make his name ring out wherever 
blues is spoken. 

Ross played his heart out in Memphis on 

originals like “Coal Mine,” a booming plea 
for green energy, and “Another Man Done 
Gone,” recorded by Vera Hall in a 1940 field 
recording for the Library of Congress. And 
he took his loss in the same do-what-you-
gotta-do stride that once had him sell a pint 
of blood in France to get a bite to eat after a 
disappointing day playing for change on the 
Paris Metro. “Most of the final acts were 
good, and there were acts that were not cho-
sen that were tremendous, along with acts 
that did not deserve to be there at all,” Ross 
tells the Voice. “And yet they all seemed to go 
over great with the crowds.” 

He was preceded onstage in the semi-fi-
nals at King Jerry Lawler’s Hall of Fame Bar 
& Grille by a guy from Louisville, Kentucky, 
named Zeno Jones, a big man in suspenders 
with a guitar, a slide on his pinky, and a suit-
case of powerful, mule-kicking energy he 
calls “garage blues.” Though Ross was disap-
pointed (“It sounds like sour grapes, but it’s 
impossible for people to be objective in art, 
religion, or politics….”), he should take heart 
at what he passed on to younger players like 
Jones. “I didn’t know who [Ross] was before 
he played, but in the first few bars I could tell 
he was a pro by the incredible efficiency of 
how he moved his hands,” says Jones, who 
works for a company that makes industrial 
sensors. A descendant of farmers from Ow-
ensboro, home of the Bluegrass Music Hall 
of Fame, he adds that the name Zeno has 
been in his family for generations. 

“Seeing Mr. Ross play was educational on 
a level that made the [400-mile] drive to 
Memphis worthwhile,” Jones continues. 
“His playing was complex, but he laid it 
down subtly. I watched closely to see what I 
could steal.”

Rafael Alvarez began covering the blues 
in 1980 as a reporter for the Baltimore 
Sun, and in 1983 reported on the funeral 
of Muddy Waters from the South Side of 
Chicago. A former staff writer for the HBO 
drama The Wire, Alvarez is co-editor of a 
new anthology of Baltimore writing, A 
Lovely Place, A Fighting Place, A 
Charmer, released by Belt Publishing. 

Heonjin Ha traveled 7,000 miles to play in the “home country of the blues.”

Korea Blues Society
“I realized about 
eight years ago 
that I could be a 
drug addict and 
die young like my 
dad, or I could be a 
musician. Music is 
my prescription.”

Memphis taxidermy at the Flying
Fish restaurant. 
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Look for us monthly at a bookstore, coffee 
shop, bodega, retail store, apartment building, 
or sidewalk box near you:

June 19
July 31
August 28
September 25
October 23
November 23
December 18

and online 24/7/365 at villagevoice.com

We’re back in 
print and on 
the streets

SUZANNE LACY 
INVESTIGATES ART, TIME, 
LOCATION, AND SOCIETY
The California-based artist’s retrospective at the Queens Museum 
explores the past, present, and future of questions in need of 
constant answering
By Daniel Felsenthal

A
rt jargon is a weed that starves and kills 
meaning. In catalog essays and wall 
texts, words such as “signifier,” “hyper-
trophic,” and “relationality” wither 
language into a brittle, barren waste-

land. Sadly, novel art forms, even those in-
terested in wide viewership, provoke 
un read  able prose more often than familiar 
modes, such as painting and sculpture. Take 
“social practice” art, which addresses the 
public not only as audience but also as co-
participant. Born from the 1970s idealism of 
the New Left, the genre blurs the line be-
tween art and political organizing. It cele-
brates working with others in order to 
produce projects on a large scale, whether 
that means public housing, as in Houston 
painter Rick Lowe’s collaborative work Proj-
ect Row Houses (1993), or a long-running per-
formance group anchored by the homeless, 
such as John Malpede’s Los Angeles Poverty 
Department (LAPD). These pieces live in the 
tension between lofty concepts, knotty 
methodologies, and practical political appli-
cations, yet social practice has more recently 
preoccupied the museum world, which, at its 
best, wants to address local communities 
and shed elitism’s scrim. So why describe art 
with words that few understand?

The Queens Museum is the most success-
ful major art institution in New York City in 
following through on social practice’s prom-
ise. For one thing, entry is free. Constructed 
for the 1939 World’s Fair and briefly home to 
the U.N. General Assembly, the museum 
stays carefully relevant to Flushing and Co-
rona residents, hosting programs that treat 
attendees themselves as performers—in 
2015, mixed media artist Zhang Hongtu held 
a ping pong tournament using an anti-Mao-
themed installation as the table. On week-
ends, the building can feel like a public 
commons. People sit, chat, push strollers, 
and marvel at the scaled panorama of New 
York City, its five boroughs lit by many multi-
colored lights, which, like the Met’s Temple 

of Dendur, has transcended the art world’s 
self-involvement and become truly connec-
tive: an installation that launches a thousand 
imaginations.

Such a setting is ideal for The Medium Is 
Not the Only Message, the rare East Coast ret-
rospective of California-based artist Su-
zanne Lacy. A soulful political thinker who 
wants to foster conversation between and 

about women, the 76-year-old draws our at-
tention to how time and context change art-
work. At the core of her sprawling practice 
are performances, many of them decades 
old. Freeze Frame: Room for Living Room 
(1982), a collaboration with Julia London, 
brings together groups of women in a Roche 
Bobois furniture showroom to discuss their 
own survival. For De tu Puño y Letra (By Your 
Own Hand) (2014–15), 300 Ecuadorian men, 
accompanied by Quito’s city band, read re-
flections on sexual violence to a bull-fighting 
ring packed with spectators. Both before and 
years after her performances, Lacy docu-
ments her process with videos, immersive 
multi-channel screen installations, letters 
between collaborators, and monologues she 
presents as either written word, thought-

map, or dramatic reading, as though she 
wants to teach us about both planning a per-
formance and how different media change 
her work. The show’s Marshall McLuhan–
referencing title is apt—as a child of the 
1960s, Lacy knows that the medium cannot 
be ignored, and neither can the social con-
text that informs its content.

Wisely, the retrospective views her not 
through modern genre designations or a 
wide historical lens but instead as one node 
in a tight-knit web of women invested in 
feminism and art. She conceptualizes these 
connections as maps—one record of her 
project International Dinner Party (1979), in 
which she corrals women across the globe to 
hold simultaneous dinner parties, echoing 
Judy Chicago, captures the locations of the 
various get-togethers as pins on masonite 
paneling. For her ethnographical research 
project on L.A. sex workers, Prostitution 
Notes (1974), Lacy writes colorful anecdotes 
about her subjects on large pieces of paper, 
coupled with street-by-street illustrations of 
their worlds: where their johns live, where 
they pick up men. The pieces evoke the evi-
dence-strewn wall of a movie detective, part 
of how Lacy acknowledges her distance from 
her subjects. Elsewhere, she creates context 
by recognizing the passage of time: For a 
2010 video, shot and edited by Peter Kirby, 
she addends the original text of Prostitution 

Notes with a new ending about a friend who 
died, years after her initial research, of AIDS.  

Lacy reimagines the Queens Museum’s 
atrium as a new version of Freeze Frame. 
Couches surround vintage cathode-ray televi-
sions, featuring videos of feminists. Coffee ta-
bles double as ephemera-crammed vitrines. 
Placards reveal an inherent tension between 
the museum’s desire to be a public space and 
its charge to preserve and protect art: “Please 
do not place any objects on this surface.” Still, 
visitors use the area to rest, talk, and take a 
break from their masks: They reshape Lacy’s 
work naturally, choosing how the installation 
functions in their own museum. 

Location is important to Lacy, whether it’s 
the Philip Johnson–designed shopping mall 
that hosted her performance on aging, The 

Crystal Quilt (1987), or her choices of bor-
ough and institution. Like its horizontal scale 
and open floor plan, the Queens Museum’s 
philosophy feels very West Coast, a region 
that has always embraced social practice—as 
Malpede once said, the notion that social or-
ganization and art should be separate is “an 
East Coast way of looking at life,” conflicting 
with social practice’s earnestness. On a wall 
by the museum’s entrance, Lacy revisits her 
1976 performance Cinderella in a Dragster: 
Then 30, she drove across the campus of Cal-
ifornia State University, Dominguez Hills, in 
a souped-up car, stopped in front of the li-
brary, and read a monologue while slowly re-
vealing a glass slipper on her foot. Nothing 
says “freedom in California” louder than a 
speeding vehicle, and the educational envi-
rons indicate a desire to activate the young 
politically. Lacy’s 2022 recontextualization is 
a thought-map of her original narration, her 
words linked to photographs of the stunt 
with a maze of lines. The header, “How to Be 
a Performance Artist,” refreshes the car’s 
metaphor for the shaky transit of a woman 
through the world of performance. We see 
this trajectory from the vantage of an artist 
who has arrived yet keeps reframing the po-
tential perils of her path; for the installation 
Auto on the Edge of Time (1993–94), cars were 
wrecked. Working with sculptor Carol Ku-
mata, Lacy filled the vehicles with house 
keys as a commentary on domestic violence. 
Logging the project is a video overlaid with 
voicemail messages from attendees, ex-

claiming how the project shook them. 
Lacy suggests that her performances are 

unable to be completed—not by her, at least. 
And why would she end the conversations 
she began? Her questions haven’t been an-
swered, even as other artists have pondered 
them. Continuing this work is our job: view-
ers, museum professionals, critics, and theo-
rists. Lacy asks, How do we recreate her 
work, in our own lives and careers? By re-
minding people, à la the Queens Museum, 
that art spaces are public? By writing in a way 
that intends to be understood? Lacy offers an 
incomplete map. Now we do the thoughtful 
labor of drawing our own lines.

Daniel Felsenthal is a regular contributor 
to the Voice, writes frequent criticism for 
Pitchfork, and publishes �iction, essays, 
and poems in other publications. In 2019, 
his novella Sex With Andre appeared in 
The Puritan.

Day at the Museum

The Queens 
Museum is the 
most successful 
major art institution 
in New York City in 
following through 
on social practice’s 
promise. For one 
thing, entry is free.

Suzanne Lacy: The Medium 
is Not the Only Message

New York City Building
Flushing Meadows Corona Park

718.638.5000 / queensmuseum.org
Through August 14
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California freedom: Cinderella in a Dragster (1976).
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SUZANNE LACY 
INVESTIGATES ART, TIME, 
LOCATION, AND SOCIETY
The California-based artist’s retrospective at the Queens Museum 
explores the past, present, and future of questions in need of 
constant answering
By Daniel Felsenthal

A
rt jargon is a weed that starves and kills 
meaning. In catalog essays and wall 
texts, words such as “signifier,” “hyper-
trophic,” and “relationality” wither 
language into a brittle, barren waste-

land. Sadly, novel art forms, even those in-
terested in wide viewership, provoke 
un read  able prose more often than familiar 
modes, such as painting and sculpture. Take 
“social practice” art, which addresses the 
public not only as audience but also as co-
participant. Born from the 1970s idealism of 
the New Left, the genre blurs the line be-
tween art and political organizing. It cele-
brates working with others in order to 
produce projects on a large scale, whether 
that means public housing, as in Houston 
painter Rick Lowe’s collaborative work Proj-
ect Row Houses (1993), or a long-running per-
formance group anchored by the homeless, 
such as John Malpede’s Los Angeles Poverty 
Department (LAPD). These pieces live in the 
tension between lofty concepts, knotty 
methodologies, and practical political appli-
cations, yet social practice has more recently 
preoccupied the museum world, which, at its 
best, wants to address local communities 
and shed elitism’s scrim. So why describe art 
with words that few understand?

The Queens Museum is the most success-
ful major art institution in New York City in 
following through on social practice’s prom-
ise. For one thing, entry is free. Constructed 
for the 1939 World’s Fair and briefly home to 
the U.N. General Assembly, the museum 
stays carefully relevant to Flushing and Co-
rona residents, hosting programs that treat 
attendees themselves as performers—in 
2015, mixed media artist Zhang Hongtu held 
a ping pong tournament using an anti-Mao-
themed installation as the table. On week-
ends, the building can feel like a public 
commons. People sit, chat, push strollers, 
and marvel at the scaled panorama of New 
York City, its five boroughs lit by many multi-
colored lights, which, like the Met’s Temple 

of Dendur, has transcended the art world’s 
self-involvement and become truly connec-
tive: an installation that launches a thousand 
imaginations.

Such a setting is ideal for The Medium Is 
Not the Only Message, the rare East Coast ret-
rospective of California-based artist Su-
zanne Lacy. A soulful political thinker who 
wants to foster conversation between and 

about women, the 76-year-old draws our at-
tention to how time and context change art-
work. At the core of her sprawling practice 
are performances, many of them decades 
old. Freeze Frame: Room for Living Room 
(1982), a collaboration with Julia London, 
brings together groups of women in a Roche 
Bobois furniture showroom to discuss their 
own survival. For De tu Puño y Letra (By Your 
Own Hand) (2014–15), 300 Ecuadorian men, 
accompanied by Quito’s city band, read re-
flections on sexual violence to a bull-fighting 
ring packed with spectators. Both before and 
years after her performances, Lacy docu-
ments her process with videos, immersive 
multi-channel screen installations, letters 
between collaborators, and monologues she 
presents as either written word, thought-

map, or dramatic reading, as though she 
wants to teach us about both planning a per-
formance and how different media change 
her work. The show’s Marshall McLuhan–
referencing title is apt—as a child of the 
1960s, Lacy knows that the medium cannot 
be ignored, and neither can the social con-
text that informs its content.

Wisely, the retrospective views her not 
through modern genre designations or a 
wide historical lens but instead as one node 
in a tight-knit web of women invested in 
feminism and art. She conceptualizes these 
connections as maps—one record of her 
project International Dinner Party (1979), in 
which she corrals women across the globe to 
hold simultaneous dinner parties, echoing 
Judy Chicago, captures the locations of the 
various get-togethers as pins on masonite 
paneling. For her ethnographical research 
project on L.A. sex workers, Prostitution 
Notes (1974), Lacy writes colorful anecdotes 
about her subjects on large pieces of paper, 
coupled with street-by-street illustrations of 
their worlds: where their johns live, where 
they pick up men. The pieces evoke the evi-
dence-strewn wall of a movie detective, part 
of how Lacy acknowledges her distance from 
her subjects. Elsewhere, she creates context 
by recognizing the passage of time: For a 
2010 video, shot and edited by Peter Kirby, 
she addends the original text of Prostitution 

Notes with a new ending about a friend who 
died, years after her initial research, of AIDS.  

Lacy reimagines the Queens Museum’s 
atrium as a new version of Freeze Frame. 
Couches surround vintage cathode-ray televi-
sions, featuring videos of feminists. Coffee ta-
bles double as ephemera-crammed vitrines. 
Placards reveal an inherent tension between 
the museum’s desire to be a public space and 
its charge to preserve and protect art: “Please 
do not place any objects on this surface.” Still, 
visitors use the area to rest, talk, and take a 
break from their masks: They reshape Lacy’s 
work naturally, choosing how the installation 
functions in their own museum. 

Location is important to Lacy, whether it’s 
the Philip Johnson–designed shopping mall 
that hosted her performance on aging, The 

Crystal Quilt (1987), or her choices of bor-
ough and institution. Like its horizontal scale 
and open floor plan, the Queens Museum’s 
philosophy feels very West Coast, a region 
that has always embraced social practice—as 
Malpede once said, the notion that social or-
ganization and art should be separate is “an 
East Coast way of looking at life,” conflicting 
with social practice’s earnestness. On a wall 
by the museum’s entrance, Lacy revisits her 
1976 performance Cinderella in a Dragster: 
Then 30, she drove across the campus of Cal-
ifornia State University, Dominguez Hills, in 
a souped-up car, stopped in front of the li-
brary, and read a monologue while slowly re-
vealing a glass slipper on her foot. Nothing 
says “freedom in California” louder than a 
speeding vehicle, and the educational envi-
rons indicate a desire to activate the young 
politically. Lacy’s 2022 recontextualization is 
a thought-map of her original narration, her 
words linked to photographs of the stunt 
with a maze of lines. The header, “How to Be 
a Performance Artist,” refreshes the car’s 
metaphor for the shaky transit of a woman 
through the world of performance. We see 
this trajectory from the vantage of an artist 
who has arrived yet keeps reframing the po-
tential perils of her path; for the installation 
Auto on the Edge of Time (1993–94), cars were 
wrecked. Working with sculptor Carol Ku-
mata, Lacy filled the vehicles with house 
keys as a commentary on domestic violence. 
Logging the project is a video overlaid with 
voicemail messages from attendees, ex-

claiming how the project shook them. 
Lacy suggests that her performances are 

unable to be completed—not by her, at least. 
And why would she end the conversations 
she began? Her questions haven’t been an-
swered, even as other artists have pondered 
them. Continuing this work is our job: view-
ers, museum professionals, critics, and theo-
rists. Lacy asks, How do we recreate her 
work, in our own lives and careers? By re-
minding people, à la the Queens Museum, 
that art spaces are public? By writing in a way 
that intends to be understood? Lacy offers an 
incomplete map. Now we do the thoughtful 
labor of drawing our own lines.

Daniel Felsenthal is a regular contributor 
to the Voice, writes frequent criticism for 
Pitchfork, and publishes �iction, essays, 
and poems in other publications. In 2019, 
his novella Sex With Andre appeared in 
The Puritan.

Day at the Museum

The Queens 
Museum is the 
most successful 
major art institution 
in New York City in 
following through 
on social practice’s 
promise. For one 
thing, entry is free.

Suzanne Lacy: The Medium 
is Not the Only Message

New York City Building
Flushing Meadows Corona Park

718.638.5000 / queensmuseum.org
Through August 14
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California freedom: Cinderella in a Dragster (1976).
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HEAT SEEKER
Sixty years of exquisite torture
by Pale Fire
By Mike Laws

.
Vladimir Nabokov gets a bum rap. To 
what other high-volume American—
yes—novelist do we fail to accord the 
dignity of collectively imagining their 
best works, their better tendencies? Roth 

gets off the hook: We remember the generous, 
funny, forgivably horny Philip of Goodbye, 
Columbus and Portnoy’s Complaint ahead of 
the hoarily horny, menstrual-blood-obsessed 
Dying Animal. Updike, similar story. Bellow—
but quiet now, we could do this all day. The 
point is, we’re nice to our prose prolificists.

Maybe it’s that Nabokov’s big bad best-
seller is, in some really key ways, not a book 
to be recalled fondly. Lolita does, and 
should, make you feel icky, its superstruc-
tural concern being to beguile you with the 
refined language of a cretinous narrator. 
(That Humbert succeeds in pulling this off, 
recruiting his readers, effectively conscript-
ing them into complicity, is kind of Lolita’s 
Big Joke—one can’t help but imagine the 
guffawing a Vanity Fair blurb claiming it to 
be “the only convincing love story of our 
century” must have occasioned from Vlad—
and I once had a friend confess to me that 
certain of its scenes had very guiltily turned 
them on.) But I think this goes beyond that. 
For one thing, too many teachers and TAs, 
too many professors, too many graduate 
writing workshops assign not Nabokov’s 
singularly singing, sumptuous, naughtiest 
works (Lo lita, Pale Fire, Ada) but his knotti-
est outings: Transparent Things, “The Vane 
Sisters,” that piece whose name escapes me 
but where you spend 18 pages absolutely 
confounded as to what he’s describing be-
fore the “treat” of having it revealed that the 
narrator has been looking out the window of 
a train at utility poles supporting telegraph 
wire. Wowsers.

Wherever it comes from, the overall im-
pression is—as Martin Amis put it in a 1999 
essay commemorating what would have 
been the older novelist’s hundredth birth-
day—of “this snorting wizard of hauteur.” 
Vlad is frosty, he is detached, he is compos-
ing 16th-century sonnets in the ’60s, a world 
aflame, and being duly ignored, just outside 
his castle walls. It is true that even in his 
heartiest, hardiest fiction Nabokov can’t help 
but devote airtime to certain low-level obses-
sions—butterflies, chess, Proust—that the 
rest of us might find crustily nose-up unrelat-
able. But Amis is also right, as he goes on to 
say in that essay, that Nabokov “wants to em-
brace his readers too … he is the dream host, 
always giving us on our visits his best chair 
and his best wine.” (Here he is comparing 
Nabs with Joyce: “What would Joyce do? 
Let’s think, he would call out vaguely from 
the kitchen, asking you to wait a couple of 
hours for the final fermentation of a home-

brewed punch made out of grenadine, con-
ger eels, and sheep dip.”)

Nor is Pale Fire (to drill down, finally, to 
the particulars of the novel under discussion, 
first published in 1962) done any favors by 
the sort of précis you could fit onto a dust 
jacket or offer by way of recommendation to 
a friend. No—watch this flap copy flame out:
“Pale Fire” is an epic poem, nine hundred and 
ninety-nine lines of rhyming iambic pentameter 
to be precise, flanked by a short foreword and a 
long commentary/annotation, with the poem 
being the work of one character, John Shade, 
and the fore- and afterword that of another, 
Charles Kinbote, Shade’s would-be biographer 
(read: starfucker). 

See the problem? Even if you can work in 
the part where Kinbote is likely a madman, 
and certainly not to be trusted, and winds up 
effectively ignoring the poem to tell an en-
tirely different story—one in which he, the 
exiled king of someplace called Zembla, 
winds up inadvertently getting Shade shot 
dead—it still all sounds fairly airlessly arch, 
gamesmanship for gamesmanship’s sake, 
lacking, in a word, heart.

2. But oh does Pale Fire have heart. It’s 
even a bleeding heart, the kind that wants 
you to feel how much it aches: In what you 
just know gave the Nabster another of those 
private chuckles, the heart of the poem that 
is the heart of the book concerns a heart at-
tack. That new Blade Runner from a few 
years back did a great job of locating—pal-
pating?—this burning core, making the 
“baseline test” for the replicants an incanta-
tion of the “cells interlinked” bit from Pale 
Fire’s poem (which is titled—because of 

course it is—“Pale Fire”):

Patly I fell. My heart had stopped to beat,
It seems, and several moments passed before
It heaved and went on trudging to a more
Conclusive destination. Give me now
Your full attention.
       I can’t tell you how
I knew—but I did know that I had crossed
The border. Everything I loved was lost
But no aorta could report regret.
A sun of rubber was convulsed and set;
And blood-black nothingness began to spin
A system of cells interlinked within
Cells interlinked within cells interlinked
Within one stem. And dreadfully distinct
Against the dark, a tall white 

fountain played.

With, of course, the importance of this 
passage double-underlined by way of that 
“Give me now / Your full attention,” fol-
lowed by line-breaking caesura. (Part of the 
great fun I’m here to argue Pale Fire pro-
vides comes from how unsubtle it can be.) 
Later, Kinbote will go out of his way to avoid 
annotating these lines—their omission by 
this addled commentator again signaling 
their centrality—offering merely that “the 
fitting-in of the threefold ‘cells interlinked’ 
is most skillfully managed, and one derives 
logical satisfaction from the ‘system’ and 
‘stem’ interplay.”

Which, talk about damning with faint ac-
ademese! If we’re to follow Kinbote’s dubi-
ous lead into the realm of scansion, I’d add 
that the internal slant rhyme afforded by 
“destination” and “attention” stops you up 
in just the way the poem wants; that the 

“iambic motor” becomes much more regu-
lar here than elsewhere (many lines drop 
the unstressed beat that ought to lead them 
off ); that the hammering repetition at 
“cells” recalls Poe’s rhyming “Bells”; that in 
fact, if you read this in your head in the 
James Earl Jones voice that so fabulously in-
toned “The Raven” on The Simpsons, it’s all 
pretty Poe-like—Vlad simply must have dug 
it that Poe and his beloved Alexander Pope 
sat so close on the shelf—and that, save per-
haps the ending of Darkness at Noon (old 
Bolshevik, dark gun barrel, shrugging ocean 
wave), I can’t think of a more haunting evo-
cation of the moment of dying, with those 
bold images of an eclipsing sun that is no-
sun, of that white fountain against the 
dreadful void. I read this swath aloud to my 
cat one morning, and she stopped begging 
for food.

Then again, maybe you’re not like my cat 
and poetry isn’t your thing. An informal poll 
of friends, family, and coworkers revealed 
that of the vanishingly small percentage who 
had read the novel Pale Fire, most had taken 
Kinbote’s prefatory advice to skip the poem 
“Pale Fire” and go straight to the commen-
tary (this despite his giving you every reason 
not to trust him right there in that foreword—
maybe this is this novel’s Big Joke, that every-
one skips the source text without which the 
rest wouldn’t exist, thereby missing the ac-
tual hidden treasure the Zembla sections 
only tease at). The prose features no short-
age of the dazzling concinnities always on 
display, like so many pinned butterflies, in 
Nabokov—bent in Pale Fire to the service of 
meditations on sin, faith, grief, prejudice, 
and suicide, as well as to harder-to-name 
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corners of lived experience, like how the tex-
ture of a dream can distill reality to a keen-
ing, hyperreal essence. Here, let’s let Vlad do 
that part, in the person of Kinbote-as–Zem-
blan King Charles the Beloved, who is gay, 
and has just told his queen he doesn’t love 
her, thereon to be racked by recurring 
dreams of her:

The gist, rather than the actual plot of the 
dream, was a constant refutation of his not lov-
ing her. His dream-love for her exceeded in emo-
tional tone, in spiritual passion and depth, 
anything he had experienced in his surface exis-
tence. This love was like an endless wringing of 
hands, like a blundering of the soul through an 
infinite maze of hopelessness and remorse. They 
were, in a sense, amorous dreams, for they were 
permeated with tenderness, with a longing to 
sink his head onto her lap and sob away the 
monstrous past. They brimmed with the awful 
awareness of her being so young and so helpless. 
They were purer than his life.

Does it matter that such stunning pas-
sages come from a narrator who may well be 
fabricating every element of them? In other 
words: Can a “game” like Pale Fire achieve 
true poignancy? Answering question with 
question: Isn’t that what all fiction is anyway?

3. Besides, when it’s not making you cry, 
Pale Fire will make you laugh—another 

emblem of what is, under all the po-mo scaf-
folding, an open and inviting door. My copy 
is currently a palimpsest of Kinbote’s pa-
limpsest, with the great majority of little 
marginal marks reading simply LOL; there 
are too many to count, but they start with his 
interrupting a dry academic discourse to 
complain, “There is a very loud amusement 
park right in front of my present lodgings” 
and end in the index (clearly penned by Kin-
bote) where the character Oleg is listed as the 
king’s “beloved playmate” from childhood 
(clearly they were much, much more than 
that, with Oleg referred to elsewhere as a 
“faunlet”—correspondent to and perhaps in 
a sense corrective of Lolita’s “nymphets”—
and with a tryst said to have ended in both 
boys “moaning like doves”).

Nabokov’s not above self-laceration, ei-
ther: Kinbote, no lepidopterist he, throws up 
his hands when confronted with the poetical 
mention of a certain species, and on several 
occasions indicates how thoroughly he de-
tests “quotational titles” such as Pale Fire. 
(I’ll save you the google: It comes from 
Shakespeare’s Timon of Athens, which natu-
rally figures heavily in the novel.) 

But Nabokov’s favorite type of punchline 
involves a recursive setup that can offer a 
window onto the warp and weft of the novel. 
Example: On the eve of his coronation, with 
nothing so important as siring an heir, 
Charles has to be physically confined to his 

quarters lest he glimpse “in the dark cold gal-
lery, lying all over the painted marble and 
piled three or four deep against the locked 
door, some dozing, some whimpering … his 
new boy pages.” (The king has a thing for 
pages.) You will be forgiven for sending those 
boys back-of-mind over the course of the 
pair of florid paragraphs to follow—until “the 

door of the anteroom slid open with a merry 
crash and the whole heap of putti tumbled 
in.” (This sort of thing—the gag deferred—
would be lifted more or less wholesale by Da-
vid Foster Wallace for use in Infinite Jest: On 
one page a character strains over an equally 
surreal high school test question, on double 
binds: What would one do if one were both 
kleptomaniacal and agoraphobic? The novel 
leaves this student before returning, many 
pages later, to tell us how he is just now dot-
ting the i in “mail fraud.”)

This recursiveness extends beyond 
jokes; indeed it is everywhere in Pale Fire, 
from what I’ve called the superstructure 
(Vlad preferred “architectonics”) to the ar-
rangement of paragraphs and even the 
structure of sentences. Nabokov’s famously 
looping phrasings—stackings of clauses 
that can sometimes occlude view of the 
original referent, sending you back to the 
top of the slide (DFW would pinch this, 
too)—enact in miniature his technique of 
declaring, topic-sentence style, that he’s 
about to reveal something, only then to de-
lay and divagate and eventually wind back 
around to it once the reader’s probably for-
gotten what the point was supposed to be; 
and this in turn mirrors the many, many 
places where the annotations send you to 
other annotations, or to the foreword, or to 
still other parts of the poem, so that if you 
mapped the whole thing with string and 
pushpin it would look like the maniacal 
webwork of Charlie from It’s Always Sunny 
in Philadelphia or Carrie from Homeland. (If 
you were to actually read the novel accord-
ing to these cross-references, you’d need at 
least three color-coded bookmarks. You 
might also go as mad as Kinbote.) In other 
words, Pale Fire looks like a fractal, or more 
to the point like a crystal, and this is a 
novel(ist) obsessed with reflecting light, re-
fracting light, with prisms and mirrors and 
distortions, with resemblances, sem-
blances, above all with dissembling. Not for 
nothing is the great putative kingdom of 
Zembla called that, which Nabokov makes 
clear in the late going, giving the name as 
“Semblerland, a land of reflections, of ‘re-
semblers’”; also not for nothing do its loyal 
royalists dress up to resemble the fleeing 
king, thus enabling his escape by dint of 

what I’ve heard termed, in tech-speak, “se-
curity through obscurity.”

4. Dissembling. The watchword for the 
whole enterprise, really. Is Kinbote a(n 
insane) fabricator? Might there be a much 
simpler explanation for Shade’s eventual de-
mise than that a king-in-exile prompted a 
cell of Zemblan revolutionaries to dispatch 
an assassin to his adoptive American home, 
but that for all their careful planning these 
wannabe regicides wound up sending a 
uniquely hapless killer—one who misses 
Kinbote/Charles with every bullet, yet man-
ages to send one directly through the heart of 
the poet, eliminating his map for keeps? 

Other than the exact manner in which 
Shade is killed, it’s up to this question—to 
what degree can we trust anything being told 
to us?—to keep taut the novel’s narrative ten-
sion; that Kinbote and the king are one and 
the same is telegraphed incredibly early, and 
likewise the matter of the identity of Shade’s 
assassin, Gradus, alias Jack Grey inter alia. 
Pale Fire isn’t a whodunit or whydoit; it’s a 
howdidit, partly, and partly a whatevenhap-
pened. Nabokov lets some air out of the bal-
loon at the close of the commentary section, 
with only the index (and its unwinnable Mö-
bius game involving the precise location of 
the hidden crown jewels) to go: Kinbote de-
clares that Gradus’s “confession” (heard 
only by him, natch) involves “deceiving the 
police and the nation by posing as Jack Grey, 
escapee from an asylum”—and not just that 
but an “Institute for the Criminal Insane”—
“who mistook Shade for the man who sent 
him there.” But of course it’s not clear that 
Gradus did any deceiving, any posing, at all; 
maybe, maybe even probably, Kinbote is de-
ceiving us by using the word deceiving. Seems 
we all could use a close shave with Occam’s 
razor.

But let’s give Nabokov the last word here. 
Again from very near to the novel’s conclu-
sion:

We are absurdly accustomed to the miracle of a 
few written signs being able to contain immortal 
imagery, involutions of thought, new worlds 
with live people, speaking, weeping, laughing. 
We take it for granted so simply that in a sense, 
by the very act of brutish routine acceptance, we 
undo the work of the ages, the history of the 
gradual elaboration of poetical description and 
construction, from the treeman to Browning, 
from the caveman to Keats. What if we awake 
one day, all of us, and find ourselves utterly un-
able to read? I wish you to gasp not only at what 
you read but at the miracle of its being readable.

Pale Fire—quite literally a new world, 
Zembla, filled with people speaking, weep-
ing, laughing, fucking, fighting, killing—lives 
up to the challenge implicit in that excerpt: to 
make real that which, fundamentally, is not. 
That it’s even more upfront about this than 
most any other novel shouldn’t be a mark 
against it—it should recommend it.

Mike Laws is a freelance copy editor 
and occasional writer who roves and 
trawls the greater New York City area. He 
is originally from Maryland’s Eastern 
Shore and still, for some reason, loves the 
Baltimore Orioles. 
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blan King Charles the Beloved, who is gay, 
and has just told his queen he doesn’t love 
her, thereon to be racked by recurring 
dreams of her:

The gist, rather than the actual plot of the 
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ing her. His dream-love for her exceeded in emo-
tional tone, in spiritual passion and depth, 
anything he had experienced in his surface exis-
tence. This love was like an endless wringing of 
hands, like a blundering of the soul through an 
infinite maze of hopelessness and remorse. They 
were, in a sense, amorous dreams, for they were 
permeated with tenderness, with a longing to 
sink his head onto her lap and sob away the 
monstrous past. They brimmed with the awful 
awareness of her being so young and so helpless. 
They were purer than his life.

Does it matter that such stunning pas-
sages come from a narrator who may well be 
fabricating every element of them? In other 
words: Can a “game” like Pale Fire achieve 
true poignancy? Answering question with 
question: Isn’t that what all fiction is anyway?
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is currently a palimpsest of Kinbote’s pa-
limpsest, with the great majority of little 
marginal marks reading simply LOL; there 
are too many to count, but they start with his 
interrupting a dry academic discourse to 
complain, “There is a very loud amusement 
park right in front of my present lodgings” 
and end in the index (clearly penned by Kin-
bote) where the character Oleg is listed as the 
king’s “beloved playmate” from childhood 
(clearly they were much, much more than 
that, with Oleg referred to elsewhere as a 
“faunlet”—correspondent to and perhaps in 
a sense corrective of Lolita’s “nymphets”—
and with a tryst said to have ended in both 
boys “moaning like doves”).

Nabokov’s not above self-laceration, ei-
ther: Kinbote, no lepidopterist he, throws up 
his hands when confronted with the poetical 
mention of a certain species, and on several 
occasions indicates how thoroughly he de-
tests “quotational titles” such as Pale Fire. 
(I’ll save you the google: It comes from 
Shakespeare’s Timon of Athens, which natu-
rally figures heavily in the novel.) 

But Nabokov’s favorite type of punchline 
involves a recursive setup that can offer a 
window onto the warp and weft of the novel. 
Example: On the eve of his coronation, with 
nothing so important as siring an heir, 
Charles has to be physically confined to his 

quarters lest he glimpse “in the dark cold gal-
lery, lying all over the painted marble and 
piled three or four deep against the locked 
door, some dozing, some whimpering … his 
new boy pages.” (The king has a thing for 
pages.) You will be forgiven for sending those 
boys back-of-mind over the course of the 
pair of florid paragraphs to follow—until “the 

door of the anteroom slid open with a merry 
crash and the whole heap of putti tumbled 
in.” (This sort of thing—the gag deferred—
would be lifted more or less wholesale by Da-
vid Foster Wallace for use in Infinite Jest: On 
one page a character strains over an equally 
surreal high school test question, on double 
binds: What would one do if one were both 
kleptomaniacal and agoraphobic? The novel 
leaves this student before returning, many 
pages later, to tell us how he is just now dot-
ting the i in “mail fraud.”)

This recursiveness extends beyond 
jokes; indeed it is everywhere in Pale Fire, 
from what I’ve called the superstructure 
(Vlad preferred “architectonics”) to the ar-
rangement of paragraphs and even the 
structure of sentences. Nabokov’s famously 
looping phrasings—stackings of clauses 
that can sometimes occlude view of the 
original referent, sending you back to the 
top of the slide (DFW would pinch this, 
too)—enact in miniature his technique of 
declaring, topic-sentence style, that he’s 
about to reveal something, only then to de-
lay and divagate and eventually wind back 
around to it once the reader’s probably for-
gotten what the point was supposed to be; 
and this in turn mirrors the many, many 
places where the annotations send you to 
other annotations, or to the foreword, or to 
still other parts of the poem, so that if you 
mapped the whole thing with string and 
pushpin it would look like the maniacal 
webwork of Charlie from It’s Always Sunny 
in Philadelphia or Carrie from Homeland. (If 
you were to actually read the novel accord-
ing to these cross-references, you’d need at 
least three color-coded bookmarks. You 
might also go as mad as Kinbote.) In other 
words, Pale Fire looks like a fractal, or more 
to the point like a crystal, and this is a 
novel(ist) obsessed with reflecting light, re-
fracting light, with prisms and mirrors and 
distortions, with resemblances, sem-
blances, above all with dissembling. Not for 
nothing is the great putative kingdom of 
Zembla called that, which Nabokov makes 
clear in the late going, giving the name as 
“Semblerland, a land of reflections, of ‘re-
semblers’”; also not for nothing do its loyal 
royalists dress up to resemble the fleeing 
king, thus enabling his escape by dint of 

what I’ve heard termed, in tech-speak, “se-
curity through obscurity.”
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mise than that a king-in-exile prompted a 
cell of Zemblan revolutionaries to dispatch 
an assassin to his adoptive American home, 
but that for all their careful planning these 
wannabe regicides wound up sending a 
uniquely hapless killer—one who misses 
Kinbote/Charles with every bullet, yet man-
ages to send one directly through the heart of 
the poet, eliminating his map for keeps? 

Other than the exact manner in which 
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what degree can we trust anything being told 
to us?—to keep taut the novel’s narrative ten-
sion; that Kinbote and the king are one and 
the same is telegraphed incredibly early, and 
likewise the matter of the identity of Shade’s 
assassin, Gradus, alias Jack Grey inter alia. 
Pale Fire isn’t a whodunit or whydoit; it’s a 
howdidit, partly, and partly a whatevenhap-
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the hidden crown jewels) to go: Kinbote de-
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only by him, natch) involves “deceiving the 
police and the nation by posing as Jack Grey, 
escapee from an asylum”—and not just that 
but an “Institute for the Criminal Insane”—
“who mistook Shade for the man who sent 
him there.” But of course it’s not clear that 
Gradus did any deceiving, any posing, at all; 
maybe, maybe even probably, Kinbote is de-
ceiving us by using the word deceiving. Seems 
we all could use a close shave with Occam’s 
razor.

But let’s give Nabokov the last word here. 
Again from very near to the novel’s conclu-
sion:

We are absurdly accustomed to the miracle of a 
few written signs being able to contain immortal 
imagery, involutions of thought, new worlds 
with live people, speaking, weeping, laughing. 
We take it for granted so simply that in a sense, 
by the very act of brutish routine acceptance, we 
undo the work of the ages, the history of the 
gradual elaboration of poetical description and 
construction, from the treeman to Browning, 
from the caveman to Keats. What if we awake 
one day, all of us, and find ourselves utterly un-
able to read? I wish you to gasp not only at what 
you read but at the miracle of its being readable.

Pale Fire—quite literally a new world, 
Zembla, filled with people speaking, weep-
ing, laughing, fucking, fighting, killing—lives 
up to the challenge implicit in that excerpt: to 
make real that which, fundamentally, is not. 
That it’s even more upfront about this than 
most any other novel shouldn’t be a mark 
against it—it should recommend it.

Mike Laws is a freelance copy editor 
and occasional writer who roves and 
trawls the greater New York City area. He 
is originally from Maryland’s Eastern 
Shore and still, for some reason, loves the 
Baltimore Orioles. 
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IF YOU BREAK IT, THEY 
WON’T COME
The Oscars and MLB share the same problem—a diminishing 
fan base for their long-running (and long) offerings
By Vincent Velotta

W
hen baseball and the movies cross 
paths, the results vary, from greats like 
The Sandlot, Field of Dreams, and Mon-
eyball to the also-rans (we’re looking 
at you, The Benchwarmers). But now 

more than ever, Major League Baseball and 
the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sci-
ences find themselves in the same corner—on 
the cusp of irrelevance.

In recent years, ratings for both MLB and 
the Oscars have plummeted to all-time lows, 
as the popularity of art house films and 
America’s pastime has given way to flashier, 
more exciting products in their respective 
realms. These two American institutions are 
now taking similar measures to recover their 
popularity from eras past: throwing their 
core audience by the wayside in an attempt 
to appeal to a broader viewership.

According to Nielson, from 2011 to 2015 
the Oscars consistently brought in an audi-
ence of around 40 million per ceremony—a 
number that has fallen dramatically since 
then. From 2018 to 2020, Oscars viewership 
averaged 26.5 million, and a pandemic-al-
tered 2021 broadcast with limited atten-
dance and a change in venue—from the 
usual Dolby Theatre to Los Angeles’s main 
train station—resulted in the least-watched 
Academy Awards show ever, with just 10.4 
million tuning in. Consequently, the Acad-
emy and its host network, ABC, panicked. 
This past March, for the 94th Academy 
Awards, the controversial decision was 
made to cut eight awards categories from 
the live broadcast: Animated Short Film, 
Documentary Short Subject, Film Editing, 
Live Action Short Film, Makeup and Hair-
styling, Original Score, Production Design, 
and Sound. Instead of being celebrated live 
at the ceremony, the nominees for these cat-
egories gathered an hour prior to accept 
their awards and give their speeches, so that 
edited versions could be shown during the 
main event. Concurrently, two new awards 
were created—allowing fans to vote on Twit-
ter for their favorite film of the year (Oscars 
Fan Favorite Award) and their favorite 
movie scene (Oscars Cheer Moment), with 
winners announced during the broadcast. 
From the moment these decisions were 
made public, the motive was transparent: 
cut the “boring” categories to make room 
for recognition of rarely acknowledged 
blockbuster films (plus cheesy bits from the 
hosting trio of Amy Schumer, Wanda Sykes, 
and Regina Hall) without adding to an al-
ready lengthy runtime. 

The result? A whopping three-hour-and-
forty-minute ceremony. Oh, and the second-
lowest-rated Oscars ever, with just over 16.6 
million viewers. 

Why? Because the audience the Acad-
emy wants to recapture no longer exists. 
Fans didn’t stop tuning in because of a lack 
of levity or because the broadcasts started 
running an extra 10 minutes. They left be-
cause they’re simply not fans anymore. The 
film industry has shifted tremendously in 
the past decade-plus; the box office is now 
solely dominated by the likes of Marvel su-
perhero flicks—fast-paced, VFX-heavy ac-
tion blockbusters that generate billions and 
have gotten such a chokehold on the indus-
try that any time any other kind of film 
makes good money, it’s considered a tri-
umph. From 1998 to 2008, Best Picture–
winning films averaged about $367 million 

at the box office, according to Box Office 
Mojo. Since 2008, the year that Iron Man 
launched the Marvel Cinematic Universe, 
Best Picture winners have had their average 
revenue slashed by more than 50%, to just 
$162 million. The winner in 2021, Nomad-
land, grossed just $39 million; this year’s 
Best Picture, CODA, collected under $2 mil-
lion while being simultaneously available on 
Apple TV. For perspective, the last 10 Marvel 
movies generated an average revenue of 
about $800 million each. The comics niche 
has become the mainstream, and therefore 
the Oscars, which often looks past unending 
series of formulaic sequels and spin-offs 
(fan fave awards and the odd special effects 
nomination excepted) misses out on the 
massive audience that flocks to every near-
billion-dollar release. 

Baseball fans should recognize eerie 
parallels to the state of MLB. America’s 
pastime is just that—a sport whose days as 
the top dog are well behind it. The games 
run long. As pitching and defensive schemes 
have evolved, offense has been on a steady 
three-year decline. Flashier, more exciting 
sports have taken over. And, much like the 
Oscars, MLB is unable to accept its new real-
ity in the popularity hierarchy, and is willing 
to make any change possible in order to right 
the ship.

Yes, what you’ve heard about baseball’s 
offensive decline is true. Over the past three 
seasons, runs scored per team have dropped 
from 4.83 to 4.53, with 2022 off to a slow start 
at 4.12 (as of May 13). But the number of run-
ners crossing the plate isn’t the only offen-

sive measure in peril—getting on base has 
become more of a rarity for hitters as well. 
Since 2015, the league average has dipped 10 
points, from .254 to .244 in 2021—the lowest 
it’s been since 1972. Batters are also missing 
the ball more often, as the average Whiff% 
has climbed from 22.8% to 25.9% during that 
time span. These increasing tendencies tie 
into a term that’s being thrown around a lot 
these days: the Three True Outcomes (TTO), 
meaning walks, strikeouts, and home runs. 
TTOs occurred in 36% of plate appearances 
in 2020, up from 29% 10 years prior, accord-
ing to SB Nation. The problem is that TTOs 
are plays that fail to involve seven of the nine 
defenders on the field, and as they become 
more common, so does the lack of action, es-
pecially considering that walks and strike-
outs inherently mean lengthier at-bats. 

Which walks baseball right into its next is-
sue: length. In 2021, games were as long as 
they’d ever been, at an average runtime of 
three hours and eleven minutes. This is de-
spite recent measures to speed up the game, 
which include restricting how often batters 
can step out of the box in between pitches 
and setting a minimum of three hitters faced 
per pitcher, to curb constant bullpen calls. 
Considering the offensive decline, baseball 
is taking a lot longer to show a whole lot of 
nothing happening. And the attendance 
numbers certainly reflect a bored fan base; 
aside from a minuscule uptick in 2015, atten-
dance per game went down every season 
from 2012 to 2019. The television ratings get 
even worse—the past three World Series 
were some of the least-watched MLB cham-
pionships ever. 

Jockbeat

Baseball by C
hris Briggs, D

olby Theatre by Eric Ji; both via U
nsplash. RC

B collage.

Is the sun setting on both MLB and the Oscars?
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27How, then, does the league plan on get-
ting over this Oscars-level slump? A slew of 
radical rules that’ll change the game forever 
by 2026. As a result of the most recent col-
lective bargaining agreement, pitch clocks 
will soon be implemented, allowing pitchers 
19 seconds between throws with runners on 
base and 14 seconds without baserunners. 

This change is expected to be in effect by 
2023, along with bigger bases, which will 
shorten the distance between bags and the-
oretically result in more stolen base at-
tempts and a higher success rate. MLB is 
also cracking down on how teams play de-
fense; soon, only two infielders will be al-
lowed on either side of second base, 
effectively banning the shift. And while ex-
act details haven’t yet surfaced, there will be 
some type of regulation on how deep out-
fielders can play, with the intention being 
more batted balls going over their heads. But 
the biggest game-changer could come as 
soon as 2024—robot umps. More formally 
called the Automated Ball/Strike System 
(ABS), cameras and computers will replace 
the subjective strike zone in a move that will 
banish one of baseball’s most sacred cows—
Aaron Boone screaming about his Yankees 
being “fucking savages in that fucking box” 
may become a futile pursuit. Home plate 
umpires will still exist, but balls and strikes 
will be relayed to them through an earpiece.

In terms of effectiveness, MLB’s 
changes are sure to be superior to the 
Academy’s Oscar alterations—games will 
be faster, as tests of pitch clocks in the minor 
leagues have shown, and the defensive re-
strictions are substantial enough that at least 
some increase in offense is bound to follow. 
Even the switch to ABS should result in more 
offense: A 2019 Boston University study 
found that from 2008 to 2018, umpires over-
whelmingly favored pitchers over batters in 
two-strike counts, calling true balls as strikes 
an astounding 29% of the time. But in MLB’s 
eyes, offense isn’t the end goal—reinvigorat-
ing viewership is, and this isn’t the first time 
it’s been a problem. In 1968, the average runs 
scored per team was the second-lowest it had 
ever been, at 3.42. MLB responded by lower-
ing the pitcher’s mound and shrinking the 
strike zone in order to induce offense. It 
worked: In 1969, the average rose to 4.07, the 
highest it had been in six years, then in 1970 it 
climbed to 4.34. But it wasn’t until 1977, the 
year after free agency was born, that atten-
dance per game rose significantly—from 
16,151 to 18,406—and would continue to 
grow into the ’80s and beyond until it reached 
its peak in 2007, at 32,696. Free agency not 
only provided an exciting avenue to fast-track 
team improvement, it also added a new ele-
ment of drama to baseball in the offseason. 

Three Hall of Famers joined new clubs in the 
first-ever free agency—Rollie Fingers signed 
with the San Diego Padres, Willie McCovey 
returned to the San Francisco Giants to finish 
out his storied career, and Reggie Jackson im-
mediately paid dividends for the Yankees, 
launching them to two straight World Series 
wins, in 1977 and ’78. Needless to say, there is 
no free-agency-level event on the horizon 
that can carry baseball back to where it once 
was, regardless of the offensive surge that’s 
sure to come. 

Then there’s the issue of competition, a 
problem the Oscars have come to know well. 
Just as the art house sector of the film indus-
try has been crushed by the modern block-
buster, baseball has been far surpassed by 
America’s favorite league, the NFL. Accord-
ing to a 2017 Gallup poll, just 9% of Ameri-
cans say baseball is their favorite sport. The 
NFL blows that number away, with a 37% 
score; even the NBA is more popular, with 
11% of the vote. Football also makes more 
annual revenue than baseball, despite hav-
ing 2,158 fewer games per season—the NFL’s 
revenue in the last non-pandemic season 
(2019) was $16 billion, compared with 
MLB’s $10.7 billion. And forget about the 
viewership numbers—this past Super Bowl 
brought in a whopping 112 million viewers, 
while the 2021 World Series managed some 
11 million per game. The reasons behind 
these disparities are relatively simple: 
Football and basketball are fast-paced, big-
action sports, where defense is an after -
thought, which appeals to generations 
growing up in a time of instant gratification 
and shortening attention spans. This makes 
sense when you realize that what’s left of 
baseball’s audience has an average age of 57, 
which is far older than that of the NFL (50), 
NHL (49), and NBA (42). But when you dig a 
bit deeper into the popularity of football and 
basketball, you find another similarity be-
tween MLB and the Academy: a failure in 
handling their stars.

A 2018 Washington Post article concerning 
Los Angeles Angels outfielder Mike Trout 
referenced his Q Score, a familiarity and 
public appeal rating (devised by Marketing 
Evaluations Inc.). Trout, a five-tool superstar 
who is almost inarguably the greatest player 
of his generation, scored a 22, meaning a jar-
ring 78% of Americans have no idea who he 
is. For reference, dominant quarterback Tom 
Brady scored a 79, while basketball maestro 
LeBron James pulled in a 74. Trout’s rating, 
astoundingly, was on par with the NBA’s 
Kenneth Faried, a roleplayer for the Denver 
Nuggets and Brooklyn Nets who has since 
gone on to play overseas. Whether it’s seeing 
NFL quarterbacks Aaron Rodgers and Pat-
rick Mahomes in a State Farm ad, Brady and 
Golden State Warriors guard Stephen Curry 
doing a spot for Subway, or James making an 
appearance in a crypto commercial, it’s be-
come clear that MLB is an afterthought 
when it comes to national marketing. De-
spite the efforts of Padres star Fernando Ta-
tis Jr., Angels phenom Shohei Ohtani, and 
precious few others, baseball’s stigma 
around its players creating a persona or 
brand for themselves on the field, while be-
coming more lenient in recent years, has 
most definitely left it behind.

Conversely, the Oscars have a much eas-

ier task: Get the right people in the building 
once a year. Yet even when presented with a 
golden opportunity, the Academy couldn’t 
pull it together. Amid years-long discussions 
regarding the need to diversify not just the 
film industry but the Oscars specifically, it 
was in the Academy’s best interests to get ex-
citing, diverse talent through the door. 
Which is why it was such a head-scratching 
moment when it took an Internet uproar to 
pressure the Academy into inviting Rachel 
Zegler, the incandescent star of Steven Spiel-
berg’s Best Picture–nominated adaptation of 
West Side Story, to this year’s ceremony. Not 
only is Zegler a young, electrifying dual-
threat Latina performer, she is also an ac-
tress who was cast straight out of high school 
to step into the lead role of Maria in a remake 
of one of the most beloved films of all time—
and, in her professional debut, delivered a vi-
brant performance far more layered than 
Natalie Woods’s original take, in 1961. How 
does the Academy, the embodiment of Hol-
lywood, not capitalize on having that story 
front and center on the most important night 
of its year? Clearly, the Academy’s idea of a 
great invite does not mesh with that of the 
online film community: Before being pres-
sured into inviting Zegler, the Oscars were 
going to be “highlighted” by award presenta-
tions from snowboarder Shaun White and 
skateboarder Tony Hawk. Because nothing 
screams cinematic excellence like fringe-
sport athletes years removed from their re-
spective primes.

For an institution that’s supposed to be 
known for crafting great stories, the Acad-
emy seemed allergic to them in this year’s 
show. Did they piece together the fact that on 
the 60-year anniversary of Rita Moreno win-
ning Best Supporting Actress for her role as 
Anita in the original West Side Story, Ariana 
DeBose won the same award for the same 
role? Why not bring the whole thing full cir-
cle by having the legendary Moreno and the 
up-and-comers DeBose and Zegler perform 
the classic ballad Somewhere from the film? 
The narrative was all there for the taking—so 
much so, in fact, that the Grammys took it 
and ran with it just weeks later, when they 
had Zegler perform that very song alongside 
Cynthia Erivo, Ben Platt, and Leslie Odom Jr. 
in a moving tribute to the late composer and 
lyricist Stephen Sondheim. 

Frustrating missteps aside, some of the 
changes being made by MLB and the Acad-
emy are not because they misunderstand 
their current respective audiences—it’s actu-
ally the opposite. Both institutions know 
what their existing (older) fan bases want; the 
outrage from film fans and critics online 
spoke for itself after the Academy canceled 
eight of its Oscars categories, followed by 
condemnation by the likes of directors Denis 
Villeneuve, Guillermo del Toro, Jane Cam-
pion, and Stephen Spielberg. And if anything 
demonstrated that MLB is hyper-aware of its 
small but passionate fan base skewing older, 
it was when the league spent millions last 
season to host a game in the middle of Dyers-
ville, Iowa, modeled after a 30-year-old 
movie—the Oscar-nominated drama Field of 
Dreams. That the Field of Dreams game be-
came the highest-viewed baseball broadcast 
since 2005 was surely enough to shut down 
any doubts about who is watching. But both 

the Oscars and MLB might have to take their 
current audiences for granted in order to 
chase larger viewerships. Unfortunately, the 
interests of those sought-after audiences 
might now be so incongruous to those of the 
past that the institutions will have to change 
the fabric of the entertainment they provide 
to better suit the masses. 

The masses didn’t come for the Oscars af-
ter its changes, though. And based on what 
we know of baseball’s history and the domi-
nation of football and basketball in the mod-
ern era, it’s easy to envision a scenario in 
2026 where the offense has arrived but audi-
ences have not. Will there really be massive 
viewership hikes for an extra run and 20 min-
utes shaved off per game? Because if there 
isn’t, MLB needs to consider that not only 
will they fail to attract viewership but they 
may continue losing it, as traditional base-
ball fans turn away from a game they no lon-
ger recognize. The league should be wary, 
loyalty is tough to come by these days, espe-
cially given that you can find more streaming 
service logos on your remote than runs 
scored by your favorite team. 

Sadly, we’re now at a point in time when 
the most newsworthy items from both the 
Academy and MLB are usually mishaps and 
blunders. Everybody in the world saw replay 
after replay of Will Smith slapping Chris 
Rock onstage in March, but how many could 
name the Best Picture winner? In 2017, it was 
La La Land being mistakenly announced as 
the Best Picture winner when Moonlight had 
in fact won—an embarrassment that gar-
nered more buzz than any of the actual en-
tertainment that night. Meanwhile, the most 
that baseball ever gets featured on the big 
network news programs or on social media is 
when something equally out of the ordinary 
pops up, such as Texas Rangers infielder 
Rougned Odor busting Toronto Blue Jays 
star José Bautista in the jaw, back in 2016. Or, 
more recently, the benches clearing between 
the Mets and the St. Louis Cardinals after a 
slew of hit (and almost hit) batters. But since 
baseball can’t manufacture that kind of 
drama, they’ll have to try to get attention 
with a different kind: dramatic offense. 

All context considered, maybe it’s best 
not to follow Hollywood’s lead. 

Vincent Velotta is a New York City–based 
sports and �ilm writer.
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is just that—a sport 
whose days as the 
top dog are well 
behind it.
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