
Rethinking Zionism
David Regenspan

The conflict in Israel-Palestine has never 
been as ugly as it has been this past year. We 
have seen day after day of Palestinian suicide 
bombs and other forms of terrorist attack, 
followed by celebrations of the "martyrs.” 
We have seen Israeli military incursions that 
have expanded beyond their stated goals of 
rounding up terrorists and terror devices, 
killing the innocent, destroying much of the 
public infrastructure, turning many homes to 
rubble. The longstanding forms of military 
control over the Palestinian population—the 
blowing up of houses of suspects and their 
families, frequent curfews, humiliating road
blocks—have increased; the West Bank is 
virtually reduced to a polka dot map of 
Bantustans. Most important, the continual 
construction of Jewish settlements and their 
Jews-only service roads are choking off 
Palestinian life, belying the notion that Israel 
will ever agree to a genuine Palestinian state. 
And none of these actions, of course, has 
stopped the terrorist attacks, as they were 
intended to do.

As a Jewish American, former Reform 
rabbi, member of the local Conservative 
temple, member of a Jewish family, and 
someone who has spent a year in Jerusalem, I 
have found myself in a constant state of grief 
and anxiety over these events. Most of my 
anxiety concerns the actions and policies of 
Israel, and the manner in which mainstream 
Jewish organizations in America have 
marched in lockstep behind them.

Of course, the Arab world in general and 
the Palestinians in particular have much to 
answer for. As the Palestinians would be the 
first to tell you, the Arab world has usually 
turned its back on them or used them as 
political pawns. The Palestinians themselves 
have played the victim card for too long, fail
ing to mobilize to fight for their freedom in 
effective ways (what, for example, might 
have happened if there had been years of 
organized Gandhi-style passive resistance?). 
Whether or not Yasir Arafat should have 
accepted the “generous offer” of former 
Israeli Prime Minister Ehud Barak, it is clear 
that he is more of an “operator” than a leader, 
finally, throughout the Arab and Muslim 
realm Muslim extremists continue their 
viciously anti-Semitic rhetoric and calls for 
Israel’s annihilation, while the governments 
of the Middle East tolerate or encourage 
them in order to deflect the public’s anger 
away from their dictatorial policies.

But I am an American Jew, not an Arab or 
Palestinian or Muslim, and it is my task to 
look at what my own people are doing. In the 
Israel-Palestine standoff, it is Israel that has 
the planes, helicopters, missiles, tanks and 
other advanced weaponry. It is Israel that has 
a highly organized society. It is Israel that 
has a working economy, however stressed it 
now is. And it is Israel that has the backing 
of the world’s superpower, the United States. 
Even with the Palestinian network of
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bombers and their supporters, the balance of 
power is overwhelmingly in favor of the 
Jewish state. Israel can wipe out Palestine, 
and not the other way around.

As Israel squanders its energy and loses its 
children for lands most Israelis do not want

or need, it is making itself look like an 
apartheid society in the world’s eyes. 
Because it is destroying the very Palestinian 
infrastructure that makes social control pos
sible and allows moderation to grow, its calls 
for an end to terror before full negotiations

appear hypocritical, especially in view of the 
fact that settlement activity continues with 
the government’s blessing. There will never 
be an obvious time to withdraw from the
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Letters
Left’s Double Standard

To the Editor:

What a shame it is to see the left embracing 
the same levels of distortion and bias that all 
too often characterize the political mainstream. 
People who gag when Bush says we are 
attacked because we stand for freedom, swal
low whole—and then regurgitate— assertions 
that Palestinians murder out of desperation.

In Tikkun magazine, Lev Grinburg assures 
us that “individual terrorist acts are done by 
individuals in despair.” Sam and Leila Bahour, 
writing in Counterpunch, describe suicide 
bombers as “individuals [who] seek to escape 
overwhelming emotional pain.” Even the 
pacifist War Resisters League (for which I 
worked in the ‘60s), described suicide bomb
ings as acts committed by “desperate individu
als armed with little more than their own 
bodies.” I wonder what the Israeli survivors of 
those powerful, shrapnel-studded explosives 
would think of this use of the word “little.”

The “Common Dreams” web site (“News 
and Views for the Progressive Community”) 
reprinted an article containing remarks by, of 
all people, Dr. Mahathir Mohamad, the prime 
minister of Malaysia, who described suicide 
bombings as “the acts of the desperate.” 
Previously he had shown his penetrating 
insight and love of humanity by describing 
Jews as “not merely hook-nosed, but under
standing money instinctively” and banning 
the film “Schindler’s List” from Malaysia.

I would never question the reality of 
Palestinian misery. Suffering from economic 
privation, frustrated in their aspirations and 
mourning the deaths of loved ones killed by 
Israel, their anger and anguish are easy to 
understand. That’s a very good reason to 
work for peace in the Middle East but, unfor
tunately, that’s not all there is to this story, 
because Palestinian suffering is as much 
exploited as it is borne.

Palestinian “desperation” has taken on a 
quasi-legal status like some kind of insanity 
defense that immunizes against accountability. 
Desperate people aren’t answerable for their 
bankrupt political movements, zealous reli
gious beliefs or pursuit of personal reward in 
heaven and financial reward for their families 
on earth. Forget anything that smacks of voli
tion. We are to believe that Palestinians murder 
only out of pain and that their pain is caused 
only by the Israelis they kill. Thus, by saying 
that desperation drives Palestinians to suicide
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bombing, one can enjoy the dubious luxury of 
simultaneously condemning this “mindless” 
violence while blaming its victims.

But just as we distinguish between insanity 
in the form of mental distress and insanity as 
a legal excuse, so too we must distinguish 
between desperation as an emotional state 
and desperation as a justification for homi
cide. Where desperation in the former sense 
cries out to be answered, desperation in the 
latter sense cries out to be questioned.

Are the Palestinians really so desperate that 
they have no choice but to blow up innocent 
people? The answer to that is so obviously 
“no,” that one wonders how anyone makes 
this claim much less believes it. After all, even 
the most bonkers backer of the Palestinian 
cause can’t claim that the Palestinians were the 
ones who invented desperation. Other peoples 
have shown terrible signs of desperation that 
the Palestinians simply don’t display.

Caribbean natives enslaved by Spain 
became so desperate that they began killing 
their own infants. Are we seeing a dramatic rise 
in infanticide among Palestinians? As the 
Holocaust engulfed them, European Jews sent 
their children away to be cared for by strangers. 
Are we seeing trainloads of Palestinian chil
dren being sent abroad? Desperately starving 
people sometimes eat corpses, but according to 
news reports, right before Israel’s incursion 
into the West Bank, Palestinians were rushing 
to the market to stock up.

It’s fashionable these days to compare 
Israelis to Nazis. Dr. Mahathir, for example, 
warned against “a second Holocaust with 
Arabs for victims,” and a communique from 
internationals holed up with Arafat decried 
“the Israeli government’s ruthless efforts to 
exterminate the Palestinian people.” But the 
Palestinians turned down Barak’s peace pro
posal. Whatever deficiencies that offer may 
have had, desperate people would have taken 
it. Can anyone imagine German Jews turning 
down the offer of a state from Hitler because 
it wasn’t big enough?

Different estimates have put the life 
expectancy of Palestinians living in the West 
Bank at anywhere from 67 to 72 years of age, 
which would be right in line with the life 
expectancy of their not-so-desperate 
Palestinian counterparts living in Jordan, who 
have a life expectancy of 68 years, according 
to the Jordanian government, which says, 
“Health conditions in Jordan are among the 
very best in the Middle East.” This is much 
higher than the life expectancy of Russian 
men which, shockingly, is now under 59 years 
(with 5% of deaths caused by suicide—the 
kind that doesn’t kill other people). Their life 
expectancy plummeted after the break-up of 
the Soviet Union, something we here in the 
United States take credit for. Should we start 
pre-programming the sympathy machine just 
in case some desperate Russian has no choice 
but to lob a nuclear missile at us?

No, Palestinians may be miserable, but 
using their misery to explain suicide bombings 
is a big lie, and like all lies, its first function is
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to obscure the truth. Anyone except, apparent
ly, my former fellows on the left, can see that 
suicide bombers, desperate or otherwise, don’t 
act alone. They are supported by a network of 
people who provide training, explosives and 
payments to their relatives, and who also 
videotape and photograph them, sending 
copies of the tapes to news media and turning 
the photos into heroic-looking (not desperate- 
looking) posters and calendars. This network 
of people operates not on the basis of day-to- 
day desperation but on long-standing political, 
religious and military principles.

According to the Middle East Media 
Research Institute (MEMRI), Al-Qaeda now 
publishes a bi-weekly internet magazine which 
recently featured an article by Abu ‘Ubeid Al- 
Qurashi, described by the British Arabic daily 
Al-Quds as “one of Osama bin Laden’s closest 
aides.” Al-Qurashi wrote about “asymmetric” 
wars in which “the superiority of the theoreti
cally weaker party has already been proven.” 
Citing victories over “the USSR in 
Afghanistan, the U.S. in Somalia, Russia in 
Chechnya, and the Zionist entity in southern 
Lebanon,” Al-Qurashi boasted, “[T]he Islamic 
nation has chalked up the most victories in a 
short time, in a way it has not known since the 
rise of the Ottoman Empire.”

This kind of thinking has clearly permeat
ed to Hamas and Islamic Jihad. At a rally in 
Gaza that predated the current intifada, 
‘Abdallah Al-Shami, described by MEMRI 
as a leader of Islamic Jihad, said the “goal of 
the ‘Jihad’ movement” was to “carry renewed 
blessings for the nation, through knife-stab- 
bings, bombs, and car-bombs in order to turn 
the region into a flaming torch and a volcano 
of fury in the face of the occupier...” 
Obviously they think this is a tactic that will 
help them achieve their goals, which only 
goes to show that what really motivates sui
cide bombers isn’t despair but hope.

The left, of course, turns a blind eye to all this 
and treats Jews and Muslims—their concerns, 
their religions and their motivations—very 
differently. For example, after the September 
11th attacks, “Common Dreams” published an 
article (not reprinted from elsewhere) with the 
self-explanatory title, “Islam Is Not The 
Culprit.” But as Israel moved to invade the West 
Bank, it published a piece that declared, 
“Fundamentalist Halacha or Jewish law is what 
is propagating the violence—it condones 
murder in the pursuit of Zionist expansion.”

Where Palestinians are “understood” for 
doing what no one would do, Israelis are 
blamed for doing what anyone would do. I 
well remember how, when the United States 
bombed North Vietnam, we on the left, citing 
the example of Britain under the blitz, 
protested that population bombing never 
leads to peace but only stiffens resistance. Yet 
the Israelis, subjected to population bombing 
by the Palestinians, are treated as if they’re 
stupid (or scheming), mad, and vicious for 
doing only what the left used to say people 
would always do.

Still, the prize for the most insensitive 
statement about the Middle East goes to 
Rabbi Michael Lemer, who felt it important 
to say of the suicide bombings, “the actual 
level of violence is small compared to the 
number of Israelis who die each year in traffic 
accidents.” I suppose, by that logic, Israel 
might as well pursue a policy of perpetual 
war with the Palestinians just so long as the 
growing numbers of war dead are balanced 
by a lower speed limit.

Yet of all the left’s double standards, none 
is more insidious than the one it applies to 
itself. When mainstream pundits and politi
cians glorify Israelis and dehumanize 
Palestinians, leftists criticize them for 
encouraging militarism. But when leftists 
glorify Palestinians and dehumanize Israelis, 
they say they are doing it in the cause of 
peace. They should stop kidding themselves.

Leftist who demonize Israelis, discount 
their suffering and rationalize even the most 
monstrous attacks against them aren’t peace
makers. They’re war mongers.

Jeremy Weir Alderson 
Ithaca
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ACROSS
1. Kind of doctor 
5. Part of UTEP 
9. Breakfast choice
13. flower in florence?
14. Name in the headlines in 2000
16. Words before life
17. “Life These Days” author
20. A vote for
21. Makes
22. 1970’s #1 best seller
23. Palindromic holiday
24. Ray of film
25. “Nuts” star
33. Skip_____
34. Susan Lucci role
35. Spotted cube
36. Boy
37. Skedaddle
38. “___was saying”
39. Afore
40. “____life”
41. “Green_____”
43. “Company” man
46. Smell____(suspect)
47. Chemical suffix
48. Man of the cloth 
51. Salt
53. Fool
56. What 17, 25, and 43 across all violate
59. D-day connection?
60. Doctor’s orders
61. Kind of surgeon
62. 1998 MVP
63. Kind of room
64. Star Trek Lieutenant

DOWN
1. It’s a long story
2. “Let us____”
3. Memo heading
4. Postal code word
5. Cordoba cabbage
6. Much
7. They may be deadly
8. Charter___
9. Northern abodes
10. Wheel
11. Nebraska City’s county
12. Not as good as birdies
15. Not keep up
18. Like krypton
19. Kind of ink
23. Not yet known, abbr.
24. Extended solo
25. first, second, and third
26. Scrub
27. Nurse Betty portrayer
28. Trig function
29. Runs
30. Limerick village
31. Second generation
32. Washington’s religion 
37. Cut off
40. H eart____
41. Confuse
42. “Evita” role
44. finish
45. Best
48. School orgs.
49. “____, desu ka?”
50. Dos y quatro
51. Kind of dive
52. God of war
53. Atmosphere
54. Blind spot?
55. Ward of TV
57. Pro
58. It may be hot

Adam Perl s puzzles have appeared in The 
New York Times, The Ithaca Journal, The 
Ithaca Times, and The Bookpress.
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John Marciano

George W. Bush is not the first American 
president to include words like “evil” and 
“terrorism” in his vocabulary. Ronald 
Reagan referred to the Soviet Union as the 
“evil empire” and Bush’s father was almost 
promiscuous in applying the label of evil to 
everyone from the tin-pot dictator of 
Panama, Manuel Noriega, to, of course, 
Saddam Hussein. But in his declared “war on 
terrorism” George W. is testing the limits of 
the grammar of war.

I wish to examine the selective use of the 
word “terrorism,” particularly as it has been 
employed in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. 
For the most part, the American press, 
parroting official government usage, simply 
brands Palestinian militants as terrorists, 
while Israeli military forces are consistently 
characterized as exercising their legitimate 
right of self-defense. Little effort is made to 
place the action of both sides in historical 
context, least of all to understand the 
Palestinians as engaged in a national struggle 
against an occupying power with over
whelmingly superior military power.

In his recent essay, 9-11 (Seven Stories 
Press, 2001) Noam Chomsky offers a 
definition of terrorism commonly found in 
official U.S. documents: 

the calculated use of violence or threat 
of violence to attain goals that are 
political, religious, or ideological in 
nature. This is done through intimida
tion, coercion, or instilling fear.

This definition would appear to condemn 
such Israeli actions as bombing and rocket 
attacks on heavily populated civilian areas, 
demolition of Palestinian homes, systematic 
destruction of urban facilities, including 
schools and offices, beating of prisoners, etc. 
Yet because Israel is a U.S. ally, it enjoys the 
benefit of a double standard that renders it 
incapable of engaging in terrorism, despite 
the fact that Israeli forces cause more civilian 
casualties than do the Palestinians by a ratio 
of three to one.

One is reminded of the U.S.-funded 
Contras in Nicaragua, who in the 1980s mur
dered and raped thousands of people. In 1987 
the U.N. General Assembly overwhelmingly 
condemned the Contra war and the World 
Court ruled in favor of the government of 
Nicaragua. The Reagan Administration 
ignored this legally-binding verdict and 
Congress rewarded the Contras with 
increased aid. Chomsky points out that “the 
U.S. is the only country that was condemned 
for international terrorism by the World Court 
and that rejected a Security Council resolution 
calling on states to observe international law” 
(9-11, 44). The double standard on interna
tional terrorism must be confronted, Chomsky 
argues, by a faithful and serious application of 
the “same standards” that we use to condemn 
others, “to ourselves, always” (Ibid., 47).

In his book Terrorism: Theirs and Ours 
(Seven Stories Press, 2002) the late Eqbal 
Ahmad, who taught at Cornell in. the 1960s, 
pointed out that “until the 1930s and early 
1940s, the Jewish underground in Palestine 
was described as terrorist”; there was even a 
reward offered for the terrorist Menachim 
Begin. Ahmad asserts that as news of the 
Holocaust spread, the perception of Begin 
and the Jews as terrorists in Palestine 
changed; they became freedom fighters 
struggling for a homeland. Begin later 
became the Prime Minister of Israel, and 
“Jewish terrorists” were replaced by the 
“PLO terrorists,” never mind that Yasir 
Arafat of the Palestine Liberation 
Organization (PLO) shared the 1994 Nobel 
Peace Prize with former Israeli prime minis
ters Shimon Peres and Yitzak Rabin. Ahmad 
argues:

...terrorists change. The terrorist of

Terrorism in the Mirror
yesterday is now the hero of today, 
and the hero of yesterday becomes the 
terrorist of today. In a constantly 
changing world of images, we have to 
keep our heads straight to know what 
terrorism is and what it is not. Even 
more importantly, we need to know 
what causes terrorism and how to stop 
it (Ibid., 12-13).... We are to 
denounce the terror of those groups 
which are officially disapproved. But 
we are to applaud the terror of those 
groups of whom officials do approve. 
Hence, President Reagan's statement,
'I am a contra.' We know that the con
tras of Nicaragua were by any 
definition terrorists, but the media 
heed the official view" (Ibid., 15).

Similarly, Ahmad reminds us that 
...the dominant approach also 
excludes from consideration the terror
ism of friendly governments. Thus, the 
United States excused, among others, 
the terrorism of Pinochet.... [and] Zia 
ul-Hag, the military dictator of 
Pakistan.... the ratio of people killed 
by the state terror of Zia ul-Hag, 
Pinochet, Argentinian, Brazilian, 
Indonesian type, versus the killing of 
the PLO is literally, conservatively, 
1,000 to 1 (Ibid., 15-16).

Ahmad’s prescription concerning terror
ism is straightforward: 

first, avoid extremes of double stan
dards.... Don't condone Israeli terror, 
Pakistani terror, Nicaraguan terror, El 
Salvadoran terror, and then complain 
about Afghan ... or Palestinian ter
ror.... Do not condone the terror of 
your allies. Condemn them (Ibid., 24).

In his book, The Terrorism Trap (City 
Lights Books, 2002), Michael Parenti asserts 
that:

US leaders have been the greatest 
purveyors of terrorism throughout the 
world. In past decades they or their 
surrogate mercenary forces have 
unleashed terror bombing campaigns 
against unarmed civilian populations 
... causing death and destruction to 
millions of innocents.

Parenti decries the failure of the corporate 
media to acknowledge these “pernicious acts 
of terrorism that go unexamined. No critical 
discussion is offered regarding who really 
benefits from such ventures and who is 
harmed” (Ibid., 18). The absence of such a 
critical debate on U.S. or Israeli terrorism 
undermines the democratic process: “With 
these key issues systematically suppressed... 
a void is created in our national discourse.” 
(Ibid., 20).

Edward Said has severely criticized Israel’s 
policies—as well as those of Arafat, the PLO, 
and Arab governments. He argues that:

There is nothing in Palestinian history, 
absolutely nothing at all to rival the 
record of Zionist terror against 
Arabs.... Moreover, the history ... of 
Israeli oppression of Palestinians, of 
state-sanctioned torture, or interna
tional lawlessness (refusal to abide by 
U.N. resolutions, ... unwillingness to 
sign the nuclear nonproliferation 
treaty) ... all this makes Palestinian 
'terror' a very pale and incompetent 
thing (The Question o f Palestine,'] 72).

Evidence of Israel’s state terrorism has fre
quently been documented by Israeli human 
rights organizations and journalists. 
However, this information receives scant 
coverage in the U.S. mass media or among 
“outspoken liberals” who always comment 
,on other pbuses. As Said says, “Any self- 
respecting intellectual is willing ... to say

something about human rights abuses ... in 
Argentina, Chile and South Africa [pick any 
three today], yet when irrefutable evidence 
of Israeli preventive detention, torture, popu
lation transfer, and deportation of Palestinian 
Arabs is presented, literally nothing is said” 
(Ibid., 113). Israeli abuses that would be 
assailed if done by Cuba, Iraq, or Iran do not 
arouse the slightest indignation. Yet as early 
as 1969 when the U.N. General Assembly 
expressed grave concern “that the denial of 
[Palestinian rights] has been aggravated by 
the reported acts of collective punishment, 
arbitrary detentions, curfews, destruction of 
houses and property, deportation, and other 
repressive acts against the refugees and other 
inhabitants of the occupied territories” 
(Quoted in Ibid., 7). Countless U.N. resolu
tions have condemned Israel for its abuses; 
the U.S. has opposed nearly all of them.

Israel’s violations of international law have 
not stopped at its borders. Over the past 40 
years it has allied itself with extremely brutal 
regimes; for example, it developed ties with 
racist South Africa, helping that government to 
explode its first nuclear weapon and maintain 
its apartheid order. In World Orders Old and 
New (Columbia Univ. Press, 1996), Chomsky 
summarizes the horrendous Israeli record 
around the world. In the 1960s, with CIA finan
cial support, Israel helped to “establish and 
maintain the rule of Mobutu in Zaire [and] Idi 
Amin in Uganda ....” It also served the U.S. by 
“sending ... [jets] to Indonesia in the course of 
its murderous aggression in East Timor, when 
the Carter administration was blocked by 
Congress from doing so directly.” But Israel’s 
greatest assistance to U.S. terrorism “came in 
Central and South America, where it main
tained close contacts with the neo-Nazi 
regimes of the southern cone, undeterred by the 
virulent anti-Semitism of the ruling generals. It 
supported Somoza until virtually the last days 
of his bloody rule.... [It]... lent valued support 
to the terrorist rulers of El Salvador in the 
1970s, until the United States took over the task 
of organizing the massacre directly” (205).

In Guatemala, Israel’s “assistance was 
instrumental in near-genocidal slaughters 
and repression at a time when the U.S. gov
ernment was inhibited by popular pressures 
... from direct participation. Israel also joined 
other clients in the training and support of 
the [Contra] terrorist forces attacking 
Nicaragua” (Ibid., 205). Just as Israel’s 
actions against the Palestinians has elicited 
strong internal dissent within that country 
(see Yehudith Harel’s article, “Israel’s 
Hope,” in the May 2002 issue of the 
Bookpress), “many Israelis find [its surrogate 
role assisting U.S. terrorism] both dangerous 
and degrading” (Ibid., 206). Who can justify 
Israel’s direct support of terrorism in El 
Salvador, Guatemala, and Nicaragua?—all 
done with U.S. approval and generally lack
ing criticism from the corporate mass media.

Said argues that the double standard on 
terrorism is part of a classic propaganda 
effort to avert our gaze from 

what it is that Israel and the United 
States ... have been doing. Between 
them, the two countries have bombed 
and invaded several Islamic countries 
... they have (in Israel's case) occupied 
Arab-lslamic territory in four coun
tries.... Defying international law and 
dozens of United Nations Resolutions, 
Israel has annexed East Jerusalem and 
the Golan Heights, has occupied South 
Lebanon [and] has had a policy of 
treating (and characterizing) 
Palestinians as sub-human—in effect a 
race apart.... (Covering Islam: How The 
Media And The Experts Determine How 
We See The Rest O f The World, xx-xxi).

pppdQrppipg.UraeJu'y,S, .p.pjifks,
Said and others cited have not' ignored the'

tyrannical regimes in the Middle East and 
Asia. Said, for example, has courageously 
and consistently condemned these govern
ments, arguing that there is no doubt that “in 
many ... Islamic societies [we find] repres
sion, the abrogation of personal freedoms, 
unrepresentative and often minority 
regimes” (Ibid., lvi). He reminds us, howev
er, that these undemocratic regimes in the 
region (e.g., Saudi Arabia, Afghanistan, 
Egypt, Iran, Iraq, Kuwait, and Syria) have all 
been supported at one time or another by 
Washington, which has sometimes actively 
intervened to prevent genuine democracy 
and nationalist change that would challenge 
U.S. hegemony and economic interests in the 
region.

Eqbal Ahmad comments on a profound 
contradiction at the heart of the Israeli- 
Palestinian conflict:

[Israel]... was founded as a symbol of 
the suffering of humanity ... at the 
expense of another people who were 
innocent of guilt. It's this contradiction 
that you have to bring out. And you 
don't bring it out by armed struggle. In 
fact, you suppress this contradiction 
by armed struggle" (Confronting 
Empire, 29).

Ahmad condemned Palestinian attacks on 
Israeli civilians as wrong politically and in 
principle, and remained until his death 
opposed to every form of terrorism.

In 1982, Primo Levi, the Italian Jewish 
writer and an Auschwitz survivor, stated that 
“Everybody is somebody’s Jew [and] today 
the Palestinians are the Jews of the Israelis.” 
Levi condemned the Israeli occupation of 
southern Lebanon and the massacres of 
Palestinian refugees at Shabra and Shatila, 
calling for the resignation of then-Prime 
Minister Begin, and Defense Minister 
Sharon. He was bitterly criticized for this 
view (Joan Acocella, “A Hard Case: The Life 
and Death of Primo Levi,” The New Yorker, 
June 17-24,2002,167). Shortly after the Six- 
Day War in June 1967, the Jewish Marxist 
political theorist and writer Issac Deutscher, 
who lost family members to the Holocaust 
and had relatives then living in Israel, argued 
that the “responsibility for the tragedy of 
European Jews, for Auschwitz, Majdanek ... 
rests entirely on our Western bourgeois ‘civi
lization’ .... Yet it was the Arabs [i.e., the 
Palestinians] who were made to pay the price 
for the crimes the West committed towards 
the Jews” (Quoted in Tariq Ali, The Clash o f 
Fundamentalisms, 322).

Said, like Ahmad, has also been highly 
critical of the PLO and its leader, Yasir 
Arafat, on the issue of terrorism:

continued on page 11
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Emporium
By Adam Johnson 
Viking
246 pages, $24.95, cloth

The stories in Adam Johnson’s debut short 
story collection, Emporium, borrow power
ful and impressive elements from both the 
magical realism and carnivalesque fiction 
traditions. However, more often, too often, 
the pieces are strange for the sake of strange
ness. You’ll find zany dream scenes, silly 
pop references, forced dialogue (“Yo, 
homies”), quirky sex scenes, and many guns 
in the book. Most of the characters are posi
tioned in improbable situations wherein they 
indulge an array of male-adolescent fan
tasies. Unfortunately, these are the things 
that stand out in the collection rather than 
the more important realization: we live in a 
complicated world where the most we can 
strive for is meaningful contact with some
one or something.

“Teen Sniper” opens the book with a 
teenager, code name Blackbird, holding a 
rifle atop a building communicating via 
radio to Lt. Kim, his boss. I connected with 
this because when I was young my pals and 
I (my code name was Bluejay) climbed trees 
with walkie-talkies and play guns and pre
tended to shoot each other. It took me a 
moment, however, to realize that the char
acters in “Teen Sniper” are not pretending; 
Blackbird really is on a rooftop preparing to 
make his signature neck shot and kill the 
bad guy. An expert marksteenager , he can 
actually stop his heart long enough to aim 
and squeeze the trigger. While
my friends and I would have killed for a 
career like this when we were boys, 
Blackbird isn’t happy. He has trouble mak
ing friends (the only one who can stand him 
is a robot named ROMS who gets blown up 
by a bomb and is later replaced), and the 
expert jiu-jitsu girl he admires, Seema, 
thinks he is a creep. Johnson convincingly 
depicts Blackbird’s awkwardness but 
Blackbird’s immaturity overtakes his char
acter so much that he fails to develop in a 
meaningful way. While combating Seema, 
for instance, Blackbird ponders, “Even 
though she’s wearing a full gi, her ta-tas are 
right there. I’ve never grappled with a girl 
before, and I’ll admit I’m concentrating on 
not farting or anything.” The moment is sin
cere—I have no doubt that the adolescent 
Blackbird would think this way—but a fart 
joke is still a fart joke. When this story 
finally ends and the narrator melodramati
cally walks away from Seema into the “cold 
world,” I am ready to move forward.

In “Your Own Backyard," we enter the
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world of an ex-cop who culls excessive ani
mals at a zoo. Virtually an adult version of 
“the teen sniper,” the narrator has trouble 
relating to humans, particularly his apathet
ic son. Experimenting with the theme of 
“miscommunication,” Johnson incorporates 
Post-it notes, a talking bird, and a telepathic 
conversation with a wolf in an effort to 
emphasize the narrator’s struggle to be 
heard. Unfortunately, the narrator has noth
ing interesting to say and the story ends with 
the Alpha-male wolf pissing on the son who 
then melodramatically runs away into the 
dark.

Many of the other stories rely heavily 
on the bizarre and don’t make a lasting 
impression. “Trauma Plates” is divided 
into three sections and utilizes first-, third- 
and second-person points of view respec
tively. The story attempts to show the 
struggles three different family members 
undergo as they try to cope with a failing 
business (a mom-and-pop bullet-proof vest 
rental shop), the rut of a boring marriage, 
and teenage angst. The story’s multiple 
fractures diffuse the conflicts and perspec
tives and ultimately make it difficult for 
the reader to know the characters or care 
about their motivations. “The Cliff Gods 
of Acapulco” depicts the coming-of-age of 
a teen whose journey through the desert 
leads him to an improbable sex scene in a 
flight-simulation ride. “The Jughead of 
Berlin” delivers a strange war-battered

alcoholic father who, assisted by his 
teenage daughter, grapples with his com
plicated past. “The Canadanaut” is full of 
lonely men in a barren tundra working on 
a top-secret weapon. The spiteful scientist 
narrator admires a furry midget who speaks 
a different language, has toxic breath, and 
perpetually masturbates everywhere. When 
the little thing gets strapped into a doomed 
Canadian space mission the reader is sup
posed to feel sad, but, to be honest, I was 
happy to see him go.

Most of the promise in this collection 
came from two stories. “The Death-Dealing 
Cassini Satellite” backed away from the 
“weird” pyrotechnics and convincingly set
tled into relationships that seemed honest, 
and consequently, more poignant. The main 
character, Ben, is a college hopeful driving 
a bus full of cancer patients to a local bar 
for their weekly night out. Mrs. Cassini is 
the most vocal member of the Cancer 
Survivor’s Club and from her we learn 
about Ben’s background, the death of his 
mother, and his longing for a feminine 
influence. The action never veers from the 
few characters steadily getting drunk and 
supporting one another’s desire to persevere 
despite the horrors of cancer. In Mrs. 
Cassini, Ben sees hope. As the story builds 
to a climax, Ben finds the courage to con
nect with a younger cancer patient and he 
begins his process of emotional recovery. 
Johnson takes the time to make this story

An Adventurous
Ed Skoog

Darlington’s Fall
By Brad Leithauser 
Alfred A. Knopf 
320 pages, $25.00, cloth

Brad Leithauser, whose novel in verse 
Darlington s Fall has just been published, 
writes both fiction and poetry very well, and 
extensively, with five novels and four collec
tions of formal poems to his credit. 
Leithauser has applied story and prosody 
even-handedly, without favoring the cold 
weather of fiction over the heat wave of poet
ry, or vice versa.

Like two other recent novels in verse, 
Glyn Maxwell’s Time’s Fool and Les 
Murray’s Fredy Neptune, this book unfolds 
in rhymed stanzas that follow the life of a 
socially isolated hero. Pioneering entomol
ogist Russel Darlington’s obsession with 
discovering a new butterfly (a nod to 
Nabokov) isolates him from his wife, the 
beautiful and elusive Pauline Beaudette, his 
imperious mentor Dr. Schrock, and even 
from his therapist-in-guise-of-housekeeper, 
Miss Kraus. His search nearly ends his life 
in the title’s “fall,” deep within a 
Micronesian jungle.

The story is partly the more-or-less con
ventional biography of Darlington from 
1895 to 1933, with a dreamlike coda in the 
mid-1990s. More to the core it is the story of 
the narrator, Darlington’s indirect descen
ded, speaking from the present. The narrator 
re-enacts Darlington’s journey into the jun
gle, and has his own fall, although it seems 
more of a comic and patheticprat-fall than a 
historical re-enactment.

The two falls come together in a few stan
zas near the end of the book, in a fevered 
illusion that takes advantage of the poetic 
technique—the enjambed lines—to advance 
the narrative toward a kind of epiphany:

This is as close as he will ever come
To viewing whole the whole, to escap
ing place
And time—feeling the dark weight lift
ing from

The reconfigured bone mass of his face:
A painter's dream, this upsurge 
through a deep
Hunger that squeezes every nerve and 
pries
Open his jaws, as the air slaps his 
eyes
And the sun shatters and the lunging 
sweep
Of his head seizes on the fluttering 
Prize of a pteranodon caught on the 
wing.

One of the many pleasures of reading 
Darlington s Fall is the manufactured nature of 
this Rooseveltian America, a collage of briar 
pipes, sloe gin, knee breeches, and sea voyages.

These objects, and their position within 
locales (Indiana, “Old U,” and the 
Rocky Mountains) in the first half of the book, 
make an America credible and fantastic at the 
same time. When the action shifts to 
Micronesia, it is as though the reader has 
walked from one Smithsonian museum into 
another without changing tour guides.

Leithauser’s ten-line stanzas, with their 
irregular but dependable rhyme scheme, cre
ate a constant presence of voice that rarely 
fluctuates. There are notable exceptions, 
such as this stanza, where the lines suddenly 
lose a few syllables as Darlington expresses 
his awe of butterflies and moths:

...Of mountainous minutiae
Where scientists go to pursue their
research,
Where you can see how each scale- 
plate
fits the tormogen (so the Professor calls 
it),
The doughnutlike sockets holding them 
in place;
And stare a luna moth in the face;
Even enter the dissected chest of the 
great
Migrator—the monarch butterfly—
To discover a space imposing as a 
church,
And a heart big as a pulpit.

This stanza, like many in the book, con
tains much to admire even without the

and its characters come alive; Ben’s human
ity and personal growth seem genuine and 
inspiring. Similarly, in “The History of 
Cancer,” Johnson focuses on the nuances of 
character. While the young male narrator 
attempts to understand sex, a sub-plot builds 
between secondary characters that help 
establish a somber mood. The boundary 
between the adult world and the adolescent 
world is made clear and the transition from 
one stage to the next is at the heart of the 
journey. Character oddities function not as 
gimmicky details here, but as important 
threads that pull the story together and pre
pare the reader for the imagery of the final 
scene.

In spite of its flaws, Emporium is an enter
taining read and may appeal most to post
adolescent readers who can relate to the 
many young narrators. The stories in this 
collection are undeniably unique and though 
some come across as insubstantially flashy 
in a zany-for-the-sake-of-it style, other sto
ries contain moments of such authentic 
human interaction that Johnson’s originality 
and distinctive voice are impossible to miss. 
The finest moments in Emporium create, as 
they are created in, an underlying sense of 
hope.

Jason Ockert teaches writing at Ithaca 
College and has had stories published or 

forthcoming in Esquire, McSweeney’s, River 
City and the Oyster Boy Review.

Song
context of the other stanzas, of which there 
are nearly six hundred. In fact, this book is 
perhaps best praised as a collection of indi
vidual lyric poems, the way that one tends to 
consider John Berryman’s Dream Songs 
individually, despite Berryman’s insistence 
that they form a larger work.

One hears Berryman’s echo in 
Darlington’s Fall, but even stronger is 
the legacy of W.H. Auden and Edgar 
Arlington Robinson, even that of Robert 
Browning.

Despite his careful reading of the tradition, 
Leithauser stands nearly alone in contempo
rary poetry; among his co-conspirators in the 
New Formalism movement, Leithauser 
stands out as the most serious and least reac
tionary, that is, the better poet. And the ambi
tion, scope, and pleasure of this novel in 
verse constitutes his strongest work in poetry 
so far.

As a novel, it doesn’t quite reach the level 
of bizarre tragedy exhibited in his previous 
novel, Friends o f Freeland, set on an imagi
nary Scandinavian-settled island in the north 
Atlantic, not quite Iceland, but not quite not 
Iceland.

The novel in verse, as a form, is just one 
exhibit in that aesthetic freak show down the 
hallway from found poetry and elephant 
painting. Merely taking a gander is part of 
the initial appeal.

But this sustained effort wrestles with the 
hybrid risks of a long poem that is also a his
torical novel, concocting its own world along 
the way. Coming through this, Leithauser 
defies one’s expectations of what a novel is 
supposed to be, and what poetry is supposed 
to do.

Darlington’s Fall is, then, experimental, in 
the sense that John Milton declared the 
experiment of Paradise Lost, to pursue “an 
adventurous song...unattempted yet in prose 
or rhyme.”

Ed Skoog’s fiction and poetry 
have appeared in 3rd Bed, Mid-American 
Review, New Orleans Review, fine 
Madness, and Slate. He previously 
reviewed Evan Connell's The Aztec 
Treasure House/o/; Book Notes in January 
2002.)
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The Moral Dilemma of American Museums
Franklin W. Robinson

In many ways, art museums are the most 
moral of public institutions; immensely 
complex and expensive, nevertheless, they 
often offer free admission, at least once a 
week, sometimes all the time. The average 
cost per visitor ranges from $15 to $30, and 
in no case does a museum charge what it 
really costs to be “public.” Also, museums 
provide an endless menu of educational 
activities, from tours to workshops to con
certs, again, often free of charge, and hun
dreds of thousands of schoolchildren are 
given gallery tours every year. To be sure, 
the museums get many grants, from the gov
ernment and foundations and corporations, 
to provide these programs, but they are 
nowhere near enough to cover their basic 
operating costs (and sometimes not enough 
to cover the cost of the project itself). The 
museum staff work for very low salaries— 
well below their peers on college faculties 
or in secondary schools, or even the bag
gage handlers at the local airport—and no 
museum could do without the thousands of 
hours of free labor given by volunteers.

Nevertheless, there is a moral dilemma at 
the heart of American museums. It arises, 
on the one hand, from that very commit
ment to service and education, and, on the 
other, from the extraordinary amounts of 
money that surround art. In the first place, 
works of art themselves cost money, not 
small money, but big money: prints and 
drawings, that is, little sheets of paper, can 
be worth hundreds of thousands of dollars; 
paintings, pieces of canvas with pigments 
on them, can be worth millions, and more, 
and many museums have hundreds and even 
thousands of such objects in their care. In 
addition, that care is in itself expensive; the 
quite legitimate, justifiable costs of insur
ance, security, exhibitions, publications, 
programming, and so forth—aside from the 
cost of new construction or the purchase of 
the art itself—run into the millions. Well 
over 100 art museums in this country, all 
charities, have operating budgets of over 
$1,000,000 every year.

Another twist to this contradiction is 
that—for all our outreach and education— 
an extraordinary amount of time and treas
ure is spent on quite esoteric issues, from 
shades of connoisseurship choices to 
obscure archival research. And then there is 
the role of the private donor, that essential 
wellspring of generosity without whom most 
museums would stop growing (and many 
would not survive); how do we reconcile 
this fact—and its implications for what our 
museums do and how we spend our time— 
with our genuine desire to be democratic, to 
reach out and introduce everyone to art? 
Frankly, the people we do reach are, increas
ingly, the privileged: the educated, the 
affluent, the artistically (and technological
ly) sophisticated, who can appreciate our 
distinctions between the first-rate in art and 
the second-rate, and sometimes between the 
19th-rate and 20th-rate, our touch screens 
and computer programs, our footnotes, and 
our foreign languages. While we entice— 
and proudly count—our crowds of tourists, 
to a great degree what we “really” do is for 
the cognoscenti.

All of this is happening at a moment when 
society demands more of museums, but 
gives less. The dynamic partnership between 
the public and private sectors that is unique 
to this country and which created our great 
arts institutions is now breaking down. Each 
side, whether federal, state, or local govern
ment, corporate, or individual, is giving at 
the same rate, or even less, as costs go up.

To a striking degree then, we have always 
been and still are by and for the privileged. 
What is new, perhaps, is the plea for sup- 
pprt, as a,charity,, as a service .tp spciety, 
that we make every day to all levels pf gov

ernment, to foundations, corporations, and 
individuals, even individuals of modest 
means. Also new are the very large amounts 
of money needed to run these massive, com
plex, and fragile institutions. All of this is 
in dramatic contrast to the most urgent 
needs of American society, the homeless, 
the sick, the inner city’s generations of 
ingrained poverty; the gap between the 
wealth within museum walls and the pover
ty and deprivation of those outside, whom 
we say we serve, is deep, and the contrast 
is stark.

II

This then is the dilemma of American 
museums today, a financial, social, even 
moral crisis. Is there a path out of this dark 
wood? One way may be to look at our mis
sion. One of the essential parts of that mis
sion is education, and certainly at the core 
of the problem in American society is the 
crisis in our public schools. We reach out to 
hundreds of thousands of schoolchildren 
every year and introduce them to other cul
tures and other centuries; often, what they 
see in a museum is the first thing older than 
their grandparents that they have ever seen. 
But beyond these extraordinarily effective 
tours, what is it that we do better than the 
schools? Why should society support us, in 
addition to those schools?

What we offer, perhaps, is the very fact 
that we are not a classroom, that we are open 
in structure, and accessible at every level. 
For example, the ultimate goal of education 
is self-education, that is, the ability to learn 
and think and grow, on one’s own, long after 
formal education has ended. Learning how 
to enjoy museums is a little like learning to 
play tennis; it is a skill, a fulfillment, that 
continues throughout one’s life. In a muse
um, the visitor can pick and choose the 
works he or she wants to look at and learn 
from, there is no test at the end of the visit, 
and we can stay for ten minutes or two 
hours. Since a museum bombards its visi
tors with literally hundreds of images, we 
are forced to make up our own minds and 
create our own values, the true purpose of 
education.

At the same time, the museum is the place 
where we can encounter original works of 
art—real things —from every century, every 
culture, every country. Important as it is to 
read about the history of Buddhism, it is 
another kind of experience altogether to be 
able to see, up close, the actual sculpture, 
the piece of carved marble or wood, made 
for a specific Buddhist temple in western 
China in the eighth century. Or, a few steps 
away, be confronted by the challenge of the 
new, a bewildering, unclassifiablc work by a 
young artist from New York, or Buenos 
Aires, Accra, Munich, or Tokyo.

The museum is also a place where we can 
experience non-linear thinking at work, the 
imagination in action, and can learn that 
most accessible and immediate of languages, 
the visual language. It is a way for everyone 
to take part in the creative process itself,with 
unpredictable consequences in every part of 
our lives.

III

Another essential function of the museum 
today is the presentation of contemporary 
art, the creative ferment of our own time. 
Although we may be eager to learn about 
the art of other centuries and cultures, it is 
vital to learn about our own time as well. 
This is the century, for better or worse, that 
we must live in, come to terms with, and 
help to shape.

It is the museum that makes this art, our 
own art, accessible, enabling it to survive 
and reach a larger audience. Only a very few 
people go, to, commercial galleqcs, pr studio 
lofts, and only in a fpy/t cities. It is the muse

um that presents and interprets this work, 
connecting the artist to the wider world.

Nevertheless, showing contemporary art 
has inherent difficulties. It does not come 
with the label “Masterpiece” written on its 
forehead; we know that Rembrandt is 
important, that his name will ring down the 
ages, or at least has for the last three cen
turies. He is safe to show. But the living 
artist, no matter how prominent, offers no 
such guarantees; there are innumerable 
examples of painters famous in their own 
time who later on became just footnotes to 
art history.

Contemporary artists, by the very nature 
of what they do, push the accepted bound
aries of art, they redefine that simple, 
immensely complex word and challenge our 
preconceptions of what it means. That 
process of redefinition is often a shock: what 
we had come to expect of “art” and

“artists”—and “museums”—is sometimes 
turned on its head. A museum that seemed 
to be a bastion of tradition, a safe haven, a 
protector and preserver of the past, sudden
ly becomes a proponent of the new and the 
radical.

This is difficult to accept, for museum pro
fessionals as for casual visitors. And yet it 
is vital that these challenges be made, and 
be made in the museum itself. Why? 
Because only in a museum are those new 
works, those challenges, taken seriously; 
they take on a stature and validation there 
that make them impossible to ignore. Also, 
in a museum these new values can be tested 
against the old and the accepted: we can 
understand them better, and what they have 
to offer, and, at the same time, we can look 
at the old with new eyes and understand the

continued on page 9
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Head and Heart
Victor Mansfield
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This scientist’s search for spirit can change how we 
think and feel about what matters most. This unusual 
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Peter Lovenheim
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Determined to understand the process by which living 
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January, Mr. Hower has graciously decided to preview it in Ithaca.
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Dancing with

Tethered female of the yellow fever mosquito, Aedes aegypti, attracting a mate. After an initial “hand shake, ” the approaching male attempts to orient 
himself, and after positioning himself belly-to-belly beneath the female, proceeds to mate, with her. Note that the female never ceases to beat her wings.

Head of male Aedes aegypti, immediately after emergence from the pupa (left; antennal bristles 
recumbent) and two days later, after he achieves sexual competence (antennal bristles erect).

Thomas Eisner

Hiram Maxim is best known as the 
inventor o f a machine gun, the Maxim 
gun. He is given little credit for another, 
much more benign contribution to 
humanity, a discovery which was by 
nature serendipitous, but certainly more 
worthy of recognition than the lethal con
traption that earned him a knighthood 
from Queen Victoria. Hiram Maxim, I 
would argue, was the founder (or at least 
co-founder) of insect bioacoustics, a dis
cipline now thriving, but hardly emergent 
in the late 1800’s when Maxim made his 
discovery.

Maxim was an electrical engineer and 
his reputation was at a par with that of his 
contemporary, Thomas Alva Edison. He 
was in high demand for his talents at the 
very time when electrification was com
ing into vogue, in 1878 Maxim was asked 
to install electricity in the Grand Union 
Hotel in Saratoga Springs, New York, an 
offer he could not possibly refuse. 
Saratoga Springs was one of the elite 
resorts of the period, a spa where the 
munificent and famous could mingle, 
while taking in the waters and exchanging 
fortunes at the track. Frequenters of the 
spa over the years included Mark Twain, 
Lillie Lantry, Victor Herbert, Diamond 
Jim Brady, Lillian Russell, and countless 
other celebrities. The Grand Union was 
the largest and best known of Saratoga’s 
hotels. Its dining hall alone could seat over 
two thousand. And its nightly balls, in the 
great shaded outdoor gardens, were world- 
renowned. It was these gardens that 
Maxim was asked to illuminate, and he 
complied by installing arc lights. He put 
the generators in place, wired things up in 
appropriate fashion, and on the designat
ed night, turned on the switches. One can 
only gather, judging from the illustrated 
news accounts of the time depicting the 
richly attired clustered in awe around the 
shining fixtures, that the advent o f the 
electric era in Saratoga Springs was 
received with acclamation.

Success did not keep Maxim from 
remaining observant. He was struck by a 
peculiar phenomenon. One of the genera
tors, which was emitting a high-pitched 
sound when turned on, was attracting 
droves of insects during the evening hours. 
Mystified, Maxim availed himself of a 
loupe, and noted that the insects were all 
of one kind. With expert help he was able 
to ascertain that they were all male mos
quitoes, and he ventured the guess that 
these had been attracted because the sound 
emitted by the generator was imitative of 
the buzz ordinarily given off by the female 
mosquito in flight. The buzz of the female, 

{ he reasoned, was the mosquito’s mating 
* call. The idea was new, he thought, and 
' worth publishing. Scientist that he was, 
1 he put pen to paper and proposed the 
l notion in a manuscript that he submitted 

to a technical journal. Not surprisingly, 
the scientific establishment was resistive 
to innovative thought, and his paper was 
rejected. He eventually wrote up his obser
vations in a letter that he submitted to The 
Times o f  London, which published it on

October 28, 1901. The date is a landmark 
of sorts in entomological history.

We know now that Maxim was right. 
Male mosquitoes as a rule are indeed 
attracted to the flight sounds of the female, 
and they have special ears, in the form of 
their antennae, for detection of the buzz. 
A simple experiment can be carried out 
by anyone with access to a cage of mos
quitoes. Take a tuning fork of appropriate 
pitch (frequencies of 300 to 800 cycles 
per second will do nicely), tap it so it will 
hum, and introduce it into a cage. You will 
note that the male mosquitoes will take to 
flight and aggregate around the fork. They 
are irresistibly attracted to the sound. 
While the fork is humming, you can draw 
the males from the cage and walk about 
with them, leading them by the fork until 
you are ready to return them into the cage. 
You will not lose males as long as the fork 
is vibrating. Love, one is tempted to muse, 
even in the world of mosquitoes, takes pri
ority over freedom.

A more sophisticated experiment can 
be done by using live females in lieu of 
the fork. With a small dab of wax, female 
mosquitoes can be glued by the thorax to 
the end of a fine wire, and they will “fly” 
when thus tethered, beating their wings 
in normal fashion. Introduce such a 
buzzing female into a cage with males, 
and she will attract these. Set up the 
female in front of a camera, and you may 
have the privilege o f recording her 
amorous antics. Males will converge, 
singly or in groups, and eventually one of 
them will succeed in positioning himself 
belly-to-belly beneath the female, like a 
torpedo under a plane. The female may 
help the male secure his hold. Copulation

sometimes follows without the female 
ceasing to beat her wings. Belly-to-belly 
is not the usual way for insects to mate— 
males tend to mount females in the insect 
world. In mosquitoes, the strategy may 
have evolved specifically to permit aerial 
coupling. Copulation runs its course in a 
matter o f seconds in mosquitoes, attest
ing to the extraordinary speed with which 
sperm transfer can take place in insects. 
It takes longer in many species, but tends 
to be kept short in insects that incur risks 
when paired. In mosquitoes, which may 
copulate in midair, the strategy appears 
to be intended to “get things over with

quickly.” A mosquito that lends itself ide
ally for such experimentation is Aedes 
aegypti, the dreaded vector o f yellow 
fever.

Mosquitoes, on emergence from the 
pupa, are not instantly ready for “action.” 
The males have a rear end that must first 
rotate 180° before it lends itself for belly- 
to-belly coupling. Males are “bom” with 
the genital apparatus oriented the ances
tral way, and need about 48 hours to twist 
the apparatus half way around. During this 
period the males are kept relatively insen
sitive to sound, and as a result resistant to 
the hum of temptresses nearby. Acoustical
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Mosquitoes

Female mosquito (unidentified species) gorging on blood. Note the scarcity of antennal bristles, as 
is typical for female mosquitos.

sensitivity in the male mosquito varies in 
relation to the degree of deflection of the 
bristles on their antennae. The antennae 
have a swollen segment near the base, 
packed with sensory neurons that respond 
to the vibration of the antennal shaft. The 
antennae are especially prone to resonate 
in response to the sound frequencies emit
ted by the buzzing female. The bristles on 
the antennal shaft act as an amplifier sys
tem. When the bristles are erect, they help 
“collect” incoming sound, and the male is 
acoustically more sensitive. When they are 
recumbent against the shaft, the male is 
hearing-impaired. At emergence from the 
pupa tHe bristles of the male are in the 
recumbent state, hence the male’s relative 
deafness. By the time the rear has under
gone its twist, the bristles have become 
erect.

The male’s antennae, with their bushy 
covering, can impose a drag in flight, 
which may be energetically costly to the 
male. Remarkably, in some mosquitoes, 
the antennal bristles are kept in the recum
bent state much of the day, and are erect
ed only for a few hours at dusk, when the 
sexes are at play. The bristles in these 
mosquitoes are under control of a circadi
an clock, which sets the rhythm of their 
erection. The clock resides in the thorax, 
and it is from the thorax that the neural 
signals arise that regulate the angular ori

entation of the bristles. The mechanism of 
bristle erection is itself interesting, in that 
it involves the controlled application of 
hydrostatic pressure at the hinged bases

of the bristles.
Maxim would probably have enjoyed 

knowing that not all mosquitoes court on 
the wing. In Opifex fuscus, a New Zealand

species, mating may begin before the 
female has taken to the air. The male 
Opifex routinely patrols the air space 
above waters likely to contain pupae. He 
has good eyesight and is apparently able 
to detect ripples created when pupae sur
face for air. When he spots a pupa, he 
seizes it and remains in attendance as the 
emergence takes place. He may physical
ly assist in the extrication process, and if 
the emergent mosquito is a female, may 
attempt to clasp her genitalia before she is 
even out and about.

Mosquitoes are not everyone’s favorite 
insects, although they are .of immense 
interest. As pests and vectors of disease 
they have rightfully commanded consid
erable attention, but there are doubtless 
many species, including undiscovered 
ones, from which we can learn a great 
deal.

While mosquitoes live on, the Grand 
Union Hotel does not. It was razed in 
1952, to make way for a supermarket. 
Grand Union by name, the market was 
eventually to proliferate into a chain. The 
hotel has long since been forgotten. 
Hiram Maxim is remembered mainly for 
his gun. /

Thom as Eisner is J.G. Shurman 
Professor o f  Entomology and Chemical 
Ecology at Cornell University.

Thomas Eisner

No one could have predicted that my father, Hans Eisner, 
would some day earn an advanced degree. But he did. In 
1923 he received a Ph.D. in chemistry from the University 
of Berlin, and he was proud of it.

My father, who was bom in Silesia in 1892, barely sur
vived his teens. He lost the sight in one eye to glaucoma at 
age 17. Soon thereafter, before he finished high school, he 
contracted septicemia following surgery for a burst appen
dix, which put him in the hospital for the better part of a 
year. What saved his life, he always claimed, was the lov
ing care of the nuns who nursed him. He was to remain a 
lifetime admirer o f the nursing profession and infinitely 
tolerant of the religious views of others.

Convalescence was slow, and there was no question of 
his returning to school. He was much too weak, and he had 
fallen behind in all his subjects. So, at age 19, Hans Eisner 
became an apprentice in a pharmacy, with the intent of 
eventually becoming a pharmacist himself. The experience 
was seminal: it kindled his interest in chemistry.

After war broke out in 1914, my father’s pharmaceutical 
studies were interrupted in 1916, when he was drafted into 
the army. He served first with the artillery—from which he 
was dismissed when it was discovered that he could not aim 
with just one eye— and then with the infantry. After the 
armistice my father resumed his studies, and in 1919 he grad
uated simultaneously from pharmacy school and high school. 
Shortly thereafter he registered as a chemistry student at the 
University of Munich. He soon transferred to the University 
of Berlin, where he was admitted to the doctoral program 
under Fritz Haber at the Kaiser Wilhelm Institute (KWI) for 
Physical Chemistry and Electrochemistry in Dahlen.

Fritz Haber was one o f the preeminent chemists of the 
time. He was the first to synthesize ammonia from its con
stitutive elements, nitrogen and hydrogen, an achievement 
that earned him the Nobel Prize. The synthesis was eventu
ally to have enormous impact on world agriculture, since it 
made possible the inexpensive incorporation of atmospher
ic nitrogen into fertilizer. Haber was also a controversial 
figure. During the war he had been centrally involved in the 
development of Germany’s chemical weapons 
program, which he promoted in the mistaken belief that it 
would bring an early victory. Both sides in World War I 
eventually used poison gas, thereby unleashing a weapon 
that haunts humanity to this day.

Personally, Haber, was charming, highly cultured, gifted 
as a poet, and intensely loyal to friend and cause. His

Defiance
friendship with Albert Einstein, whose political views were 
so contrary to his own, was legendary. Haber was also 
highly protective of his laboratory associates, with whom 
he had a warm relationship. My father came to develop an 
immense liking and respect for Haber.

After World War I, as Germany labored to pay war repa
rations, Haber shifted his attention to an entirely different 
research question. Gold was reputed to exist in seawater. 
Was there a cheap way of accessing it? Could the oceans 
provide the means for paying the war debt? Inspired by ear
lier estimates of the amount of gold in the 
ocean, Haber decided to explore the prob
lem. He put together a team of young 
investigators that included my father, 
and he set out to sample the oceans 
of the world. The first trip was 
aboard a passenger ship, the 
Hansa, headed for New York. The 
second trip, from Hamburg to 
Buenos Aires, was on a research 
vessel, the S.S. Wurtemberg.
The trips were successful in 
that Haber obtained the needed 
data, but they were failures in 
that the numbers were too low.
In the minute concentrations in 
which gold actually occurred in 
seawater, it was not cost-effec
tive to extract it.

For my father the trips were 
decidedly a success. He had 
contributed to the development 
of the techniques by which gold 
concentration was measured, 
and he was awarded a Ph.D. for 
his efforts.

My father remained with 
Haber as a postdoctoral associ
ate for a period that he later described as glorious. He then 
set out on his own. Since academic posts were hard to come 
by, he attempted instead to launch a line of cosmetics. But 
political developments foildd fiis plans as after a postwar 
period marked by factional strife, Germany finally decided 
on a path that would restore “order.’7

Life under the Nazis was not an option for my parents. My 
father was Jewish, and he and my mother were both political
ly opposed to everything on the Nazi agenda. They wisely 
decided to ertligrate just before the decrees and proclamations 
that drove others out. In April 1933, when I was three and my 
sister was six, they left with us for Spain.

t
That same April, Haber, also a Jew, received a letter from 

the new regime ordering him to dismiss his Jewish associ
ates. Given his war record, he himself would not have to 
resign, but his employees would have to go. Other adminis
trative heads throughout the German academic establish
ment were issued the same order, and virtually all complied. 
Haber too complied, but he strove hard to find positions in 
other countries for his employees. He soon tendered his 
own resignation giving his reasons in a strong letter of 
protest to the regime. Embittered, he emigrated to England, 

and on 29 January 1934, while on a trip to 
Switzerland, he suffered a heart attack and 

died.
In Germany, in the official Nazi- 
controlled press, Haber’s death 

received only cursory notice. In 
response, some of Haber’s 
friends, led by Max Planck, the 

t president of the Kaiser 
Wilhelm Gesellschaft, 
launched plans to hold a 
memorial for Haber on the 
anniversary of his death. Max 

Planck and Otto Hahn planned 
speeches, and members of the 
Berlin Philharmonic were to 
play. My father received notice 
of the memorial in Spain.

The Nazis were quick to sup
press the memorial. The chemi
cal society, Verein Deutscher 
Chemiker, let it be known that no 
member was to attend the cere
monies, and the minister of sci
ence and education proclaimed 
that a memorial for Haber was 
inappropriate, not only because 
Haber had expressed opposition 

to the new regime but also because such ceremonies were 
reserved only for the greatest Germans. Plans had to be revised.

My father, who was kept apprised of these developments, 
was appalled. He thought about his options and concluded that 
defiance was in order. He would have to attend the memorial. 
My mother was initially frightened at the thought of his 
returning to Germany, but eventually came around to his view.

So my father flew to Berlin. He retained a vivid memory of the 
memorial for the rest of his life. The occasion was well attended. 
Lise Meitner, Richard Willstatter, and Max Delbriick were there,'

continued on page 9



page 8 The BOOKPRESS September 2002

Outtakes
J. Robert Lennon

Conceptual

Our local museum, as part of its recent 
“Century of American Art” exhibition, com
missioned a famous conceptual artist to cre
ate a large-scale work that would illustrate 
the state, in her opinion, of American art at 
century’s end. The artist accepted, and began 
what she claimed would be a full year of 
research and contemplation of the work.

Meanwhile, the museum set to the tasks of 
choosing works from its own collection and 
requesting loans of seminal works from other 
museums around the country. A month before 
the exhibition was to open, the museum closed 
its doors entirely and renovated all its galleries. 
Curators prepared essays and tour booklets and 
hired docents to lead museum-goers through 
the show. Advertisements were placed which 
stressed the importance of the conceptual artist 
and her mysterious fin-de-siecle masterwork.

With a few weeks left before the opening 
of the exhibition, preparators began to hang 
the works in their respective galleries. The 
gallery devoted to the conceptual artist, how
ever, remained empty, and she made no 
appearance at the museum. Curators, fearing 
she was ill or had (as she was known to occa
sionally do) suffered a nervous breakdown, 
left repeated messages on her answering 
machine. When she didn’t respond, the cura
tors visited her studio. She was never in.

One scant week before the opening, the 
curators received a call from a lawyer repre
senting the conceptual artist. He arranged a 
meeting with museum officials, during which 
he revealed that the artist would not install her 
great work unless a new contract was drawn 
up and new obligations fulfilled. These 
included a promise of certain foods at the 
opening party, a number of unusual and 
expensive material gifts, a poem composed in 
her honor to be read at an unveiling ceremony, 
and a substantial increase in the amount of her 
commission. While the museum did not wish 
to cave in to her demands, they nonetheless 
recognized the importance of her piece to 
their exhibition, and swallowed their pride.

On the day before the show was to open, 
the conceptual artist walked into the gallery 
reserved for her, and thumbtacked to its far 
wall signed and executed copies of her origi
nal contract, her new contract, and a large 
color photograph of her lawyer. Then she set 
a metal salad bowl on the floor, filled it with 
twenty-dollar bills in the amount of her 
“raise,” and burned them to ashes.

. The piece drew thousands of eager muse
um-goers who had read about the contractual 
haggling and wanted to see what the fuss had 
been about. Reactions were strong but 
mixed. Some said the piece confirmed their 
opinion that contemporary art was an elabo
rate scam designed to part pretentious fools

from their money. Others claimed the piece 
confirmed their opinion that contemporary 
art was once vital and incisive, but had since 
“sold out” to commercial interests. This lat
ter group divided into two camps: those who 
believed that the new work was a perfect 
example of such a sellout, and those who 
believed that the new work was a brilliant 
condemnation of those who had sold out.

At any rate, when the exhibition closed, the 
museum bought the controversial piece for 
its permanent collection, paying an undis
closed sum far above and beyond the amount 
originally stipulated for the work’s execu
tion.

Lucid

Our dinner guest, a self-taught expert on 
so-called “lucid dreaming,” which refers to 
those dreams so sensually detailed that they 
are indistinguishable from reality, and which, 
at least in our friend’s case, can be created 
and controlled at the whim of the dreamer, 
arrived with an ashen face and his right arm 
in a cast. During the meal, we asked him 
what had happened, and he told us, his eyes 
tired and voice heavy, that he had quit the 
dream-experimentation for which he had 
become so well known.

When we pressed on with our inquiries, 
our guest recounted his story. He had dreamt 
that he was in line at the post office, waiting 
to mail an elephant-shaped package wrapped 
in brown paper. As he waited, a circus clown 
came dancing in the door, followed by a 
monkey wearing a fez and carrying a con
certina. The clown distributed balloons to all 
the postal clerks, and then the monkey played 
the concertina while the clown sung an unin
telligible song.

Lucid dreamers, our guest interrupted him
self to tell us, have a standard “reality test,” 
which they use to assure themselves that they 
are dreaming: the dreamer passes his hand 
through a solid surface, and this impossibility 
confirms the dream-state. When he reached 
the counter, our guest administered his reality 
test, plunging his own hand into the hard 
countertop. The impact broke two of his 
fingers. As it happened, he had not been 
dreaming; in fact, he was mailing a stuffed 
toy elephant to his niece, and it so happened 
that one of the postal clerks had that very day 
turned 40, and the others had hired the clown 
and monkey to perform a birthday song in 
German, a language, they explained to our 
pain-wracked friend, often used by the clerk 
for comic effect.

The incident had convinced our guest to 
give up his beloved pastime. However, his 
lucid dreaming has persisted. Only the control 
he once exerted over the dreams has been lost. 
Consequently, he has no means to escape what 
have become terrifyingly realistic nightmares, 
and his sleep has been profoundly unrestful.

When another guest asked him why he 
wasn’t certain that the entire experience of 
his disenchantment with lucid dreaming was 
not itself a dream, a wild look came into his 
eyes, and he thrust his bandaged hand into the 
dining table. The remainder of the dinner 
party was spent in the emergency room.

The Names

There were six students in our school play: 
Jason, Heather, Kevin, Carol, Matt and me. 
But in the script, which our teachers had 
obtained from a catalog, our characters were 
given other names: Scott, Jenny, Robert, 
Melissa, Bill and Larry. Since the oldest of 
us was seven, we had never before been in a 
play, and the difficulty of memorizing our 
lines was compounded by the necessity of 
learning new names for both ourselves and 
the others. For weeks we struggled through 
rehearsals, slowly gaining ground. Then, at 
the last minute, our teachers, fearing a deba
cle, told us to forget the stage names and sim
ply use our own.

But our teachers had acted at the very height 
of our confused duality, and their command 
effected a desperate confusion, which mani
fested itself onstage that night as complete the
atrical anarchy. We addressed one another by 
whatever names happened to pop into our 
heads, and forgot almost every scripted line, 
leaving our audience with only the vaguest 
notion of the drama’s direction. The perform
ance ended in chaos and tears, with our baffled 
parents applauding politely and our teachers 
holding their shocked faces in their hands.

Sadly, the confusion didn’t end there. For 
weeks, we were distracted during classes, 
failing to respond to our teachers’ direct 
inquiries, and were moody and unresponsive 
at home. When we met in the halls or on the 
playground, we greeted each other with 
incorrect names or none at all.

Most of us recovered, but Jason has mar
ried seven times, and Heather, from whom no 
one has. heard in twenty years, is rumored to 
have gone mad. One lonely fall afternoon 1 
called our local mental hospital in search of 
her, but was told that no patient by that name 
was in residence.

Shelter

A small city in a certain eastern European 
country was terribly besieged in the last war, 
and when the war was over a young man 
began to build a bomb shelter beneath what 
was left of his home. When, years later, the 
rest of the.city was enjoying a renaissance, 
with great gains in public health, commerce, 
and the arts, the man expanded and strength
ened his shelter, and stocked it with all man
ner of food, weapons and books. When asked 
why he looked inward when everyone else 
was expanding the horizons of their lives, the 
young man would say that he believed the 
current peace was unstable, and that civil 
unrest would soon visit their small nation.

Gradually the young man withdrew from 
society, and grew old. His neighbors came to 
regard him as mad, and as those who knew 
him died and new people moved to the city, 
his isolation became total. He was rarely
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seen, and when he was, adults tended to whis
per to one another and children to run in fear.

Not long ago civil war did break out, and the 
city was mercilessly bombed for more than two 
months. When peace finally fell over the mins 
of the city, survivors visited the old man’s 
home to request his assistance in the recon
struction effort. His house had been destroyed, 
but the heavy door of the shelter still stood, and 
they knocked loudly on it and called the man’s 
name. The old man gave no reply.

Some of the survivors believed that the old 
man might be ill. Others believed he was 
eager to avoid sharing his provisions. 
Whatever their motivations, all agreed that 
the door should be tom down. For hours, the 
survivors dug away the earth around the door, 
and at last they were able to pull the door
frame from the foundation. They were sur
prised to find that the old man was dead; he 
had shot himself. The shelter, on the other 
hand, was much as many had imagined. It 
was set up as a comfortable study. The walls 
were lined with books, and a huge store of 
canned food had been stockpiled beside a 
makeshift kitchen. The dead man sat in an 
upholstered armchair, a book by Tolstoy open 
on his lap, and the rotted remains of what 
must once have been a delicious meal 
arranged on a small table by his right elbow. 
A revolver lay on the floor at his feet.

There was some discussion of why the old 
man would have killed himself, having been 
so wonderfully prepared for the tragedy that 
had taken most citizens by surprise, but such 
talk quickly gave way to the work of raiding 
his pantry. Almost as an afterthought, the 
townspeople also took some of the densest- 
looking books, for it was spring and the 
branches of trees were too green and supple 
to be used as kindling.

Short

The famous linguist came to lecture at our 
town’s university. His speech, delivered 
from an illuminated lectern high on a carpet
ed dais, was very impressive, expanding 
upon some of his most profound and widely 
taught ideas, and many of us left the auditori
um shaken to our very foundations, confident 
that every time we carried on a conversation 
we would hear as if through new ears, and 
understand with astonishing clarity the deep 
roots of our own biological, psychological, 
cultural and sexual expectations. Every 
word, we were certain, would seem new.

A lucky few were invited to the cocktail 
party following the lecture, which was held at 
the monumental home of a university dean, 
and which the linguist was expected to 
attend. And in fact he did arrive, late in the 
evening, accompanied by his wife, a middle- 
aged woman of great beauty who stood 
almost twelve full inches above her husband. 
It was not that the linguist’s wife was espe
cially tall, we quickly realized, but that the 
linguist was extremely short. He was not a 
midget or dwarf, simply short.

As the evening wore on and each of us bent 
the linguist’s learned ear, we also discovered 
that his voice, which had sounded imposing 
and clear through the auditorium’s excellent 
sound system, was in fact small and shrill, 
and as the linguist accepted drink after drink 
from passing waitresses, he began to slur his 
words and inevitably lapsed into Walloon, the 
near-extinct Belgian dialect of his childhood 
and occasional subject of his essays.

In the days that followed, those of us who 
attended the cocktail party began to see the 
linguist’s ideas in a new light; they no longer 
impressed us as particularly original, and 
even struck some of us as obvious, the sort of 
ideas we ourselves might have come up with 
eventually if we’d just put our minds to it.

J. Robert Lennon is the author o f three 
nQ\el$, The Eight of F iling  Stars, The 
funnies qnd On the (Slight ,Plain.,
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Fiction

Dreaming in Dollars
Laura Albritton

They are all there, those sons of bitches, 
the old fogies holding placards reading 
Bajo Arte Comunista and things in 
English that she can’t understand. And the 
invitees, fatties with thin wives in their 
short dresses. Or this is what her friend, 
the photographer San Paulo (the joke of his 
name has long ago worn thin) tells her. 
Pilar’s eyes betray her more each day. So 
the protestors on the way into Santos 
Gallery look like colorful trees waving 
white branches, and the patrons, those peo
ple who might pull out a credit card and 
purchase something to hang in their bath
room, look like giant parrots, squawking as 
loud as possible to overcome the din of 
anti-communist chants.

Pilar smoothes the fabric of her new 
clothes, bought for her by the nice Mrs. 
Santos. They didn’t want her attending the 
opening of the exhibition in her housecoat. 
Mrs. Santos let her pick anything she want
ed from the old lady’s shop in Coral 
Gables; Pilar chose the dress that she could 
see the clearest, a gown covered in red 
sequins. She is, without a doubt, the queen 
of the show. Mr. Santos wheels her to the 
room with her photographs, and brings her 
a glass of rioja, and there she sits, on her 
throne, ready to accept the homage of all 
these people with so much money. In La 
Habana, she’s heard all the compliments 
before, she’s seen her work hang on muse
um walls, but this is the first time-anyone 
with real cash has looked at her portraits, 
and the thought of all those dollars makes

her slurp down her wine so it spills into her 
lap. So what? It’s a red dress, nothing will 
show.

She grabs San Paulo’s arm. “What are 
they selling for?” she whispers, just to hear 
it again.

“Yours?” he says. “Four thousand dol
lars apiece.”

Pilar clutches her heart. She will die, 
right there incher wheel chair throne, if one 
of these gusanos or gringos is crazy enough 
to spend that kind of money on a photo
graph.

“So, she’s nearly blind?” a woman’s 
voice pipes up beside her. „

“Blind,” Pilar agrees, “but not deaf.”
“Lo siento,” the woman says. She squats 

beside Pilar, so they are face to face. “But 
how do you take pictures?”

Pilar shrugs. Someone should refill her 
glass; after all, she is the queen this evening 
and la reina must be served.

“I’ve had my camera since I was eight 
years old,” Pilar says. “I don’t need my 
eyes anymore, I can see the portraits in my 
head.”

Mrs. Santos is now beside her, smelling 
of gardenias. She likes Mrs. Santos; some
how she and her husband got her the visa 
to attend the exhibition opening in Miami. 
Somehow they convinced old fidel that 
Pilar Torres would not defect once she’d 
reached American soil, that she would 
return to La Habana and not embarrass la 
patria by depriving it of one of its living 
legends.

Mrs. Santos pats her hand gently. “The 
great American photographer Walker Evans 
gave Pilar her first camera.”

“My only camera,” Pilar adds. She won

ders if the other woman is still there, still 
listening. “Why should I get another? He 
gave me a Rolleiflex, for fuck’s sake, the 
best camera in the world.”

Someone snickers. This is a gallery, Pilar 
thinks, not a church. People should curse 
when they see art, curse or laugh or weep.

Mrs. Santos has left her side; the smell 
of gardenias fades away. She can make out 
an enormous belly in front of her, and the 
smell of French cologne.

“The people in your pictures are so sad,” 
he says. “Do you always photograph peo
ple looking sad?”

He lisps softly into her ear; he must be 
from Spain. A fat, Spanish frog. For a sec
ond she remembers old Diego Rivera, and 
his froggie stomach, and his rosebud penis, 
and she snorts. There were certain nights 
she would never forget, and that Mexican, 
damn him, made sure that the memory of 
his fatness topping his aPilarble rosy sex 
was one of them.

“Que?” Pilar says. “What were you say
ing?”

“They’re sad,” the Spaniard repeats. “Are 
they always so sad?”

Pilar squeezes her empty glass. “There’s 
nothing I hate more than pictures of people 
grinning like monkeys.”

The Santos son is by her side. “Do you 
need anything, Dona Pilar?”

“More wine,” she says, and thrusts her 
glass towards him.

She’d like to see the other artwork, the 
other photographers’ pictures, like her 
friend San Paulo who takes snaps of build
ings in La Habana on the edge of ruin. 
She’s heard the photographs are beautiful, 
all that decay. The government insisted San
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The front page of Hans Eisner’s passport. 
“Preussen ” (Prussia) is crossed out, 

and “Deutsches Reich ” is 
entered in its place.

continued from page 7

as were some of Haber’s former laboratory 
associates and many personal friends. A num
ber of those who had been forbidden to attend 
were represented by their wives. The Nazis 
made sure the event was the first and last of its 
kind.

Uplifted by the ceremony, but disheartened 
by what he saw in the streets, my father 
returned to Spain. The flight back was not 
without incident.

In the 1930s, flights were short, needing 
several legs for the longer journeys, and the 
trip from Berlin to Barcelona was no excep
tion. At the stopover in Hamburg, uniformed 
authorities boarded the plane and collected 
the passengers’ passports to check them. Just 
the sight of uniforms in those days was 
enough to put my father on edge. His nerv
ousness increased when the officials reboard
ed the plane and returned all the passports 
except his own. My father waited anxiously 
for what seemed like an eternity, finally an

official emerged from the terminal building 
and boarded the plane. He held a passport in 
his hand.

“Eisner?” he intoned as he appeared at the 
door.

“Yes,” my father replied, as he raised his 
hand.

The man walked up to my father, leaned 
over him, and looked him straight in the face. 
“It says in the passport that you were bom in 
Prussia. Prussia is now part of the German 
Reich. We had to make the change.” He hand
ed the passport back to my father, turned on his 
heels, and departed. Within a few hours my 
father was back in Spain, in my mother’s arms.

Acknowledgment:
I am indebted to Ute Deichmann, o f the 

Institute o f Genetics at the University o f 
Cologne, Germany, for helpful information 
related to the Haber memorial.

(Reprinted with permission from the 
Winter 2000/2001 issue of Chemical 
Heritage.)

The Moral Dilemma of American Museums
continued from page 5

past, both its limitations and its lessons. If 
we say that such art should not be seen in 
museums, then we are saying that the muse
um is not a place to debate the central issues 
of our time, that these institutions are not 
relevant to society today.

IV

What about the primary, most obvious 
part of our mission, the collection, preser
vation, and interpretation of our permanent

collections? This is the visible history of 
human consciousness, whether the great 
masterpiece of Japanese painting at the 
Metropolitan, or the first potsherds found in 
Dewitt County and preserved at their his
torical society. It is a given that this func
tion is important; it is why we exist in the 
first place, but it is not enough. We cannot 
rely on that to justify our large budgets and 
even larger concentrations of assets.

Is it enough to say that we preserve our 
own past, like libraries? That we make that 

1 past1 accessible to'millions of schoolchild- 
■ ten and adults'every year in a meaningful

way? That we encourage life-time learning, 
outside the classroom, and in a non-linear, 
truly creative context? That we nurture and 
make accessible the living artist? That, in 
this process, we provide a haven, a spiritual 
oasis, for the visitor, and even a kind of glue 
for a society that has precious little to pull 
it together? Society will tell us whether we 
actually do what our mission says we should 
be doing, and whether that is enough.

Frank Robinson is pirecfor o f the 
Herbert F. Johnson Museum o f  Art at 

' Cornell University:......................................

------ r
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Paulo also take photographs of those same 
buildings, once that man Leal had them ren
ovated to their former colonial glory. San 
Paulo took the pictures, and donated them 
to the Museum of Architecture. He could
n’t bear to see them in his studio. Lies, he 
calls them. Photographic lies.

continued on page 12
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Rethinking Zionism
continued from page 1

occupied territories. Israel needs to do it 
immediately, for its sake and for the sake of 
Jews around the world.

The mainstream Zionist or pro-Zionist 
organizations (e.g. the American Jewish 
Committee, the Zionist Organization of 
America, and of course the American Israel 
Public Affairs Committee, or AIPAC) wish 
to portray the efforts to establish and 
defend a Jewish state in the lands of the 
Bible as simple, pure, clear and above all 
argument. I should know; as a former 
working rabbi I receive frequent mailings 
from such Zionist organizations to this day, 
and what does not come in the mail I can 
view on the Web. I am often dismayed by 
some of their simplistic defenses of Israel, 
arguments that, more often than not, cannot 
withstand thoughtful scrutiny. I am 
shocked by the knee-jerk defense they offer 
for each and every one of Israel’s military 
actions (one example: in the wake of 
Israel’s dropping of a thousand- pound 
bomb on a housing complex, killing a ter
rorist leader but also killing fifteen inno
cent people, the ZOA on its web site offers 
an unapologetic defense of Israel’s “legal 
right” to make the strike). Perhaps such tac
tics help to explain why these organiza
tions, to the discomfort of some Jewish 
leaders, are forming alliances with the 
Christian Right and with far-right politi
cians; such groups and such people also 
tend to favor black-and-white answers, and 
exploit the Israel situation for their own 
ends Furthermore, simplistic answers fit in 
well with George W. Bush’s you-are-with- 
us-or-you-are-with-the-terrorists rhetoric in 
his so-called War on Terror.

Facile answers may sway people in the 
short run, but in the longer course of history 
they do damage. In this time when the very 
soul of Zionism is in crisis, the idea of a 
Jewish state must be re-evaluated in a 
thoughtful manner. The nature and history 
of Zionism in and of themselves indicate 
that extensive compromise with the 
Palestinians should be at the heart of the 
Zionist project. To put it another way, 
allowing for a Palestinian state is not just a 
matter of doing the Palestinians a favor; it is 
the kind of solution that Zionism’s complex 
history, full of both great ideas and serious 
flaws, demands. I would like to take a look 
at and respond to some of the arguments 
that mainstream Zionists have often made 
in support of the idea of a Jewish State. 
Some have merit and others do not; all, 
however, are useful to review in order to 
rethink the meaning of Zionism in a time of 
crisis.
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The Religious Argument

The Bible is often invoked in support of a 
Jewish right to the Holy Land. There are lots 
of texts to quote from, of course: God’s 
covenant with Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, the 
story of the Exodus and the journey to take 
possession of the Land, Joshua’s conquests. 
But there is a problem here. The vast major
ity of Jews are not religious fundamentalists, 
probably including most of the people who 
write Zionist broadsides. If you ask an aver
age Jew if he or she believes that God literal
ly wrote the Torah or that everything in the 
Hebrew Bible is true, chances are that person 
will answer in the negative. Unless one 
believes in biblical inerrancy, one cannot 
know if there even was an Abraham, let 
alone if he received God’s promise. It is 
therefore dishonest for a non-fundamentalist 
to imply that the Bible gives divine sanction 
for Zionism.

Similarly, Jewish texts and traditions sub
sequent to the Bible are invoked as 
justifications of Zionism. True, the standard 
liturgy often poignantly expresses the desire 
to return to Zion. Here again, however, there 
is a problem. Jewish tradition explicitly calls 
for a return to Zion solely in the context of 
the coming of the Messiah, when God will 
restore the People Israel to the land and 
cause the Temple to be rebuilt. A large part 
of the Orthodox community has always rec
ognized this and has remained non- or even 
anti-Zionist. The militant “religious nation
alist” Zionists of today, those who form the 
backbone of the settlers’ movement, have 
taken their Judaism on a radically new 
course. In any case, the authority of Jewish 
tradition ultimately comes from the Torah. 
That takes us right back to the problem of 
non-fundamentalists invoking fundamental
ist beliefs.

The Argument 
from Jewish History

Standard Zionist arguments are also often 
built upon the concept of Jewish history. 
Jews, they say, held sovereignty over the 
Holy Land long before the Arabs did. 
History, furthermore, reveals four thousand 
years of continuous Jewish involvement with 
the Holy Land. Therefore, the Jews have the 
clearest right to it today. Their present sover
eignty picks up a thread dropped two thou
sand years ago when the Romans destroyed 
the Second Temple, as does their revival of 
the Hebrew language as a spoken tongue.

I myself spent years making similar argu
ments for Zionism. From an existential and 
psychological point of view, they have a lot 
of merit. They also have the advantage of not 
bringing God’s absolute will into the picture, 
providing a spiritual doorway through which 
non-fundamentalist denominations of 
Judaism can blend their religious practices 
with a sense of participation with the Jewish 
state. But we must qualify the argument from 
history with some facts from history. 
Genuine Jewish sovereignty in the Land 
ended early, in 586 B.C., when the 
Babylonians destroyed the first Temple and 
exiled the Jews. When, under the Persians, 
Jews were permitted to return, they were 
allowed sovereignty only over their internal 
affairs becoming what we would now call a 
demilitarized state. So it remained under the 
Greeks and under the Romans, apart from 
the relatively brief and unsteady reign of 
Judah Maccabee’s descendants, the 
Hasmoneans. The Holy Land for centuries 
contained a mixture of Jewish and Greco- 
Roman culture. Hebrew was not the spoken 
language, but rather Aramaic. Thus it is a 
gross oversimplification to portray modern 
Israel as representing the neat mending of a 
chain that was broken-on the sad day that the- • «n i M n  > t » i • • < « <««

• Romans destroyed the Temple............. ..

Furthermore, since the Babylonian Exile, a 
large portion of world Jewry never wanted to 
return to the Land. In Babylonia itself, in 
Alexandria and around the Mediterranean, in 
many other places, Jewish communities with 
their own cultures thrived. In-deed, the expe
rience of Jews having to live out their Judaism 
amid the Gentiles helped to make Judaism the 
strong, “portable” religion that it became.

The point here is that modem Israel does 
not represent a simple revival of the past, as 
Zionist organizations often portray it. It is a 
new phenomenon in the world; even its spo
ken Hebrew language is in large part a mod
em re-invention. This does not invalidate 
Zionism or Israel, and Zionists are right 
when they claim that even during the cen
turies of total exile the Jews always regarded 
the Land of Israel in a special way. It does 
indicate, however, that the argument from 
history is at best only partially successful. 
And let us not forget that the Arabs have 
been in the Holy Land for thirteen hundred 
years. That is a long time. The Palestinians, 
too, have their own argument from history.

The Jewish Survival Argument

In the wake of the Holocaust, the greatest 
cataclysm of Jewish history, the Zionist argu
ment that a Jewish homeland is required as a 
shelter for Jews is a very potent one. Indeed, 
Zionism itself arose as a response to the 
czarist persecutions and other forms of anti- 
Semitism toward the end of the nineteenth 
century. Theodor Herzl, early Zionism’s 
spokesman, expressed the common view that 
the “Jewish Question” would never go away, 
that anti-Semitism is a permanent feature of 
the landscape. Only a Jewish state could pro
vide shelter and normalize the Jewish condi
tion. Both before and after it achieved 
statehood, Israel took in many thousands of 
Jewish refugees from around the world.

Closely related to the argument of physical 
survival is that of spiritual and cultural sur
vival. The early Zionist Asher Ginzburg, 
known by the pen name Ahad Ha-Am (that 
is, “one of the people”) emphasized the role 
of a Jewish state as a center of Jewish life 
that could energize the entire Jewish world 
and preserve Judaism from total assimila
tion: “[Fjrom this center, the spirit of 
Judaism will radiate to the great circumfer
ence, to all the communities of the Diaspora, 
to inspire them with new life and to preserve 
the overall unity of our people [from The 
Jewish State and Jewish Problem, 1897].”
As these words indicate, Ahad Ha-Am was 
not eager to eliminate the Diaspora and bring 
all the Jews to Zion, as many Zionists were.
He was most concerned that a Jewish settle
ment in Palestine followed by a Jewish state 
would offer much more than mere shelter to 
the world Jewish community. In many ways, 
his dreams were fulfilled. Israel has pro
duced a new Hebrew literature and other 
forms of artistic endeavor; it is a center of 
Jewish publishing and of many Jewish insti
tutions. Jews the world over benefit from this 
cultural and spiritual productivity, just as 
Ahad Ha-Am had hoped.

Again, however, we must look at the other 
side of the coin. By serving as the permanent 
shelter for world Jewry, Israelis suffer the 
great burden of the expectations placed upon 
them by people who do not actually live in 
their country. The concept of Israel as an 
answer to the Holocaust so often invoked by 
Israel’s defenders takes meaning away from 
the living, breathing Israel that tries to evolve 
from day to day. And even the role of Israel as 
the center of Jewish culture can have the 
effect of stymieing the growth of a new Israeli 
identity. Ahad Ha-Am wanted a truly Jewish 
state and not, as he said, “a state for Jews,” but 
modem life militates against this goal. The 
great majority of Israelis -are secular people 
looking toward the>seculab societal models of '•> *

the West. The result can be expressed in an 
interesting question: is it “Jewish” when a Jew 
orders a pizza in Hebrew, or is let off from 
work on Jewish holidays and spends them at 
the beach? Some would say yes, others no. 
And what does it mean when the person doing 
those things happens to be a non-Jewish citi
zen of Israel?

Accusations of 
Colonialism and Racism

Opponents of Zionism have always 
claimed that it is a colonialist movement, a 
seizure of Arab lands. They claim that what 
the extremist settlers are doing today is all of 
a piece with what Zionism has always done. 
They point to the fact that, from the time of 
early settlement to the present day, Jews have 
looked to the West for help, and they aver 
that the Jewish settlement in Palestine served 
Western interests from the very start. They 
claim that Zionism is an inherently discrimi
natory or “racist” system because: a) its Law 
of Return gives Jews, including converts, 
unlimited rights to emigrate to Israel but 
denies the right of return to Palestinians with 
direct family ties to land in the Jewish state 
and b) it conceives of the land as an inherent
ly Jewish land, and therefore even the Arabs 
who are Israeli citizens will always be sec
ond-class citizens there, ostracized from 
mainstream society.

Standard Zionist defenses tend to brush 
aside these arguments, calling them “distor
tions” of the true meaning of Zionism. 
Zionism, they say, is the national liberation 
movement of the Jewish people, and the Law 
of Return and the concept of Jewish land are 
the necessary instruments of this liberation. 
The Law of Return is sometimes compared 
to affirmative action in America; it gives 
advantages to the Jews to make up for the 
losses of their years of statelessness and per
secution.

There is a degree of truth in such defenses, 
but they nevertheless dance around issues 
that will not go away. Let’s face it: when the 
Jewish pioneers came, people were already 
there. One only has to read Mark Twain’s 
account of his travels in Palestine in 
Innocents Abroad, written decades before 
Zionism got underway, to know that 
Palestine, though poor and partly barren, was 
also a land of towns, olive groves and culti
vated fields. When the Jews came, they did 
not try to blend in with the local society. On 
the contrary, their ideology demanded that 
they work on building the “new Jew,” buying 
land from absentee landlords and working it 
themselves, which meant pushing aside the 
Arab tenant fanners who had worked it 
before. When they “made the desert bloom” 
it was for their own sake, not that of the 
Palestinians. The early Zionists were 
Europeans and were no doubt affected by 
European disdain for the “backward” peo
ples of the East. Funded by Western benefac
tors, the Zionists were eventually offered 
Palestine as a Jewish homeland by the 
British over Arab objections (in the famous 
Balfour Declaration of 1917), largely to 
serve British imperial aims. Today, of course, 
Israel depends heavily on the United States. 
Though the Zionists did not intend to be col
onizers, and were never part of a nefarious 
conspiracy to dominate the Arabs, neverthe
less, despite their best wishes, their project 
took on a colonizing aspect as an unintended 
consequence. This is the aspect of Zionism 
that the Palestinians chiefly tend to focus on.

Do the Law of Return and the idea of a 
Jewish land amount to racism? Clearly, that 
charge is exaggerated. Nevertheless, it is 
undeniable that, though Israel has many non- 
Jewish citizens of various backgrounds, its 
Jewish citizens enjoy a privileged status,

■> ccmtmwed<on pagel'h  . >
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Rethinking Zionism
continued from page 10

Penelope’s Confession

contrary to the concept of a full democracy.
It is a standard Zionist argument that the 

Jews came to the land on behalf of all. They 
would raise living standards in the Middle 
East through their industry and Western 
know-how, educating their neighbors in the 
arts of nation building. No doubt, these 
intentions were and are real and there is 
some truth to them. However, this is the very 
argument that colonizers have always used, 
from Pax Romana through Pax Britannica to 
Pax Americana, to justify their rule. It does 
not represent a relationship of equals, but at 
best the relationship of patronizer to patron
ized, of “my way or the highway.” That is 
how the Palestinians and their neighbors see 
it.

A closely related problem is the question 
of, as we say here, “church and state.” 
Zionism posits that the Jews represent a peo
ple, not just a religion, and that therefore a 
democratic, secular state can serve their aims 
and interests. Nevertheless, Israel relies upon 
a religious definition of “who is a Jew,” 
which is to say, being bom of a Jewish moth
er or undergoing religious conversion to 
Judaism. This lends a theocratic aspect to the 
government of the Jewish state. Indeed, 
despite the secular orientation of the majority 
of Israelis, Orthodox rabbis wield significant 
political and cultural power over the society. 
Paradoxically, as Jewish ethnicity continues 
to be diluted by modem society, the theocrat
ic view of the Jewish state has become 
stronger. Yet few Zionists would want Israel 
to become another Pakistan, Saudi Arabia or 
Iran. Over the course of time, these contra
dictions within Israeli society will have to be 
changed by the Israelis themselves.

Palestinian and 
Arab Rejectionism

Zionist organizations go to great pains to 
recount the many times that Arabs in gener
al and the Palestinians in particular have 
rejected opportunities for peace. In 1947, 
the Arabs refused to recognize the U.N. par
tition plan and went to war instead. In 1967, 
Egypt, Jordan and Syria refused to trade the 
land Israel seized for peace. More recently, 
Yasir Arafat “walked out” on an offer by 
then Prime Minister Barak for a generous 
share of land in exchange for peace. Up 
until relatively recently most Arab states 
officially dismissed the Jewish state as a 
foreign, colonial intrusion into their world, 
and thus the idea of making peace was 
untenable for them. These are only a few 
major examples.

It would go far beyond the scope of the 
present argument to try to recount all such 
charges and comment on their merit. 
Needless to say, Arabs and Palestinians 
have their lists of counter-charges. Chief 
among them is the policy of empowering 
the proponents of Greater Israel to build 
settlements in the territories, followed by 
monetary incentives to encourage non-ideo- 
logical Israelis to move into those regions 
and build actual towns and suburbs, making 
it appear that Israel does not take the idea of 
land for peace seriously. Ehud Barak’s offer 
(under Bill Clinton’s sponsorship) may not 
be quite so “generous” as it first appears 
(see the Gush Shalom web site for a left- 
wing Israeli critique) and certainly does not 
offer the Palestinians true independence. 
Arafat may not be a trustworthy man, but 
this does not mean that Barak’s was the 
only legitimate point of view at the negotia
tions.

The reality we are left with is that finger 
pointing and recriminations have no end. As 
it is, the entire West Bank and Gaza form 
only twenty-two per cent of the former 
Palestine, much of this inferior land in the 
rocky hills. Surely the Palestinians are

owed this much, plus a division of 
Jerusalem that would allow them to have 
their seat of government in part of the actu
al city and not, as Barak’s offer would have 
it, in its suburbs. The Palestinians had 
already agreed to accede to the 1967 bor
ders in the Oslo Accord. That was not a 
“rejectionist” act.

It is undoubtedly very difficult for Jews 
around the world, notably American Jews, to 
think of Zionism as an idea that has both 
merits and flaws. Even though millions of 
Jews in America are affiliated with a syna
gogue at some point in their lives, most do 
not define themselves as particularly reli
gious. The ethnicity that held them together 
in the past (in this country, usually the 
Yiddish-speaking East European form of 
Jewishness) has by and large disappeared in 
the great “melting pot” of America. But 
Israel is something concrete for them to 
believe in, a psychological counterweight to 
the horror of the Holocaust that continues to 
be felt. Can they be blamed if they want their 
object of comfort to be unblemished?

But Zionism is a phenomenon of humans 
with human limitations. In the end, it is a 
movement of modem Jews who look to the 
past for spiritual backing and guidance, not 
Jews who sprang like Athena from the heads 
of the ancient Hebrew warriors, nor Jews 
who are fulfilling a messianic promise. That 
Zionism serves many legitimate needs does 
not obviate its serious and harmful flaws. Its 
history is of no greater merit than the history 
of the Palestinians, despite that fact that the 
Palestinians have also created a flawed 
nationalism. It is almost a truism that the 
overwhelming majority of Israelis and 
Palestinians fervently desire a peaceful solu
tion to their conflict. For that to happen, both 
fundamentalist rejectionism among the 
Palestinians and maximalist versions of 
Zionism must be deprived of political and 
military support. Only then can the land be 
truly shared.

David Regenspan is a former rabbi who 
is currently completing a historical novel 
about Jews and Muslims in medieval Spain, 
City of Pomegranates. He lives with his fam
ily in Ithaca, N. Y.

continued from page 3

If there is one thing along with Arafat's 
ruinous regime that has done us more 
harm as a cause it is this calamitous 
policy of killing Israeli civilians, which 
further proves to the world that we are 
indeed terrorists and an immoral 
movement. For what gain no one has 
been able to say (Al Ahram, 1).

Compared to Ahmad’s and Said’s condem
nation of terrorism, what can be said about the 
U.S. government, the mass media, and leading 
American intellectuals? The issue is not mere
ly a debating point in an academic discussion. 
As the historian Howard Zinn has written: 
“We can reasonably conclude that how 
we think is not just mildly interesting, not 
just a subject for intellectual debate, but a 
matter of life and death” (Declarations o f  
Independence: Cross-Examining American 
Ideology, 1-2). There is an urgent need for 
Americans to reconsider our assumptions 
about terrorism and the entire Israeli- 
Palestinian struggle. It is our government’s 
material support that allows Israel to continue 
its occupation, as it “remains a state still ulti
mately dependent for its defence and prosper
ity on the United States.... If American support 
were ever withdrawn from Zionism, its intran
sigence would swiftly erode [and] the fate of 
the Palestinians * would instantly alter” ,

I won’t say there wasn’t a night 
when I didn’t long to let one in 
but something held me back.

It wasn’t love of you
but what we made together:
this boy, this home, this Ithaca.

I filled your absence with the sea 
that robbed me. I hated it 
at first, its pebbles radiant

when wet, dull dry
like seaweed or bleached wood.
Then it became my familiar;

I let it lap my feet 
imagining the same water 
distant, licking your ship.

Years I held sway 
not by guile but taking 
my cue from your nemesis.

Calm, terrible when crossed,
I kept our estate intact 
and let oafs wallow

(Anderson, “Scurrying Towards Bethlehem,” 29).
Unfortunately, under the present Bush 

administration this kind of policy change 
appears increasingly unlikely. For domestic 
political reasons, Bush has backed away from 
even the mildest criticism of Ariel Sharon’s 
refusal to countenance any meaningful politi
cal accommodation with the Palestinians. If

out of their depths; 
what they wasted I learned 
to replenish; never still,

I oversaw each planting, 
of olive and vine, each mating 
of bull with rutting heifer.

You never loved Ithaca 
as I do. I dipped my hands 
in this earth and watched it fall,

black through my fingers.
Nights I felt it tremble 
in the Earthshaker’s hands

like the boy asleep beside me 
(calm, terrible when crossed) 
and I knew I could be faithful.

So set your mind at rest
my love. I am not what you left
yet constant as this home, this Ithaca.

Skin

anything, as plans proceeds for an invasion of 
Iraq—with inevitable widespread civilian 
casualties—Bush may soon rival Sharon 
when it comes to the uses of terror.

John Marciano, an Emeritus Professor at SUNY 
Cortland and long-time human rights activist in 
Ithaca, lives in Santa Monica, California.
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Like rust that forms a film, 
coating the hulls of ships, 
the skin grows brittle and thin, 
its surface scarred and pitted 
by a lifetime’s weathering.

Marked by old scars 
its riveted lines tell tales: 
a half-moon on the calf, 
indelible trophy of glass 
on a rooftop, met by chance.

Near my hairline, a false part 
where a nail scored my scalp; 
the .neat line that marked 
my son’s rise to the world.
His departure left no scar.

The lines that mark the skin 
are all survivors’ tales; 
the fire that raged within 
gutted the hull and left 
no trace as my ship limped in.

—Gail Holst-Warhaft

Terrorism in the Mirror
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Dreaming in Dollars
continued from page 9

A glass of wine is placed in her hand. If 
she could see, she could guess that this 
Santos hijo is handsome, handsome and 
rich and young, and therefore one of the 
lucky ones who walk this earth like gods.

“Dona Pilar, I want you to meet Henry 
Gerson. He collects many artists from Latin 
America.”

She feels her hand picked up, placed into 
a cold palm, shook softly.

“I own a Manuel Alvarez Bravo,” he 
says.

“Good for you,” Pilar answers. She 
doesn’t want to hear about that Bravo, that 
romantico; it’s her night and she wants this 
man to take his cold, fishy hand away from 
hers.

“Your work is very interesting.” 
“Gracias,” Pilar says. She sighs. There is 

no more damning euphemism than “inter
esting.” He’s not going to fork over his dol
lars for her.

For weeks she has dreamed of dollars. A 
good pair of shoes with cushiony soles; 
decent cigarillos instead of those dirty 
things she’s been forced to smoke; and a 
gold tooth to replace the gap on the left 
side of her mouth. Gold is one of the col
ors she can still see, the sparkling liquid 
metal that warms her like a hot lover. She 
used to own gold, necklaces, earrings, a 
bracelet, gifts from men, but they were sold 
long ago, to buy something mundane and 
very unbeautiful, like potatoes or light- 
bulbs.

The noise rockets off the wooden floors 
like bullets, Spanish and English and even, 
she thinks, a string of Italian. Her ears feel 
attacked. She wants to cover her ears with 
her hands, but then she will seem ungrate
ful, and she is grateful. The hotel where 
she spent the last night had a bed as soft as 
feathers and a bathtub that jetted hot 
streams of water like a washing machine. 

“Who is that girl?”
It is a man, and his hand is on her shoul

der. She sniffs the air. Soap, he smells like 
soap, and his Spanish is lousy, like pieces 
of wood falling from his mouth.

“What girl?” she says, and wriggles his 
hand away.

“The one in the photograph.”
“Just a girl,” Pilar answers.
She squints, and can almost see the out

lines of a dark suit. She does not like inter
rogations. She does not submit to them, not 
here, not at home.

“I think I know her,” he says. “I think I 
know who she is.”

Pilar grits her teeth. “Then why ask me?” 
He bends down beside her, his mouth 

breathing wine-soaked air into her ear. “I 
will buy your picture if you tell me about 
the girl.”

“Ay, it’s so loud here my ears are ring
ing,” she complains. “This is no place to 
have a conversation.”

“Then later,” he says, “after the opening 
is finished. I can take you to dinner.”

Pilar considers telling him she doesn’t 
go out to dinner with strange men, but then 
stops herself from that blatant hypocrisy. 
When she had the tits and the ass and the 
dangerous hips of her youth, she went out 
to dinner with every sort of crazy.

“You come by my hotel,” she says. “The 
St. Pierre. We can eat there.”-<c.

He hands her a rectangle of paper.
“Que es?” she asks.
“My card.”
Pilar stuffs the card down the front of 

her red dress, so that San Paulo can read it 
later.

But still, this infuriating gringo doesn’t 
leave. “Just tell me her name.”

“Whose name?” Pilar asks.
“The girl in the picture.”
Pilar holds the name on the tip of her 

tongue for a moment, letting the syllables

vibrate against her teeth.
“Ana.”
Her big mouth always gets the better of 

her.
The man walks away. He walks like he 

talks, wooden, heavy, thumping like a mil
itary guard on inspection, with no grace, 
no imagination, and no warmth. But if he 
pays four thousand dollars for her photo
graph, she can find warmth somewhere 
else.

At the St. Pierre Pilar fills her giant 
jacuzzi tub with water the temperature of 
hell. One of her pictures got the red dot 
that meant sold, dinero, deluxe dinners for

many days if not years. But the other three 
still hang in the darkened gallery, 
unadorned by dots and unloved and 
unbought. San Paulo did better; his pictures 
of their country’s slow decay brought tears 
to exile eyes and cash from their pockets. 
But only one person, an Argentine banker, 
wanted a Pilar Torres portrait of sad faces 
staring with the blank look of despair.

There is still the gringo who gave her his 
card. They are to meet for dinner down
stairs at eleven. She is preparing herself for 
this meeting, sinking her wrinkled flesh 
into the scalding bath to refresh her mind. 
She is preparing the story of the girl, which 
she pretended to barely remember, although 
she remembers perfectly; it’s her eyes that 
have grown hazy not her mind. No one 
seems to understand that, and sometimes, 
she allows them to retain this mispercep
tion, because ignorance can be amusing.

Her name was Ana de la Cruz, a girl with 
a Cuban name who looked as gringa as 
Marilyn Monroe, without the big chest. 
Only half Cuban, speaking a Spanish that 
stopped and started like a Havana public 
bus low on gas. The picture wasn’t sup

posed to be of the gringa turista; she’d 
come to Pilar’s apartment with Rodrigo, 
the professor who moved like a constant 
merengue, hips that hinted of magical pow
ers. Ana was pregnant; that much was obvi
ous. but not with Rodrigo’s baby. She 
couldn’t find the man who gave_ her this 
baby, this lump in her belly, from one quick 
night of passion; that was why she stayed 
on in La Habana—to continue her search— 
instead of returning to the bank account 
that waited for her on the other side of the 
florida Straits. Rodrigo had saved her life, 
or that was the story, so Ana hung around 
him, doing his laundry and cooking meals 
which, he confided, tasted like charred

pieces of lizard (something that he’d actu
ally tried one night, forced to the absurdity 
of real hunger).

Pilar said to the gringa, the girl like a 
refugee from a drowning, let me take your 
picture.

Ana said, let me read your cards.
This is how the girl supported herself in 

La Habana, with a stack of tarot cards— 
which struck Pilar as highly funny, since 
everyone knows their future—we’re all 
going to die and that’s the last word on the 
subject. She didn’t need a deck of cards to 
explain what was waiting for her in years, 
maybe months if the clinic ran out of the 
blood pressure medicine that kept her lev
els from shooting as high as the stars.

She took pictures of the girl, sitting in a 
broken wicker chair before a window that 
looked out onto an alley lined with drying 
laundry. Then she retired her Rolleiflex to 
its special place, her altar to her art, and 
waited for her reading with the impatience 
of a true cynic, one who isn’t even sure the 
sun’s going to rise some days.

Rodrigo said into Pilar’s ear, before Ana 
got started, “The cards are just for show, I 
think. She doesn’t even need them, and her

readings are too specific to be really tarot. 
Pay attention.”

This is what Ana said: you will sell your 
pictures for many dollars and live out the 
last year of your life in a comfort you 
haven’t known since Americans operated 
casinos in the heart of the city. You will die 
in your sleep and your pictures will be put 
in a book, and one day, exhibited in a New 
York City museum with Tina Modotti’s. 
(Pilar growled when she heard that, that her 
work would stand beside Tina’s, the actress 
who professed communism but never 
missed a meal in her life.) You will visit 
Miami and then return to your country, 
grateful to live in poverty on your island 
instead of wealth in a foreign land where 
they all speak English and no one can real
ly dance.

Then Ana grew even sadder than before. 
She picked at her blond hair, as though it 
contained lice. She molded her belly, about 
five months was Pilar’s guess.

If you take my picture with you to 
Miami, Ana said, someone will want to buy 
it. There are two things you should know 
about this man: he will move heaven and 
earth to return me to the States before I 
find Guillermo, the father of this fatherless 
fetus; and he will go to all this trouble, not 
because he was the law partner of my 
father, but because on my fourteenth birth
day he took the rose of my virginity and 
ruined me for men my own age.

After this reading, Pilar advised Rodrigo 
in private: get rid of this girl. She’s obvi
ously mad, and one day she’ll create some 
problems for you which will be impossible 
to resolve.

Stepping out of the bath. Pilar can see 
her body in the wide mirror over the sink. 
It’s then, even with her poor vision, that 
she doesn’t regret the fact that she’ll die 
within the year. It’s too depressing to still 
have all the parts, the tits, the cunt, and 
never have the opportunity to use them 
because the sight of her naked would cause 
the balls on most men to shrink to the size 
of peanuts.

She wraps herself in the soft bathrobe 
supplied by the St. Pierre Hotel and goes 
to the phone. Money, she knows, is a good 
thing. In her time, she has slept with men 
who smelled like caca and sold her photo
graphs to unenlightened bureaucrats and 
even once denounced a perfectly innocent 
neighbor for subversive activity, all for 
money. The man, this lawyer, will pay the 
four thousand dollars the Santoses ask; he 
might even be persuaded to give her a lit
tle something extra without telling her 
patrons who brought her to this country.

But, after all, the gringa Ana said death 
would come for her in a year, and there’s 
only so much to buy in La Habana.

Pilar picks up the telephone beside the 
desk, and asks to speak to the one 
concierge, the Venezuelan, who’ll under
stand her language.

“There’s un hombre who will come for 
me at eleven,” she says. “We have a dinner 
appointment. Tell him that I am not in.”

Pilar lies back into the down comforter 
on her bed and reaches for the remote con
trol. The television lights up in beautiful 
colors, shapes that she can follow. She lis
tens. It is a cooking show, the man is Italian 
and prepares veal scallopini for an enthusi
astic American audience. Pilar reaches for 
the telephone again.

“Bring me a steak,” she says, “and 
French fries and then strawberry ice cream. 
And a bottle of wine, a Bordeaux.”

Laura Albritton is a writer who teach
es at the University o f Miami. She recently 
completed a novel set in Cuba, from which 
this excerpt is extracted


