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For Lou Barcott and Will Barcott, my best teachers




Who has not asked himself at some time or other: am I a monster or is this what it means to be a person?


—­CLARICE LISPECTOR


It is always tempting, of course, to impose one’s view rather than to undergo the submission required by art—­a submission, akin to that of generosity or love . . .


—­SHIRLEY HAZZARD
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PROLOGUE


THE CHILD RAPIST


ROMAN POLANSKI


It all began for me in the rainy spring of 2014, when I found myself locked in a lonely—­okay, imaginary—­battle with an appalling genius. I was researching Roman Polanski for a book I was writing and I found myself awed by his monstrousness. It was monumental, like the Grand Canyon, huge and void-­like and slightly incomprehensible.


On March 10, 1977—­I recite these details from memory—­Roman Polanski brought Samantha Gailey to his friend Jack Nicholson’s house in the Hollywood Hills. He urged her into the Jacuzzi, encouraged her to strip, gave her a Quaalude, followed her to where she sat on a couch, penetrated her, shifted his position, penetrated her anally, ejaculated. All of these details piled up, but I was left with a simple fact: anal rape of a thirteen-­year-­old.


And yet. Despite my knowledge of Polanski’s crime, I was still able to consume his work. Eager to. Throughout the spring and summer of 2014, I watched the films, their beauty its own kind of monument, impervious to my knowledge of his crime. I wasn’t supposed to love this work, or this man. He was the object of boycotts and lawsuits and outrage. Even so, here I sat in my living room, watching Repulsion, Rosemary’s Baby, Chinatown.


It’s hard to imagine a scene of greater coziness and safety. My house sat in the middle of a field in the middle of the woods in the middle of an almost entirely crime-­free island. The living room faced south and was flooded with light even on the gloomiest Pacific Northwest afternoon. The room was furnished haphazardly—­frankly a bit shabbily—­and filled with books and paintings. It was the kind of room that would be recognizable the world over as the living quarters of a culture worker, or at least a culture lover. It was a room that suggested—­all those books—­that human problems could be solved by the application of careful thought and considered ethics. It was a humanist room. I mean, if you were in a certain mood you could call it a room descended from the Enlightenment. That’s a lot for a room to signify, especially when the bookshelves are from IKEA. But it was clear to see: in this room, everything could be cured by thinking.


That was my mental framework as I settled in to watch the films of Roman Polanski. Really, to solve the problem of Roman Polanski—­the problem of loving someone who had done such a terrible thing. I wanted to be a virtuous consumer, a demonstrably good feminist, but at the same time I also wanted to be a citizen of the world of art, a person who was the opposite of a philistine. The question, the puzzle, for me was how I might behave correctly, confronted with these twin and seemingly contradictory imperatives. I felt pretty sure the problem was solvable. I just needed to think harder. I made it through the early films, starting with Knife in the Water, made when he was barely out of art school. I had first seen it as a college student and felt terrified and confused by it—­so pretty and so scary. It still felt that way. From there I went on to The Tenant, Repulsion, Rosemary’s Baby, Chinatown. All films I had seen many times. I expected them to be radically altered by my deeper knowledge of Polanski’s crimes, but that’s not exactly what happened. The knowledge just sort of hovered there.


Drawn in by the great films from the 1960s and ’70s, I watched the newer movies too. The Ghost Writer, a film that seemed to have gone unseen by everyone except film buffs: in it, Ewan McGregor ghostwrites the life story of tycoon Pierce Brosnan, and—­get this—­not all is as it seems. The film ought to be a formulaic thriller, but in Polanksi’s hands it becomes something weirder and better. In fact, it opens with a shot that made me feel confused and dumb in the face of its very goodness. What made the shot so magnificent, so magisterial? It is, after all, a simple image: a lone car in the open mouth of the deck of a ferry. But it’s filled with menace. Writing now, I can see the scene in my mind’s eye and feel its furious, implacable beauty.


Somehow that Polanski moment—­not the Los Angeles River of Chinatown, not the gleeful menacing “chocolate mouse” of Rosemary’s Baby, not the image from Repulsion of Catherine Deneuve crawling down a hallway in her negligee—­is what made me really feel his greatness. An unfamous moment, in an unfamous film, and still it thrilled me. Even Polanski’s throwaway moments shine hard—­pearls cast before his detractors.


My love of the films did not grow from any forgiveness of his crime. That forgiveness never happened, even though I understood the circumstances and the context: sex between grown men and teenage girls was normalized at the time, the subject matter of songs and films; Gailey has said she forgives him; Polanski himself was a victim, his mother murdered at Auschwitz, his father held in concentration camps, his wife and unborn child murdered by the Manson Family. There’s no denying the horror of Polanski’s backstory—­after all, two of the terrors of the twentieth century happened to him, personally. None of this swayed me toward forgiveness, though; it wasn’t as if I weighed the issue and decided that, given these mitigating factors, the crime wasn’t so bad after all. The fact was, I simply wanted to watch the films because they were great.


I told myself that Polanski was a genius and that was all there was to it, problem solved—­but as I watched, I couldn’t ignore something that seemed disturbingly akin to a twinge. More than a twinge, truth be told. My conscience was bothering me. The specter of Polanski’s crime wouldn’t leave the room.


I found I couldn’t solve the problem of Roman Polanski by thinking. The poet William Empson said life involves maintaining oneself between contradictions that can’t be solved by analysis. I found myself in the midst of one of those contradictions.


Polanski would be no problem for the viewer at all—­just another example of how some men happen to be black holes—­if the films were bad. But they’re not.


There is no other contemporary figure who balances these two forces so equally: the absoluteness of the monstrosity and the absoluteness of the genius.


Polanski made Chinatown, often called one of the greatest films of all time.


Polanski drugged and anally raped thirteen-­year-­old Samantha Gailey.


There the facts sit, unreconcilable.


How would I maintain myself between these contradictions?


My comfy living room couch had become an uneasy chair. I didn’t know what to do about Polanski; and I did feel, if somewhat obscurely, that something needed to be done. Or needed to be decided.


I hoped that there would be an expert who would tell me what to do. Some kind of philosopher who had puzzled it out before. I studied intellectual history in college but could think of no one who had addressed this head-­on. One afternoon I fired off an email to my undergrad program director, an intellectual historian himself, a mustachioed, jolly, brilliant person like a character from a David Lodge novel. After I hit Send, I did a kind of mental dusting of hands; surely my beloved professor would get this thorny problem solved once and for all.


Looking back, I’m fascinated by my immediate instinct to find an expert—­and a white male expert, at that. I had an impulse to farm out the problem, to seek an authority. The idea that no such authority existed did not cross my mind.


Hi John, [I wrote]


Hope all is well with you. I’m writing to you in your Herr Professor role, hoping you might be able to help me with a question. . . .


I find myself working on a long piece of writing (I hesitate to call it a book) about Roman Polanski. . . . One of the things that’s arisen attendant to Polanski: the problem of the artist whose work we love and whose morals we loathe. I’m sure there’s lots of writing on this area but I’m not sure where to start. I mean, aside from Arianna Huffington’s Picasso book. Any suggestions?


Hope you don’t mind my shamelessly exploiting your expertise. . . .


Yours,


C


Well, John couldn’t help.


He wrote back suggesting I read up on V. S. Naipaul, who was personally pretty awful, or think about great artists who were fascist sympathizers, like Ezra Pound.


No, that wasn’t what I wanted exactly. I’d spent my life being disappointed by beloved male artists: John Lennon beat his wife; T. S. Eliot was an anti-­Semite; Lou Reed has been accused of abuse, racism, and anti-­Semitism (these offenses are so unimaginative, aside from everything else). I didn’t want to compile a catalogue of monsters—­after all, wasn’t the history of art simply already that? I had a dawning realization—­I was trying to find out not about the artists, but about the audience. Polanski had become not his own problem, but my problem. I had a glimmer of a thought: I wanted to write an autobiography of the audience.


Such a book was a little mysterious to contemplate. It would take place where, exactly? Inside my head? Within my living room as I read or watched television? In my car as I listened to music? In a theater or a museum or a rock club? Suddenly all these humdrum locations seemed like sites of drama.


. . .


If I were writing an honest autobiography of the audience—­I mean the audience of the work of monstrous men—­that autobiography would need to balance these two elements: the greatness of the work and the terribleness of the crime. I wished someone would invent an online calculator—­the user would enter the name of an artist, whereupon the calculator would assess the heinousness of the crime versus the greatness of the art and spit out a verdict: you could or could not consume the work of this artist.


A calculator is laughable, unthinkable. Yet our moral sense must be made to come into balance with our art-­love (the Germans, of course, have a term for this or so I am told: Liebe zur Kunst). I wanted for there to be a universal balance, a universal answer, though I suspected maybe that balance is different for everyone. A friend who was gang-­raped in high school says that any and all work by artists who’ve exploited and abused women should be destroyed. A gay friend whose adolescence was redeemed by art says that art and artist must be separated entirely. It’s possible that both these people are right.


We don’t always love who or what we’re supposed to love. Woody Allen himself famously quoted Emily Dickinson: “The heart wants what it wants.” Auden said it more nicely, as he said almost everything more nicely: “The desires of the heart are as crooked as corkscrews.” The desires of the audience’s heart are as crooked as corkscrews. We continue to love what we ought to hate. We can’t seem to turn the love off.


. . .


I began to see that these questions had been haunting me for years—­as a film critic, a book critic, simply a viewer and consumer and fan of art. For a long time, this question seemed my private purview—­a lonely puzzle of pleasure and responsibility, almost a kind of hobby, like needle felting or co-­rec soccer. The question seemed personal, and the answers contingent—­upon my mood, upon the individual artist and the specific work.


In those years, the years leading up to 2016, I didn’t know we were about to enter a new landscape where heroes would fall, one after another, and the response to their failures would no longer be a private sadness but a collective outrage. I didn’t know that our private pain was about to become political or that our world was about to seem a lot more fragile. The cruelty of the world, over the next few years, would become much more visible. It almost seemed to burst into view, like a villain entering stage left. But of course the cruelty was not new—­it had been there all along. Some of us were just ignoring it.


While in the grip of my Polanski mania, I was asked to record a contribution to a radio documentary about Rosemary’s Baby. The night before I was due to go into the recording studio, I re-­watched the film. It took me forever. I lay on my couch, making my way through the film with delicious slowness, pausing almost frame by frame, enraptured by the shapes on the screen, the way Polanski shot the scenes of John Cassavetes and Mia Farrow’s apartment from the floor, so the audience is given a hell’s-­eye view. I marveled at the film’s humor, its beauty, its idiosyncratic performances, its evocation of a very female terror.


Rosemary, in her chic little white dresses and Vidal Sassoon hair, hurtles toward her own doom. She’s goaded on her way by her husband, her doctor, all the men she is meant to trust. This tightening noose of male control is recognizable to any woman who’s ever felt herself reduced to the role of mother and subtly encouraged to ignore her own feelings or intuition—­in other words, it’s a very ordinary experience here made menacing and extraordinary. Rosemary’s pregnancy erodes her health with weight loss and cramping; at a party her friends take her in the kitchen, barricade the door against her husband, and coax her into telling them what’s really happening—­the kind of sisterly truth-­telling you might see in a consciousness-­raising session or a hair salon. Rosemary, ill and drawn (because she’s growing the devil in her belly), sinks into a kitchen chair and confesses she is not well. The women gather around her, looking like anything but revolutionaries in their flower-­colored dresses and smooth hair and made-­up faces. But they create a small army of compassionate resistance around Rosemary as they pet her, wipe away her tears, soothe her, and, above all, tell her that what’s happening is not right—­that her doctor and her husband (that is, the men, the establishment) are hurting her. Once the women leave, though, Rosemary is subsumed back into the web of patriarchy, and her fate is sealed. It’s a startlingly feminist vision from a man whose biography seems to pit him against feminism.


Engrossed in the film, madly taking notes, I stayed up way too late and woke the next morning bleary-­eyed with fatigue. It was all I could do to haul myself out of bed and head to the radio studio.


It should be noted that Rosemary’s Baby is known as the most cursed movie ever made. Its making and its aftermath were crowded with terrible events. A few months before the release, the composer of the film’s score got a coma-­inducing injury while, I kid you not, rough-­housing, and he died the next year. The producer William Castle almost died of kidney stones, of all things, just after the June 1968 release. Writer Ira Levin’s marriage fell apart that year; so did Mia Farrow’s. Then came Charles Manson’s murder of Polanski’s pregnant wife.


I, a mere watcher of the film, did not emerge unscathed. Walking through downtown Seattle on my way to the radio station, Magoo-­like with lack of sleep, I clumsily, sleepily tripped, twisted my ankle brutally, and, in shock from the pain of the twist, blacked out. The thing about fainting from a standing position is this: There’s nothing to break your fall. So if you happen to fall on, say, your face, well then your face is what takes the full force of the impact.


When I came to, blood was everywhere. I found that my teeth had perforated my lower lip. There was a hole in my face that had not been there before. Nothing was where it belonged.


A cluster of people stood nearby, gazing at me in horror. Even in those first moments, it was already clear that they belonged to one country—­the country of the whole, the uninjured, the well—­and I belonged to another country, the country of the broken. It was clear I was going to be living in this new country for a long time. I fell midway down a city block—­at the beginning of my journey down that block, I was a trench coat–­clad matron, a serious middle-­aged person in charge of my house and children and career; twenty-­five yards later I was an animal. I had become something that terrified other people.


I crouched on the pavement, my face a gaping wound, my teeth rearranged, my skin scraped clean. Clearly, the curse of Rosemary’s Baby had come upon me. Whether I liked it or not, there I was, on my knees before my muse, my beloved, my monster.




CHAPTER 1


ROLL CALL


WOODY ALLEN


I started keeping a list.


Roman Polanski, Woody Allen, Bill Cosby, William Burroughs, Richard Wagner, Sid Vicious, V. S. Naipaul, John Galliano, Norman Mailer, Ezra Pound, Caravaggio, Floyd Mayweather, though if we start listing athletes we’ll never stop. And what about the women? The list immediately becomes much more tentative: Anne Sexton? Joan Crawford? Sylvia Plath? Does self-­harm count? Okay, well, it’s back to the men, I guess: Pablo Picasso, Lead Belly, Miles Davis, Phil Spector. Add your own; add a new one every week, every day. Charlie Rose. Carl Andre. Johnny Depp.


They were accused of doing or saying something awful, and they made something great. The awful thing disrupts the great work; we can’t watch or listen to or read the great work without remembering the awful thing. Flooded with knowledge of the maker’s monstrousness, we turn away, overcome by disgust. Or . . . we don’t. We continue watching, separating or trying to separate the artist from the art. Either way: disruption.


How do we separate the maker from the made? Do we undergo a willful forgetting when we decide to listen to, say, Wagner’s Ring cycle? (Forgetting is easier for some than others; Wagner’s work has rarely been performed in Israel since 1938.) Or do we believe genius gets special dispensation, a behavioral hall pass?


And how does our answer change from situation to situation? Are we consistent in the ways we apply the punishment, or rigor, of the withdrawal of our audience-­ship? Certain pieces of art seem to have been rendered unconsumable by their maker’s transgressions—­how can one watch The Cosby Show after the rape allegations against Bill Cosby? I mean, obviously it’s technically doable, but are we even watching the show? Or are we taking in the spectacle of our own lost innocence?


And is it simply a matter of pragmatism? Do we withhold our support if the person is alive and therefore might benefit financially from our consumption of their work? Do we vote with our wallets? If so, is it okay to stream, say, a Roman Polanski movie for free? Can we, um, watch it at a friend’s house?


These questions became more urgent as the years went by—­as, in fact, we entered a new era. Here’s the thing about new eras: You don’t really recognize them as they show up. They’re not carrying signposts. And maybe “new era” is not quite the right phrase. Maybe we entered an era where certain stark realities began to be clearer to people who had heretofore been able to ignore them. One such reality was made clear on October 7, 2016. I sat in my living room, the same room where on sunlit afternoons and black evenings I guiltily lost myself in the films of Roman Polanski, and I watched the Access Hollywood tape over and over.


This was a very specific way of being an audience—­watching something compulsively, as if you could somehow change it or take responsibility for it by keeping your eyes on it. I remembered it from the two Gulf wars, and from 9/11, and before that from my early childhood, when my family gathered around the TV to watch the Watergate trials. As if watching could Do Something.


I drank coffee and ate buttered toast and watched as the Republican presidential candidate talked about grabbing women by the pussy. You don’t need me to remind you.


I watched with all the old memories inside my body, the kind of memories so many women have. And the denial of the memories was in there too. The denial was so deep that when I heard . . .


Grab ’em by the pussy. You can do anything.


. . . I didn’t even realize he was describing assault. Didn’t realize until I went on social media to monitor the response to the news and some dude named it: “This is assault.”


On that awful day, one good thing happened, a thing that foretold a growing movement: it happened on the Twitter feed of Kelly Oxford, a model and bestselling author, the kind of person who normally sort of chaps my hide. Where does she get off being so pretty and bestselling? But Oxford tweeted this out: “Women: tweet me your first assaults. They aren’t just stats. I’ll go first: Old man on city bus grabs my ‘pussy’ and smiles at me, I’m 12.” Especially powerful was one little word in Oxford’s original tweet: “first.” It implied a list.


I had my own list—­my first assault, by a family friend, happened to me when I was thirteen. The first. Followed by two attempted rapes, multiple physical assaults on the street, and god knows how many unwanted gropings. I followed avidly as, over the next fourteen hours, Oxford received more than a million tweets from women describing their first assaults. At one point she was receiving a minimum of fifty tweets per minute. This was a year before the #MeToo movement exploded.


All these women sorta rubbed their eyes and looked around and said, “Hunh. What she just called assault is what happened to me.” A rock had been turned over and revealed a bunch of sex pests, scuttling around in the newly bright light.


That day felt, at the time, like a moment of horizontal static on the smooth screen of reality. Surely this was just a glitch, a campaign-­ending unforced error. Surely Hillary Clinton would be elected and everything would return to normal. It was just newly dawning on me that normal was not so good, anyway; that what the election of Hillary Clinton would mean was a continuation of a reality that was growing more unforgiving for everyone; that liberalism was a failed plan for protecting ourselves from ourselves.


Even so, I didn’t want this. Didn’t want this particular disruption of the smooth screen of accepted reality. In any case, it didn’t matter what I wanted. The Trumpian static turned out to be, in fact, our new reality. The demoralizing and sick-­making effect of the tape only increased over the next month as it became clear that it would have absolutely zero effect on Trump’s viability as a candidate. The static was where we lived now.


And so, amid that static, in the context of that static, feeling pretty staticky myself, I asked more and more often: what ought we to do about great art made by bad men?


. . .


But hold up for a minute: who is this “we” that’s always turning up in critical writing? We is an escape hatch. We is cheap. We is a way of simultaneously sloughing off personal responsibility and taking on the mantle of easy authority. It’s the voice of the middlebrow male critic, the one who truly believes he knows how everyone else should think. We is corrupt. We is make-­believe. The real question is this: can I love the art but hate the artist? Can you? When I say “we,” I mean I. I mean you.


I knew Polanski was worse, whatever that means. But Woody Allen was the person who engendered the most soul-­searching in the average audience member. When I brought up the idea that an artist’s behavior might prevent us from consuming their work, Woody Allen was the reference point. Almost everyone had a position on the Woody thing.


Real quotes:


“Midnight in Paris was glorious. I just put the other stuff out of my mind.”


“Oh, I could never go see a Woody Allen film.”


“I grew up watching his movies. I love his movies, they’re part of my life.”


“It’s all a plot cooked up by Mia.”


“I’m just glad his stuff sucks now, so I don’t have to worry about it.” (Okay, this one is from me.)


A lot of rumors and accusations floated around Woody Allen’s small person, like a halo of flies. His daughter Dylan Farrow, backed by one sibling, disavowed by another, has held firm in her accusations against Allen, saying he molested her when she was seven years old. We don’t know the real story, and we might never know. What we do know for sure: Woody Allen slept with Soon-­Yi Previn, the child of his partner Mia Farrow. Soon-­Yi was either a high school student or a college freshman the first time he slept with her, and he the most famous film director in the world.


Today the debate rages on about the accusations made by Dylan Farrow, but the Soon-­Yi story was the one that disrupted and rearranged my own viewing of Allen’s films. I took the fucking of Soon-­Yi as a terrible betrayal of me personally. When I was young, I felt like Woody Allen. I intuited or believed he represented me on-­screen. He was me. This is one of the peculiar aspects of his genius—­this ability to stand in for the audience. The identification was exacerbated by the seeming powerlessness of his on-­screen persona: skinny as a kid, short as a kid, confused by an uncaring, incomprehensible world. (Like Chaplin before him.) I felt closer to him than seems reasonable for a little girl to feel about a grown-­up male filmmaker. In some mad way I felt he belonged to me. I had always seen him as one of us, the powerless. Post–­Soon-­Yi, I saw him as a predator.


Sleeping with your partner’s child—­that requires a special kind of creep. I can hear you arguing this, you Woody-­defenders, even now, in my brain, saying that Woody was not Soon-­Yi’s parent, that he was her mother’s boyfriend, that I’m being hysterical. But I have a special knowledge of this kind of relationship: I was raised by my mother and her boyfriend Larry. And I assure you that Larry was my parent.


Woody elicited in me an emotional response, which arose from a very specific place. As a kid growing up in the 1970s, I experienced my share (what’s a share, in this case?) of predatory adults, but none of them were my parent.


In fact, to accept the idea that Woody was not Soon-­Yi’s parent does violence to the very idea of my relationship with Larry, one of the most cherished of my life. And perhaps that was the key to my response, when the news of Woody and Soon-­Yi came out: I was even more disgusted by the whole mess than I might’ve been otherwise, because I myself had a mother’s boyfriend in my life—­in my case, someone I adore and respect to this day. The story of Woody and Soon-­Yi—­at least the way it came to me—­perverted this delicate relationship.


In other words: My response wasn’t logical. It was emotional.


Now, all these years later, I wanted to revisit Woody Allen, see if the work had been fatally disrupted. And so one rainy afternoon I flopped down on the living room couch and committed an act of transgression—­I on-­demanded Annie Hall. It was easy. I just clicked the OK button on my massive universal remote and then rummaged around in a bag of cookies while I waited for the movie to cue up. As acts of transgression go, it was pretty undramatic.


The black title cards rolled past, with their old-­friend names Jack Rollins, Charles H. Joffe, spelled out in that familiar font, the second–­most civilized font in the world (after that of The New Yorker, another venue where serifs do the work of congratulating the audience on its good taste).


Annie Hall was, it turned out, still good. I’d watched the movie at least a dozen times before, but even so it charmed me all over again. Annie Hall is a jeu d’esprit, an Astaire soft shoe, a helium balloon straining at its ribbon. Annie Hall is a frivolity, in the very best sense. It’s no accident that the most famous thing about the film is Annie’s clothes. In her men’s vest, tie, chinos, her unsure, down-­dipping eyes peering out from under a big black hat, Annie is a thief of the serious clothes of serious men; she’s snuck into manland and swiped its trappings. Not for empowerment, just for fun.


Style is everything in Annie Hall. That’s the film’s genius. Woody Allen’s genius. Alvy is forever maundering away about the end of the world (Allen wanted to call the film Anhedonia), but it’s Annie’s nonsensical, almost nonverbal weltanschauung that lifts the movie into flight. Her smile, her sunglasses, her poignant undershirts are her philosophy and her meaning. The pauses and the nonsense syllables between her words are as important as the words themselves. “I never said ‘La-­di-­da’ in my life until he wrote it, but I was a person who couldn’t complete a sentence,” Keaton told Katie Couric in an interview, describing the way the character had been built around her. Annie’s vernacular was Keaton’s own prattle, but fine-­tuned, amped up, scripted.


Even the love story stops making sense—­it’s a love story for people who don’t believe in love. Annie and Alvy come together, pull apart, come together, and then break up for good. The End. Their relationship was pointless all along, and entirely worthwhile.


Ultimately Annie’s refrain of “la-­di-­da” is the governing spirit of the enterprise, the nonsense syllables that give joyous expression to Allen’s dime-­store existentialism and the inevitability of the death of love. “La-­di-­da” means: nothing matters. It means: let’s have fun while we crash and burn. It means: our hearts are going to break, isn’t it a lark?


Keaton is daring to look like a moron; Allen is daring to burn film on the spectacle of her goofiness; the two of them, director and actress, wobble their way through the movie. Equipoise is the ethos; the grace is in not quite falling.


Everything about Diane Keaton’s performance in Annie Hall is inimitable, and we know that for a fact because what happened next was that every woman in America went around trying to imitate her—­and failed. Style looks easy, but is not. This is true about Annie Hall across the board. All the things that look easy are not: the pastiche form; the integration of schlocky jokes with an emotional tenor of ambivalence; the refusal of a happy ending, tempered by the spritzing about of a general feeling of very grown-­up friendliness.


Annie Hall is the greatest comic film of the twentieth century—­better than Bringing Up Baby, better even than Caddyshack—­because it acknowledges the irrepressible nihilism lurking at the center of all comedy. Also, it’s really funny. To watch Annie Hall is to feel, for just a moment, that one belongs to the human race. Watching, you feel almost mugged by the sense of belonging. That fabricated connection can be more beautiful than love itself. A simulacrum that becomes more real than the thing it represents. And that’s how I define great art.


Look, I don’t get to go around feeling connected to humanity all the time. It’s a rare pleasure. And I was supposed to give it up just because Woody Allen behaved like a terrible person? It hardly seemed fair.


As I said, Allen wanted to give Annie Hall an alternative title: Anhedonia. The inability to experience pleasure. My own ability to experience pleasure, specifically pleasure arising from consuming art, was imperiled all the time—­by depression, by jadedness, by distraction. And now I was finding I must also take into account biography; an artist’s biography as a disrupter of my own pleasure.


The week after I watched Annie Hall, I went out to coffee with a former coworker, Sara. We sat in a dingy café on Seattle’s Capitol Hill and talked about our kids and our writing. With her rosy cheeks and snapping black eyes, Sara looked like a character from a children’s book about plucky pioneers caught in a blizzard; she was the very image of a sweetly reasonable person. When I mentioned in passing that I was writing about, or at least thinking about, Woody Allen, Sara reported that she’d seen a Little Free Library in her neighborhood absolutely crammed to its tiny rafters with books by and about him. It made us both laugh—­the mental image of some furious, probably female, fan who just couldn’t bear the sight of those books any longer and stuffed them all in the cute little house.


We made a plan: she would scoop up all the books for me so I could use them for research. I didn’t think of it at the time, but an ill-­gotten Woody Allen book was a book I hadn’t paid for—­the perfect way to consume the art of someone whose morals you question. We said goodbye, and as I got into my car I received a text from Sara:


“I don’t know where to put all my feelings about Woody Allen,” the text said.


Normally I might have rejected the word “feelings,” with its weakness and its vagueness and its, its womanliness. But Sara was so smart that I read carefully what she texted. Sara was the very model of an enlightened audience member. If she couldn’t manage her feelings about Woody Allen, what hope was there for the rest of us?


I went on a mini tour of women. I told another smart friend, a voluble and charming tech executive, that I was writing about Woody Allen. “I have very many thoughts about Woody Allen!” said my friend, excited to share. We were drinking wine on her porch, and she settled in. “I’m so mad at him! I was already pissed at him over the Soon-­Yi thing, and then came the—­what’s the kid’s name? Dylan? Then came the Dylan business, and the horrible dismissive statements he made about that. And I hate the way he talks about Soon-­Yi, always going on about how he’s enriched her life.”


These are feelings.


My friend had said she had many thoughts about Woody Allen, but that’s not what she was having. This, I think, is what happens to so many of us when we consider the work of the monster geniuses—­we tell ourselves we’re having ethical thoughts when really what we’re having are moral feelings. We arrange words around these feelings and call them opinions: “What Woody Allen did was very wrong.” But feelings come from someplace more elemental than thought. The fact was this: I felt upset by the story of Woody and Soon-­Yi. I wasn’t thinking, I was feeling. I was affronted, personally somehow.


Here’s how to have some complicated emotions: watch Manhattan.


Like many—­many what? many women? many mothers? many former girls? many moral feelers?—­I have been unable to watch Manhattan for years.


Of course I saw it when I was young. As a teenager, I was mostly baffled by it. I mistrusted and didn’t believe in the central relationship—­it seemed to me that the whole film was built on a lie or a fantasy—­but I didn’t have the words to say that. I second-­guessed my own opinion. Meanwhile, I was enchanted with these things: Gershwin; black and white; Isaac’s spiral staircase leading down to his cool living room; the Queensboro Bridge; Chinese food in bed. Manhattan was, after all, about ­Manhattan—­a kind of travelogue for aspirational urbanites. I think now of E. L. Doctorow’s devastating dismissal of Hemingway: reading the not-­so-­great posthumously published novel The Garden of Eden, Doctorow wrote in a review that he was “depressed enough to wonder if Hemingway’s real achievement in the early great novels was that of a travel writer who taught a provincial American audience what dishes to order, what drinks to prefer and how to deal with the European servant class.” Manhattan is just such a teacher’s aid—­you sense Allen wishing he could educate his own younger, greener self in the niceties of bourgeois consumption.


And so for a long time, over decades, I chimed in with the dominant opinion that it was Woody Allen’s best film. Saying that was a way to demonstrate my own sophistication, my own refusal to be tethered by the earth-­held bounds of feminism. It was a cultural version of Gillian Flynn’s famous “cool girl” passage from the novel Gone Girl: “Men always say that as the defining compliment, don’t they? She’s a cool girl. Being the Cool Girl means I am a hot, brilliant, funny woman who adores football, poker, dirty jokes, and burping, who plays video games, drinks cheap beer, loves threesomes and anal sex.” And the movie Manhattan. Flynn goes on to say, “Men actually think this girl exists.” The point is that she does not. The point is that she’s performing a role, pretending she likes these things in order to please some imaginary (or not-­so-­imaginary) man—­maybe a man in real life, maybe a man in her head. (Claire Vaye Watkins wrote well on this in her essay “On Pandering”: “I have built a working miniature replica of the patriarchy in my mind.”) So it was with Manhattan: I didn’t trust my own initial response; I thought what I was supposed to think.


But there was an initial sense of unsavoriness, which prevented me from watching it again . . . ever. Even though I was and am an inveterate re-­watcher of films I have loved.


Now, even in the thick of my thinking-­about-­Woody-­Allen project, I still found Manhattan unapproachable. I watched nearly every movie he’s ever made (I skipped Celebrity—­I’m not a maniac) before I faced the fact that I would, at some point, need to re-­watch Manhattan.


And finally the day came. As I settled in on my couch once again, the first Cosby trial was taking place. It was June of 2017.


Trump had been in office for months. People were unsettled and unhappy, and by people I mean women, and by women I mean me. The women met on the streets and looked at one another and shook their heads and walked away wordlessly. The women had had it. The women went on a giant fed-­up march. The women were Facebooking and tweeting and going for long furious walks and giving money to the ACLU and wondering why their partners and children didn’t do the dishes more. The women were realizing the invidiousness of the dishwashing paradigm. The women were becoming radicalized even though the women didn’t really have time to become radicalized. Arlie Russell Hochschild first published The Second Shift in 1989, and in 2017 that shit was truer than ever, or that’s how the women saw it.


The dishes were really getting me down.


Even though I felt that I was as jam-­packed with anger as one medium-­sized human could possibly be, this feeling of rage was in fact growing and growing. It grew, initially, out of my status as a woman and a feminist. As I said, I felt personally affronted on that score. But my rage was casting its net wider; on wobbly-­faun legs, my rage was going forth and finding new objects: the very systems that allowed inequity to flourish. Trump radicalized the right; what I was experiencing was a radicalization in another direction. A questioning of the status quo that was uncomfortable, even awkward.


Despite this growing bolus of opinion, of feeling, of rage, I was determined to try to come to Manhattan with an open mind. After all, lots of people think of it as Allen’s masterpiece, and I was ready to be swept away. And I was swept away during the opening shots—­black and white, with jump cuts timed perfectly, almost comically, to the triumphal strains of Rhapsody in Blue. Moments later, we cut to Isaac (Allen’s character), out to dinner with his friends Yale (are you kidding me—­“Yale”?) and Yale’s wife, Emily. With them is Allen’s date, seventeen-­year-­old high school student Tracy, played by Mariel Hemingway.


The really astonishing thing about this scene is its non­chalance. NBD, I’m fucking a high schooler. Sure, Woody Allen’s character Isaac knows the relationship can’t last, but he seems only casually troubled by its moral implications. Isaac is fucking that high schooler with what my mother would call a hey-­nonny-­nonny. Allen is fascinated with moral shading, except when it comes to this particular issue—­the issue of middle-­aged men having sex with teenage girls. In the face of this particular issue, one of our greatest observers of contemporary ethics—­someone whose mid-­career work can approach the Flaubertian—­suddenly becomes a dummy. Isaac makes a few noises about his ambivalence about the relationship: “She’s seventeen. I’m forty-­two and she’s seventeen. I’m older than her father, can you believe that? I’m dating a girl, wherein, I can beat up her father.”


But those lines feel like posturing in order to disarm the viewer, rather than doing any real work of interrogating the morality of the situation. The specific posture would be butt-­covering. One senses Allen performing a kind of artistic grooming of the audience, or maybe even of himself. Just keep saying it’s okay, until somehow miraculously it becomes okay.


In high school, even the ugly girls are beautiful.” A (male) high school teacher once said this to me. (He later mentioned that sometimes he had to go into the bathroom and jerk off because of those high school girls and their high school beauty.)
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