“We have ways to make you talk.”

BLOOMINGTON DEC 1, 2020– JAN 15, 2021

Tom Roznowski:

THE B-SIDES
John Bob Slone:

SEARCHING FOR

VITO SCOTTI
Mason Cassady:

PEDALING PEACE &
GLOBAL ACTIVISM
Mike Leonard:

CRAIG BRENNER’S

NEW LP

QUEEN’S GAMBIT

Stephen Volan:

FEEDING MONROE
COUNTY FAMILIES
SINCE 1983

No one should go hungry in our community. That’s why we feed children, seniors, and
individuals trying to make ends meet. When crisis strikes, whether it affects our entire
community or one household, we’re here with nourishing food for anyone in need.
No questions asked.
Learn more and join our efforts:
monroecommunitykitchen.com
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COMMUNITY KITCHEN
OF MONROE COUNTY
RYDER

DECEMBER 11 - 19
Cardinal’s Virtual Cabaret Series

FIND TICKETS AT

CARDINALSTAGE.ORG
DEC 2020 / JAN 2021
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Artists shouldn’t have to sneak in through the back door. A look
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PEACE-PEDALING GLOBAL ACTIVISM

Inspired by the teachings of Mahatma Gandhi, Dnyan Yewatkar
has embarked on a global tour he calls Pedaling for Peace. He’s
traveled 30,000 miles through 23 countries, and lived through
close calls with a hungry tiger and a hungry drug cartel gang.
By Mason Cassady
RYDER

QUEEN’S GAMBIT

Chess is not just a game but a
discipline and the high-wire
world of professional chess
has never been portrayed with
more care and respect. Who
says “Girls can’t play chess”?.
By Stephen Volan

DEPARTMENTS
SEARCHING FOR VITO SCOTTI
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Hogan’s Heroes, Get Smart, Gilligan’s Island, The Dick Van
Dyke Show, Columbo – it’s a never-ending list. You might
not recognize his name but if you watched TV in the 60s and
70s you’ve seen Vito Scotti, character actor extraordinaire.
And we haven’t even mentioned his work in feature films –
including indelible performances opposite Brando in The
Godfather and the Monkees in Head.
By John Bob Slone

STAGES

The Jewish
Theatre presents
Talley’s Folly,
Artisan Alley
launches a
rotating mural
project, Glenn
Gass talks about
John Lennon and
more this month.

CONTEST RULES: email your answer to FamousBuses@TheRyder.com. The subject line
should read “Bus Contest.” Winners will receive a pair of tickets to The Ryder Film Series
where, if they are lucky, they will see a movie featuring one or more buses in supporting roles.
If they are especially lucky, winners may also get a Bloomington Transit coloring book and other
cool stuff. Be sure to include a mailing address with your entry. Employees of BT, The Ryder and
their families or facsimiles thereof may not enter. New Jersey residents add a 15% surcharge.

In the new season of The Crown, Michael
Fagan rides the bus…
• To the Globe Theater to see King
Lear performed by children
• To a Sex Pistols concert
• To Buckingham Palace to break into
the Queen’s bedroom
• To MI-5 to offer his services to
British Intelligence

ANSWER TO
LAST WEEK’S QUESTION:

In The Royal
Tannenbaums, Gene
Hackman watches
Owen Wilson board
a bus and says, “He
doesn’t look half
bad…for a suicide.”

Remember…Movies wouldn’t be Movies without Buses.

DEC 2020 / JAN 2021
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In a normal year, the BCT hosts 246 events.
In 2020, we only hosted 55.

Like many theaters and performing arts venues across the
country, the Buskirk-Chumley Theater needs your help.
The BCT wouldn’t be here without you, and now only you
can ensure it survives this ongoing pandemic.
Will you please consider making a donation today?
Thank you for supporting the arts.
DEC 2020 / JAN 2021

BUSKIRKCHUMLEY.ORG/DONATE
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WHAT TO EXPECT WHEN YOU’RE EXPECTING...

... LIVE MUSIC, COMEDY AND THEATER

This Pulitzer Prize-winning romantic
comedy is a poignant valentine to unlikely love. On a moonlit night in 1944
The Lotus Lantern and Luminaria Project
is an initiative to bring the glow of lanterns Missouri, middle-aged Jewish accountant
Matt Friedman has only one chance to win
to Bloomington, as the days shorten and
the heart of Sally Talley, a 31-year-old ‘old
the nights get longer. To celebrate lantern
maid’ from an intolerant Protestant family.
traditions from around the world, Lotus is
working with a few lantern artists to create After a lifetime of believing they’ll never
truly belong in the world around them,
templates for building lanterns that can be
used decoratively in homes and businesses, Matt and Sally reawaken one another to
love, ultimately finding that they do belong
or on walks, to light the way.
– together. Beloved by audiences across
The project is designed to be welcoming
the world, The New York Times called it “a
and inclusive by focusing on lantern customs that represent several different world play to savor and cheer.”
Starring in the virtual reading are Anna
traditions. Every celebration needs its
Doyle and Daniel Meeks. Anna Doyle, a
songs to go with it. Lotus has posted the
third-year MFA Acting student at IU, was
music and lyrics for a couple of lantern
songs. Singing during the lantern walk will last seen in JTB’s first virtual staged reading
be done with masks on.
as Abby in The Grandkid. Anna was also seen
On December 4th, Lotus will host the inau- in JTB’s production of Leipzig as Mutti, and
gural Lotus Lantern Walk. People who have recent roles at IU include Katy in Ascendant,
and Ophelia in Hamlet. Starring along-side
built a lantern will be invited on a walk
that begins at the Lotus Firebay, where they her is Daniel Meeks, a second-year MFA
can pick up a free LED tea light candle.

THE LOTUS LANTERN WALK
DECEMBER 4

THE JEWISH THEATRE: TALLEY’S FOLLY
DECEMBER 5 & 6

After a successful virtual staged reading of
The Grandkid in August, The Jewish Theatre
of Bloomington is back for more. Its latest
virtual offering: Lanford Wilson’s Talley’s
Folly.. Directed by Martha Jacobs, this funny and heart-warming theatrical duet will
be streaming live on December 5th and 6th
via Zoom.
8
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Acting student at IU where he appeared as
Father in Little Women, Appopolus in Wonderful Town, Saturine in Titus Andronicus, and Dr.
Hook in The Heiress.
The performance dates for Talley’s Folly are
Saturday, December 5 at 7:30 pm and Sunday, December 6 at 2:00 pm (EST). The reading is free, but an RSVP is required, and $25
donations are suggested. Attendees must
RSVP on JTB’s website by December 3rd to
receive a Zoom link to the staged reading.
To RSVP, visit:
www.jewishtheatrebloomington.com/talleys-folly.

GLENN GASS REMEMBERS JOHN LENNON
DECEMBER 8

School of Music. Spending almost 40 years
teaching at IU, Gass created the first rock
history classes ever offered by a school of
music. The classes became so popular that
Gass has taught more than 60,000 students
and was often voted the most popular professor at IU Bloomington.
He also developed courses on the history and
origins of rock music and created specialized courses on The Beatles and Bob Dylan.
The success of his classes led to the eventual
creation of a certification program at IU and
also inspired other colleges and universities
to follow suit by adding rock history courses
to their offerings.

TRASHION/REFASHION’S MUSIC VIDEO

On the 40th anniversary of the night of John
Lennon’s untimely death, IU Auditorium
will host Remembering John Lennon 40 Years
Later with Glenn Gass on Tuesday, December
8 at 8 p.m. ET / 7 p.m. CT. The live event can
be viewed on Zoom and the IU Auditorium
Facebook page and will later be archived at
IUauditorium.com/Livestreams. The event
will feature a conversation with Gass on the
impact John had and continues to have on
music and the world.
Gass, who retired from instructing classes
in May, is the Provost Professor and Rudy
Professor Emeritus of Music at IU’s Jacobs
DEC 2020 / JAN 2021

Since 2010, an all-volunteer effort by the Bloomington Trashion Committee and Discardia, a
project of the Center for Sustainable Living,
has produced the Annual Trashion / Refashion
Runway Show at the Buskirk-Chumley Theater. The April 5th show this year was cancelled
due to the pandemic. The committee looked
for alternative ways to present the work of the
2020 Trashion designers and decided to produce a music video. You can watch it here. This
ten minute video features 13 Trashion designs
and was shot at the Woolery Mill. The video
was choreographed and directed by Celina Jaffe
with music by Janiece Jaffe.
Trashion is about community, creativity, sustainability and awareness. In light of the Covid
pandemic, the approach artistically this year
9

was to continue building on all of these aspects
with a new medium, screendance. The result is
a response to the effect of “2020” on our Bloomington community.
The music lends itself to the various emotional
processes that we have gone through, are going through, and will go through in 2020 and
onward,” says Stephen Hale, director of Trashion/Refashion. “Complimenting the eerie and
unknown present, Janiece Jaffe’s voice builds
suspense and weaves a blanket of sensation,
amplifying the essence of the screendance.”
The 2020 Trashion Music Video with support from the following businesses: Bikesmiths, Olympus Properties, Lisa J. Baker
DDS and Plato’s Closet.

NPR STUDENT PODCAST CONTEST

lege students can enter on their own. Each
podcast should be between three and eight
minutes long.
As always, NPR has a host of training materials, guides for sound recording and audio
production and lists of do’s and dont’s. They’ll
be lots of updates, training materials, along
with more tips and advice, which will be available on NPR’s newsletter. The winning podcast
submissions will be featured in segments on
NPR’s Morning Edition or All Things Considered.
Entries for the Student Podcast Challenge: College Edition opened on December 1st, with a final
deadline of February 15th. For middle and high
school students, entries will open on January 1st
and close on March 15th.
Want to know more? Here’s the link.

MANHUNT: MYSTERY IN A BOX

Bloomington Playwrights Project will produce Manhunt: Mystery in a Box starring Marcus Kearns. The show runs January 12-16,
19-23 at 8:00 PM. Written by Hank Greene,
with puzzle design and direction by Chad
Rabinovitz,
this production will be
part of BPP’s
online in-thebox season.
Is there a podcaster-in-waiting in your classYou buy a
room? Perhaps your son or daughter might
ticket. You’re
sound good on All Things Considered—so
delivered a
what if they never clean their bedroom. The
box. Inside
NPR Student Podcast Challenge is back. Now the box, you
in its third year, the Student Podcast Chalfind a variety
lenge is divided into three age groups: grades of objects,
5 through 8, grades 9 through 12; and college along with an
students 18 and older.
invitation…
beckoning
Students will create a podcast about a topic
they want to explore, which can be just about you to solve
anything. Past podcasts have ranged from cli- a mysterious
mate change to racism to what it’s like to be puzzle. You
a kid. As in the past, entries from middle and accept the inhigh school students will come from a teacher vitation, and
are connected
or a student leader who’s a grown-up. Col10
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online to a detective who needs
the clues in your box to start
connecting the pieces… but… the
pieces to what?
As the plot unfolds into a night
of twists and turns – along with
virtual live performances that
plunge you deeper into a world
of noir and intrigue – you realize this is about much more
than random items in a box. You
begin to wonder: in this virtual
game of cat and mouse… who’s
chasing who? And why is one of
your objects a clock that’s slowly
counting down? And… perhaps
most importantly of all… what
happens when it hits zero?
Tickets are $45 and can be purchased online at Newplays.org
or by calling 812-334-1188. Many
performances sell out, so BPP
encourages individuals to purchase tickets in advance.
Want to know more?
Here’s the link.

to create a flowing system of professional-grade murals.
The Mural Project combines student talents with professional direction, offering quality art to local organizations
at zero cost, furthering Artisan Alley’s mission to create
accessible art for all members of the regional community.
The project is underway, but it needs support. Artisan Alley is not only looking for donations, but also for muralists
and organizations interested in housing a series of murals.
Visit their website at ArtisanAlley.com, find them on
social media, or call at (812) 360-5164 for more information or to donate to the project.

ASAN ALLEY SPONSORS
MURAL PROJECT
Artisan Alley is launching of the
Rotating Mural Project, during
which they will install and rotate
murals through central Indiana elementary schools and businesses.
Professional artists from Artisan
Alley and students from partner
schools, including Templeton Elementary, University Elementary,
and Edgewood Junior High, will
design and paint murals based on
requests from educators and business owners. Artisan Alley will
then install the murals starting
early 2021 and rotate them every
few months between the partners
DEC 2020 / JAN 2021
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Reimagine...

Reimagine a better a normal. Join together in building a

more equitable, just, and resilient community. Reimagine a future
that works for everyone by embracing big ideas, big solutions.
The work starts now. Give today.

Serving Monroe, Owen, and Greene Counties

www.monroeunitedway.org
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SHOPPING.

[FOUNTAINSQUAREBLOOMINGTON.COM]

FOUNTAIN SQUARE
find your favorites by
browsing the unique
boutique shops and bakery.

FOOD/ADVENTURE.

[YOHOGENERALSTORE.COM]

YOHO GENERAL STORE
enjoy a meal in a 1930s
restored establishment and
visit the local attractions.

LODGING.

[GRANTSTINN.COM]

GRANT STREET INN
40 one-of-a-kind rooms –
there is something
for everyone.

LIVING.

[CFCAPARTMENTS.COM]

CFC PROPERTIES
apartments for everyday
living – experience it
downtown Bloomington.

EXPERIENCE IT ALL.
CFCPROPERTIES.COM

DEC 2020 / JAN 2021

•

812.332.0053

™

A COOK GROUP COMPANY
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Passages
Craig Brenner’s seventh
album reflects a difficult
time in his life
By Mike Leonard

Craig in France at the 2014 Laroquebrou Boogie
Woogie Festival lunch (photo by Lori Brenner)
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It’s been said that artists sometimes
create their best work when their stress
and anxiety metrics are high, and the
observation could easily apply to Craig
Brenner’s seventh album, Passages.
Shortly after receiving a grant from
the Indiana Arts Commission to record
the album, the longtime Bloomington
resident learned that his younger
brother, Dan, his “oldest and dearest
friend from the time we were little
boys,” was diagnosed with terminal
cancer.
After that, his mother, now 96, took
the latest of several age-related falls,
fractured her femur, and was confined
to a long-term healthcare facility
near her home in Florida. While she
never contracted Covid-19, the health
precautions caused by the pandemic
made access to seeing her difficult at
times and impossible at others.
The pandemic also put the brakes
on live performances --- a dispiriting
and financially impactful development
for virtually all working musicians.
The spread of Covid-19 also pushed
back the recording schedule for

Mike Leonard retired from The
Herald-Times after nearly 35 years
as a columnist and reporter. He is
currently a freelance writer and adjunct
lecturer in The Media School at Indiana
University. Mike Leonard, 812 369-1532,
leonardbtown@gmail.com
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Passages and required a rethinking
of an important component of the
arts commission grant, teaching
and performing the music with
students.
The perennially good-natured
pianist and composer takes a
“and can you believe it” tone
when he adds that his beloved
black cat, Tut, died in the middle
of all of this. Tut, the lovable jazz
cat that hopped up on the piano
whenever Brenner played at
home and occasionally pranced
across the piano keys --- mostly
to Brenner’s amusement, but not
always.
The trips to Florida to settle
his brother’s estate and grieve,
visit his mother and grieve,
and deal with the chaos and
uncertainty took a toll. “The last
year-and-a-half has been horrible
for me,” Brenner acknowledges.
It all figured in to Brenner’s
state of mind in making
“Passages.” How could it not?
“I feel that there’s somewhat
of a dichotomy in the album in
things that are poignant and sad
and things that are more upbeat,”
he mused.
Poignancy might be the better
descriptor, despite the sadness the
composer felt. The opening track,
“Life is Precious” is something
of an opening and closing
statement. It was originally titled
“You Won’t Hear It Again” but
it’s far from gloomy. More like
a celebration of the beauty and
elegance of jazz piano, with Dan
Hostetler on drums and Ron
Kadish on double-bass.
“Tut’s Boogie Woogie” pays
DEC 2020 / JAN 2021

homage of Brenner’s feline buddy
and shows off the rollicking
boogie woogie piano chops for
which Brenner is well-known. For
the uninitiated, Brenner launched
the Bloomington Blues & Boogie
Woogie Piano Festival in 2015
and has brought to Bloomington
artists including Bob Seeley,
Henry Butler, Marcia Ball and C.J.
Chenier. His peers.
Brenner also demonstrated
rock, blues and rhythm-andblues proficiency during years of
playing with Bloomington’s best
bar band, The Ragin’ Texans. His
tastes, and skills, are broad.
“Some Sexy Blues For Ya
Right Here, Y’All” got its name
from Brenner’s wife and vocalist
Lori Brenner, who heard the
song fleshed out and made the
memorable observation. She
nailed it, as did the supporting
cast of Hostetler, Kadish, cool
blues guitarist Gordon Bonham
and hot saxophone player, Joe
Donnelly.
And in the ‘it’s harder to
do than it sounds’ category,
“Paradiddle Boogie Woogie”
romps to an unusual twist with
Brenner alternating hands on the
piano to carry the role drumsticks
normally pound out.
Are there sad songs on
“Passages?” Again, poignant
seems to be a better word. “No
One Should Die Alone” feels
like a tribute to the beauty of the
human spirit and the fragility
of the mortal coil, inspired by
the isolation of his mother at her
health care facility and the fate of
many Covid-19 patients unable

There’s a
dichotomy
in the
album,”
Brenner
muses.
There are
“things
that are
poignant
and sad
and things
that are
more
upbeat.

15

Four generations of
the Brenner family –
that’s Craig, shirtless,
with glasses; on his
right is his mother,
Dorothy (now age
96); in front of her
is Craig’s brother
Dan, who passed away
last year; and in
front of Craig is his
grandmother, Anna,
holding his oldest
son, Eli, then a baby
(courtesy photo)
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to receive
visits
from their
families.
“For My
Brother” is
elegiac and
majestic,
with
violinist
and viola
player Dana
El Saffer
elevating
the pianobased tune
into the
realm of
regal. “I
wrote lyrics
to it but I
couldn’t
bring myself
to sing it,”
Brenner
said. “Maybe some day.”
Sonically, “Passages” sparkles
with the all-star cast of mostly
Bloomington-based musicians
finding ways to ply inventive
solos and fills within the
framework tone of the songs.
Recorded primarily at Airtime
Studios, it also benefits from the
recording, mixing and mastering
of Airtime owner Dave Weber
and his much-admired Yamaha
concert grand piano. “The sound
of that piano is incredible,”
Brenner said. “It’s definitely one
of the best pianos around.”
Brenner notes that his “favorite
singer,” his wife Lori, not only
contributes vocals to the album
but also the handsome album

art. The family contributions
also include electric bass from
his son, Nate, and vocals from
Nate’s wife, Merrill Garbus, the
nucleus of the eclectic Oakland,
California-based group TuneYards (whose 2011 album, Whokill
was named album of the year in
The Village Voice’s annual Pazz
and Jop critics poll).
Nate and most of the album’s
musicians dive into a musical pile
of funhouse balls in the album’s
final cut. “I originally wrote
and performed ‘Looking For A
Job’ back in the 1980s with both
Kruise Kontrol and Sajonner,
a trio with Saaku Saar and T.J.
Jones,” Brenner said. The reggaeinfluenced song was inspired by
the unemployment and economic
sputtering and shifting under
the Reagan administration and
includes honks and squeals and
synthesizer sound effects to
capture the unpredictable mood.
It’s the most incongruent track
on “Passages” and clearly the
most fun. Perhaps it’s Brenner’s
way of bookending the album.
Life IS precious. And music feeds
the soul.
Passages is available on CD
(discounted at Landlocked Music)
and downloads at
www.craigbrenner.com.
Videos of several students
performing pieces from the album
are also posted on the website.
CONTACT:
Craig Brenner, 812-929-1784,
craigbrennerboogies@gmail.com
RYDER

MAURIZIO BALDASSARI | PETER MILLAR | BYRON | ELEVENTY | SAMUELSOHN
MAGNANNI | PT01 | RING JACKETS | TMB | 100 HANDS | +MORE

Finding Your Style
Investing in Quality
Having Fun

Bringing the finest in men’s clothing to Indiana, Andrew Davis offers everything from a
curated collection of sportswear to well-crafted denim to custom-made clothing just for you.
Fit, quality and service are our highest priority.
andrewdavisclothiers.com

DEC 2020 / JAN 2021

101 W. Kirkwood, Bloomington 812.323.7730
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Our
ArtBeat
Goes On

By Rachael Himsel
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The Arts Alliance won ‘Best Overall Float’ in the
Annual 4th of July Parade the past two years, and
are excitedly making plans for next year’s parade game on, Btown! (photo by Jeremy Hogan)

member Alain Barker, the group procured
the catchy URL bloomingtonarts.org and
worked to make the Directory and digital
presence a priority.

In 2010, our arts community reeled in
shock as news of the dissolution of the
Bloomington Area Arts Council (BAAC)
spread. A large group of concerned citizens
came together with a new vision and the
Arts Alliance of Greater Bloomington was
formed. This new organization spent time
discussing community needs, filing all the
paperwork, and in 2014 became a registered
501(c)3 nonprofit organization with a
mission of “promoting the sustainability of
the creative arts community by catalyzing
communication and collective action.”
When I was invited to join the board in
2015, I learned of many important hands-on
ways that the Alliance helps local artists, all
of which we still offer:

» Fiscal Sponsorship program in which
artists whose work provides community
enrichment may solicit funds under the
auspices of the Arts Alliance. Any artist
may apply to the Arts Alliance for free
to sponsor an event or project; once
approved, the Alliance collects funds and
then disperses them to the artist

» Online Artist Directory where artists
of all genres can list their contact info
/ website / description for free, and
businesses or groups seeking an artist for
an event or project could easily find the
person they need. Thanks to founding

» Email newsletter, now called the
“ArtBeat of Btown,” which features
member profiles and arts news

DEC 2020 / JAN 2021

» Representation and advocacy for
members at Chamber of Commerce
events, Bloomington Entertainment and
Arts District (BEAD) and Bloomington
Arts Commission (BAC) meetings, and at
the 4th Street Art Fair / Garlic Fest.
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“So...how would you feel if we brought a
pony in through the back door?”
ARTS ALLIANCE PRESIDENT RACHAEL HIMSEL
TO SIMON MALLS STAFF

Since I became president of the board in
2016, our growth has continued. Thanks to
the dedication of our board, our members,
and our community, we have celebrated
many milestones:

» Formation of our Advisory Council
We asked several pillars of our arts
community to act as a sounding board
for new ideas, and every single person
we asked said ‘Yes!’ Our current advisory
board is: Anna Strout, Krista
Detor, Jaime Sweaney, Mary
Grogan, Josh Johnson, Alain
Barker, Sally Gaskill, Ted
Jones, and Dr. Robert Arnove.
The late arts advocate Paul
Sturm was also a member of
our Advisory Council, and
we mourned his loss earlier
this year.

Make their holidays

with a gift from
Bloomington's favorite day spa

order online at
spaah.net or call
812-339-8881
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» Thomas Gallery shows
+ events - a rent-free space
downtown thanks to local
businessman and longtime
arts patron Tom Gallagher,
who generously offered a
free space downtown for
us to put together member
shows on a monthly basis.
We successfully mounted
many visual arts shows for
30+ local artists and created
exciting events to drive the
public in to see these visual
arts shows— including
free demos from the artists,
poetry readings and dance
parties.
» Free workshops past
board member Jenny
Donegan presented “Internet
RYDER

David, with all proceeds benefiting the
Alliance.

Marketing for Artists” workshop and
IU students delivered a “Marketing for
Artists through Social Media.”
» Fiscal Sponsorship to Bloomington Open
Studio Tour
» Won 1st place in the 4th of July Parade
for Best Overall entry thanks to board
members Danielle Bruce and Terri
Klingelhoefer
» Friends of Live Music Fund launched
in 2018 with initial funding from Otto
and Donna Ray to help area venues
that support live music
offer more pay to local
musicians.
» “Art of Murder” event
produced by Michele
Tierney, Mary Grogan,
Josh Johnson, and Andrew
Faust at Grant Street Inn
raised more than $1000.
» Dine and Donate event
at Aver’s pizza raised
awareness and funds,
thanks to board member
Terri Klingelhoefer.
» “ArtBeat” radio show
on WFHB is produced
by Dr. Filiz Cicek, who
interviews local artists
about their process
and passions. She has
produced 50 segments on
local artists, all of which
aired on WFHB and are
available to hear on their
site.
» “Something Else” concert
featured the talents of
board secretary Barbara
Lantz and her husband
DEC 2020 / JAN 2021

» “Dance Party on the Marina” featuring
the band Ya Never Know. Thanks to past
Donna Wiesner and her husband Dave
for all their hard work, and Mary Coniaris
and her dancing posse for making this
event a success.
» Launch of our new and improved
Arts Alliance of Greater Bloomington
website! This January, we went live with
a new website format that automated

'tis the season
to be grateful.

THANK YOU
for 50 years of beautiful music.
Here's to the next 50!

We really couldn't do it without you.

bloomingtonsymphony.com
21

The Arts Alliance has
represented area artists
at the 4th Street Arts
Festival for several years,
providing a one-stop shop
for all-things-arts to the
thousands festival-goers.
(courtesy photo)

many tasks that had been labor-intensive,
and now gives all artists the ability to
update their Artist Directory listing
themselves online at BloomingtonArts.org
» Increased use of Fiscal Sponsorship
program - The Arts Alliance served as
a fiscal sponsorship for Craig Brenner /
Bloomington Boogies, Meg Anderson /
Big Gay Debutante Ball, and Krista Detor
/ The Hundredth Hill artist residency
program). Past president Michelle
Martin-Colman and I have also teamed
up to create a new program for suicide
prevention and mental wellness called
“When Art Heals,” and are grateful to
be using the AAGB fiscal sponsorship
program for our work. You can find more
about it at ‘Project Stay’ on Facebook.
» The opening of ArtBeat Community
Center - at the end of last year, we
transformed a former storage area
in College Mall and opened ArtBeat
Community Center the day before
Thanksgiving. ArtBeat provided a
space for local artists to sell their work,
teach classes, mount performances,
and network in one of the most highlytrafficked retail locations in Btown. In the
22

short time we were open
before the pandemic
hit, the retail portion
of the Center brought
in thousands of dollars
for our members; dance teachers began
teaching classes several days a week; we
expanded our membership to include
youth, with our youngest member being
an eight-year old jewelry-maker; and we
hosted several concerts, classes, and free
programs. Thanks to animal trainer/artist
Rona Prince, we even had the joy of a
visit from Diego the Painting Pony, who
delighted mall patrons with his ability to
hold a paintbrush in his mouth and paint
a blank canvas with gusto.
» Once our membership feels it’s safe for
volunteers / staff to return to ArtBeat,
we have an agreement with College Mall
(owned by Simon Malls) to return to
the space and pick up where we left off.
This new, accessible Community Center
would not have been possible without
the support of Simon Malls. Without their
sponsorship, the cost of rental would
have prohibited us from passing 100% of
all profits on to our working artists. We
cannot thank Simon Mall staff enough for
their support - even as we asked, “So...
how would you feel if we brought a pony
in through the back door?”
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OUR MEMBERS
LOOK BACK

his own businesses - Cyclops Studios and the
nonprofit Artisan Alley, which houses studio
spaces, a tool-share, networking events,
Past board president and visual artist
and other vital support for our arts scene.
Joanne Shank has been involved with the
He describes the past ten years’ growth
Alliance since the start, and led the effort
from his perspective: “Since the start, the
to create Bloomington’s only online Artist
organizational leadership developed bylaws
Directory. Joanne’s enthusiasm about the
and refined its community focus. Now, with
local arts scene is contagious: “Bloomington
the addition of a storefront, I see how we are
is so full of talent! And we artists need
advancing to the next step, and blossoming
representation, we need an arts directory so
into a sustainable Community Arts Center.”
people can find
Adam was
local artists and
responsible for
learn about their
sending a large
art…the word
number of artists
“alliance” means
to the new Arts
we are stronger
Center, including
together, and
Richelle Brown,
that has always
whose brand
been core to our
State of the R
mission.”
(SotR) has been
Joanne also
featured in a
praises the
series of apparel
recent growth
online at Hot
we have seen,
Topic. As a visual
saying, “The
artist who often
ArtBeat Center
uses recycled
at the mall
materials in her
raised visibility
work, Richelle
and gave the
says, “The Arts
organization a
Alliance has
CRAIG
BRENNER
long-overdue
been a breath
location. The
of fresh air for
ArtBeat radio
me in respect to
spot on WFHB
affording me the
featuring local artists has also been a great
opportunity to meet others who advocate
way to promote local talent.”
for the arts, as well as demonstrating how
Current board member Adam Nahas has
the arts can benefit the community. I joined
been involved in the Arts Alliance since its
one month before Covid hit, but I witnessed
inception, and echoes Joanne’s sentiments.
the Alliance pivot online to ensure that it
A multi-faceted artist and entrepreneur,
continued to grow and effectively support its
Adam has worked as a professional sculptor,
constituents, which I respect and appreciate.”
illustrator, designer, and foundryman over
Another artist who has been part of
the last two decades. As he saw the need for
the fabric of our arts community is Craig
affordable studio space for artists, he opened
Brenner. A musician since childhood,

“The Arts Alliance is
more important now,
during a pandemic,
than ever. It keeps
artists in touch with
each other during
this period of fewer
live performances
and festivals.” -
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Craig currently focuses on playing piano,
composing, recording, and performing. Since
2015, Craig has produced the Bloomington
Blues & Boogie Woogie Piano Festival
(Bloomington Boogies) and has taken
advantage of our fiscal sponsorship program.
He shares his appreciation for our work
and said, “The Arts Alliance provides great
opportunities to share what I do with other
members and with the community. It also
provides fiscal sponsorships and support in
the form of small grants...The Arts Alliance
is more important now, during a pandemic,
than ever. It keeps artists in touch with
each other during this period of fewer live
performances and festivals.” [editor’s note:
You can read about Craig’s new album, Passages,
on page 12]
Fellow musician Krista Detor recently
utilized the Arts Alliance’s fiscal sponsorship
program to host an artist residency this past
summer and proved that performances
could be done safely outdoors during a
pandemic. Her sprawling piece of land “The Hundredth Hill” - on Fish Road was
a perfect place for a small group of NYU
students to rehearse, perform, and ultimately
complete their final projects that were cut
short in New York due to Covid-19. [editor’s
note: we wrote about Krista’s artists’ colony in
the August issue of The Ryder]

JOIN US IN
LOOKING FORWARD
As I look forward to 2021, of course I
wish for our struggles with the Covid-19
pandemic to abate; but I do so with the
knowledge that our city, our country, and
our world has endured disease, plague,
war, famine, and heartache throughout our
history on this planet. The times we are
living in are not so special really -- they’re
just special because they’re ours. And I can
24

see a light at the end of the tunnel because
I also carry this knowledge with me:
throughout time, the artists and the dreamers
among us have led the way to a brighter,
fairer, and more beautiful future. I have total
confidence in the artists among us to unite
us, celebrate us, educate us, and lead us into
a creative revolution much like artists during
the Renaissance did in their day.
Many artists have struggled in a world
that has been too-long dominated by greed
and fear; we struggle because we know so
much more is possible -- a more peaceful
world, a more beautiful world, and an
economy that centers around ideas, music,
words, art, empathy, and understanding of
the differences between us, and a willingness
to embrace those differences, explore the
barriers between us, and then knock them
down, one song at a time, one brushstroke at
a time, one word at a time.
But we can’t do it without you. Without
the support of our community. So, please
join us in looking forward to 2021, and
envisioning a brighter, better, kinder world
in which all humans and our artwork are
valued. Join us in:
» Eradicating the phrase “starving artist”
-- because in the year 2020, no one on
this planet should be starving, let alone
the ones who share some of their most
personal work with us.
» Holding our community leaders
accountable for creating new jobs
and new ways for artists to make a
living wage here in Bloomington, and
communicating them clearly. The arts
are responsible for millions of tourism
dollars in our community, and it is up to
community leaders and elected leaders to
ensure working artists receive our cut of
this market.
RYDER

Thea Freygang has been a longtime patron of the
arts and purchased a painting by Diego to support
the Arts Alliance and add original artwork to her
young child’s bedroom. (courtesy photo)

» Finding ways to engage the most
disenfranchised in our community, and
actively seeking out ways to draw in
more people with disabilities, people of
color, and unheard voices in our LGBTQ+
community.
» Demanding more diverse leadership
in our arts community, especially as
we consider options for the Waldron,
which has been returned to the City of
Bloomington and will remain an arts
center.
» Imagining the kind of community
outreach we could do in our surrounding
counties, where too many children,
especially, do not have access to quality
arts education.
» Volunteering for local arts orgs, buying
locally made art, signing up for classes,
and telling others why it’s so important to
celebrate and value the artists among us.
DEC 2020 / JAN 2021

Join us in celebrating not only the last ten
years for the Arts Alliance, but the tenacity
and strength of all artists who toil not for
some green bits of paper, but because we
must, because we feel compelled to do so.
And because our world is better for it.
In closing, we invite you to look forward
to 2021 with excitement and appreciation for
the amazingly vibrant artistic community
we have here in southern Indiana… and our
incredible potential for growth.
editor’s note: Rachael Himsel has been
board president of the Arts Alliance of Greater
Bloomington since 2016. As founder of Women
with Guts Productions, she produces theatre
and writes about topics including Mike Pence,
great gay love stories of the 1900s, Medicaid
privatization failure, and falling in love with your
body at WomenWithGuts.com
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MORGENSTERN
BOOKS

IS BACK
The return of Bloomington’s

iconic indie bookstore
10 million titles online
MorgensternBooks.com
@MorgensternBooks
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Inspire your writing.
Transform your life.
Register now for Spring 2021 classes:
www.womenwritingbloomington.org
DEC 2020 / JAN 2021
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THE FORGOTTEN FOLK
B-Sides from
The Harry Smith
Folk Anthology
By Tom Roznowski

For masterpieces are not single and
solitary births; they are the outcome of
many years of thinking in common, of
thinking by the body of the people, so
that the experience of the mass is behind
the single voice.
— Virginia Wolﬀ
A Room of One’s Own

Down by a western water tank
One cold December day

— Dick Justice

The Harry Smith B-Sides
(Track 1, Disc 1)

And now it lies broken. Probably for
the length of our lifetimes. The deep
divisions in America around race and Harry Smith,
1952
class, which were always rooted in
wealth, have stunned us all into collective
Backward glances are not natural to
dysfunction. The depth of our divisions
Americans. If we have never quite measured
were clearly exposed in a yea or nay national up as a forward-thinking people, we can at least
referendum. The result of that democratic
be considered a forward-looking people. Each
exercise illuminated this estrangement for all of the major migrations in our nation-building:
to see. As for the business of resolving policy across the Atlantic to North America, westward
issues or choosing a future direction, the
into the frontier, or more recently from farm to
outcome of this once-in-a-generation election city, required a personal resolve to never glance
decided nothing.
back at the consequences of your actions, or
stop and consider how they might be slowly
[editor’s note: Tom Roznowski has spent
gaining on you.
most of his creative life singing, writing, and
exploring in his particular locality, the hills
of Southern Indiana. Currently, Tom is the
host of Porchlight, airing on WFIU Saturday
evenings at 6PM]
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One manifestation of this resolve has
been the exploitation and subsequent
abandonment of large portions of lands
and people, stretching from sea to shining
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sea. You don’t have to look far for evidence
of the damage done anywhere east of the
Mississippi: the vacant small towns, the
impoverished mountain communities, the
tired aging cities. No question that daily life
was hard for many even when these areas
were thriving. In fact, as we can see now,
that’s exactly what allowed them to thrive in
the ﬁrst place.

as a concept. This is astounding, especially
given the social, racial, and class divisions that
coursed through America at the time. A period
photograph of African-American and Cherokee
musicians Andrew and Jim Baxter (Georgia
Stomp b/w 40 Drops) reveals perhaps more
than was intended. The two men are seated
outdoors posing with their instruments. They
are apparently the invited entertainment for
the day. Behind them, at a remove of perhaps
10 yards, a group of fashionably dressed white
women stand behind a long table. Welcome to
Gordon County, Georgia in the 1920s.

The Harry Smith B-Sides, recently released
as a handsome boxed set by Disc-To-Digital,
provides listeners a director’s cut of an already
legendary work. These are the companion
tunes for the A sides from original 78 r.p.m.
releases that appeared on The Anthology of
American Folk Music curated by Harry Smith.
That initial collection, released by Folkways
were
Records in 1952, featured 84 performances of
In the 1920s, the B-sides
American roots music, the majority recorded in
where the racy, and
n
te
of
just three years, from 1927 through 1929. The
ere consigned.
w
s
ng
so
,
st
ci
ra
selections are divided into three categories:
Ballads (the English folk tradition of storytelling
through song), Social Music (played and sung
where people gathered: primarily church
Of course, being uniquely American, the
and dances) and ﬁnally, Songs (covering the
original Anthology American of Folk Music was
waterfront with meditations on birds, prison
a serendipitous combination of creativity,
time, rough neighborhoods, and ﬁshing).
evolving technology, and market forces. In
As distinctive as the sources and subjects
the mid to late 1920s, the process used to
of these performances are, there is a cohesion
capture live music took a huge leap with the
that binds each of these collections together
introduction of electronic recording, vastly
improving the ﬁdelity of performances.
The Carter Family (left to right) Maybelle, Sara, and A.P.
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ephemera: catalogues, paper airplanes,
painted Easter eggs. Around 1940, Harry
Smith began to accumulate commerciallyrecorded folk recordings created during
this rich three-year period of the late 1920s.
Conveniently, Harry’s curiosity and energy
coincided with yet another enormous shift
in recording technology that had occurred
during the late 1940s: the emergence of LPs
(Long Players) spinning at 33 1/3 rpm and
the conversion of two-song, A and B side
releases from 78 to 45 rpm., which facilitated
the growing popularity of jukeboxes.

Doc Boggs

Voices and instruments no longer had to
shout to be heard. Almost overnight, Enrico
Caruso became Bing Crosby.
These advances moved in lockstep with a
growing consumer market eager for portable,
re-playable versions of folk songs by rural
artists; performances that a couple decades
earlier could have been absorbed only in the
moment. What Gutenberg’s press did for
story, the 78 rpm record did for roots music.
Yet another step away from the immediate
and the individual, anticipating that a broad
acceptance would surely follow.
Harry Smith was not a musician, but
he listened like one. He was a genuine
eccentric born of eccentrics. His mother
claimed to be the vanished daughter of
Czar Nicholas, Anastasia. His father had
once been a cowboy. Every bit as essential
as his fascination with American folk
music was young Harry’s penchant for
collecting. Whatever he earned at various
odd jobs was largely spent acquiring
30

In response to this market shift and eager
to create warehouse space for new releases,
major record labels began oﬀ-loading their
remaining stock of 78s to local retailers for
pennies on the dollar. Much of that stock
had been sitting undisturbed during the
Depression and World War II. With few
notable exceptions, the musicians who had
performed on these recordings had either
moved on with their lives or simply died.

The initiative to release The Anthology of
American Folk Music in 1952 was guided by
Moe Asch of Folkways Records. The new
LP format had made it marketable. Harry
Smith’s vast collection provided the content.
The resulting wave of inspiration arising
from the public’s exposure to the songs and
styles of these lost artists is evident in the
original music created during the folk, blues,

Andrew and Jim Baxter

RYDER

and rock boom of the 1950s and 60’s. “One
singer playing an instrument and telling a
story” pretty much sums up the majority of
cuts on the original anthology. Earthy vocal
styles. Driving rhythms. All of a sudden, it
was daylight again.

But in that generation between the last
recordings featured on the original Anthology
and a young Bob Dylan playing at the Gaslight
Cafe in Greenwich Village, the world had
become a diﬀerent place. The books included
with each Harry Smith collection show us just
how diﬀerent. Consider the names of the artists,
or the titles of the songs: Columbus Fruge,
Uncle Bunt Stephens, The Williamson Brothers
and Curry, or “I Heard The Voice Of A Pork
Chop,” “The Royal Telephone,” “My Mamma
Was A Sailor.” Clearly not from around here, at
least these days.
This is what, in the ﬁrst anthology’s
introduction, Greil Marcus refers to as “the
old, weird America.” But actually, that’s only
because we collectively closed our ears, turned
our backs, and walked away. Even in 1952,
these recordings must have sounded raw and
Jim Jackson
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primitive by comparison. The emergence of
multi-tracking in the mid-1960s made these
initial performances seem even more remote.
A little math to consider: The distance between
the releases of The Anthology of American Folk
Music and The Harry Smith B-Sides is 68 years.
Reverse that amount of time back from the
original release and you are midway between
the patent for Thomas Edison’s phonograph
and the formation of his company to market
recorded wax cylinders.

Technology continues to guide
us away from the sensory.
What’s become lost in the ,
process is something personal
immediate, and genuine.
The sudden availability of The Harry
Smith B-Sides, much like the discovery of
the Gnostic Gospels at Nag Hammadi in
1945, basically takes a hard-right turn oﬀ
of our road of accepted reality. It’s not that
these added performances are inferior or
secondary by appearing on the ﬂip side.
Rather, they enhance and broaden our
understanding of these rare artists, the
music they played, and signiﬁcantly, the
America that surrounded them.

In the late 1920s, the B-sides were often
where the racy, and racist, selections were
consigned. A small note included in this
set of 4 CDs states that three songs which
matched contributions on the original
Anthology are not included here because
of racist lyrics. One of the artists, Uncle
Dave Macon, had either a natural aﬃnity
or a supreme indiﬀerence to racial epithets.
Another one of his recordings included
a slur right in the title. A popular Grand
Ole Opry performer, Macon still stands
enshrined in the Country Music Hall Of
Fame today.
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There are other names in these collections that might be
familiar to folk, country and blues fans today: The Carter
Family, Dock Boggs, Mississippi John Hurt. But the vast
majority of performers here would only be ﬂeetingly
captured in their brief recording sessions before being cast
back into the river of time to sink or swim. These include
voices that belie age and broader inﬂuences. Richard
“Rabbit” Brown sounds like no one has since, though you’d
imagine many a soul with a guitar on their knee might have
thought it was a style one could learn through imitation.
Dock Boggs was only 29 when these initial recordings were
made, sounding twice that old because of all that he had
seen, heard, and swigged. As one listens here, there is a
creeping realization that as technology continues to guide us
away from the sensory, what’s become lost in the process is
something personal, immediate, and genuine.

We are

open

for dine-in
and curbside
carryout
1505 S. Piazza Drive | 812-287-8027

c3bloomington.com
@c3bloomington
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The opportunity for individuals
who had only played locally for
town folk, family and friends
to record in a professional
studio must have involved a
leap of its own. Imagine a visit
to New York City or Chicago
for someone raised without
electricity. Consider too the
fragile trappings of fame that
might suddenly surround
them: a printed poster for their
performances, a professional
photograph posing with their
instrument, then this brittle black
disc with their name and song
neatly printed on a light blue
label. All this when there might
have been two phonographs
within ﬁve miles of home.
This thrilling feeling, this
startling moment in time, was
all gathered in two-and-a-half
minutes of recorded music. On
the second disc included on
The Harry Smith B-Sides, The
Alabama Sacred Harp Singers
encourage you have to a little
talk with Jesus. Heart and soul
while making every small stop
in between. Then, there’s the
foot-stomping careening ﬁddle
tune “Old Red” by Floyd Ming
and his Pep-Steppers. Country
music is often described as three
chords and the truth. “Old Red”
is two chords touching eternity.
The question one is left with
after a visit to the days before
tube microphones, multi-track
overdubs, and isolation booths
is not how much better the
ﬁnished recording might have
been than a live rendition but
exactly the opposite. Listening
to the sheer raw force of
these sessions, one aches for
the lost experience that must
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have preceded them. Maybe
a random Sunday in a tiny
church with Blind Willie
Johnson testifying. Or maybe
searching Appalachia with a
name and destination in mind:
back roads traveled, directions
asked, until you hear the banjo
and ﬁddle a little further up
the hill, just before your scent
reaches the dogs.
All this time and distance
allows for the fact that the lyrics
here are frequently oﬀered
a strange patois or shouted,
garbled, and growled in a way
that deﬁes understanding. As
Om Kalthoum or the Rolling
Stones have proven, this alone
does not preclude a listener’s
transcendence.

of Arc, originally shot in 1928, was thought lost forever
until a complete copy was discovered over 60 years
later in the closet of a Norwegian mental hospital.
Often, the margins of extinction are just that slim. But
still the search continues.
This is 20th-century archeology, which in the case of The
B-Sides involved using model airplane glue to restore the
only surviving recordings. This collection may provide
entertainment but beyond that, it may provide some
cause for hope. Can something so fragile from so long ago
survive the rough transition to our current reality? It is a
question that involves remembering and mending as part
of the answer. Acknowledging that it’s been badly broken.
Needing it to somehow be made whole again.

Can this collection of 165
songs spread out over two
releases nearly 70 years
apart be considered essential
listening for someone who
loves the American music
genres of country, rock, and
blues? Is reading the Bible
cover-to-cover a given for a
devout Christian? Or visiting
the Pyramids for someone
who loves travel? It’s out
there. You decide.

Perhaps it’s enough for
now to simply extend thanks
to the folks at Disc-To-Digital
for the enormous effort and
collaboration necessary to
present these artifacts for
your consideration. One
thinks about the thousands
of early films shot on
silver nitrate stock, the
vast majority lost to the
ravages of time, fire, and
indifference. Carl Theodor
Dreyer ’s The Passion of Joan
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Hosted by

Kayte Young

EarthEats.org

Saturdays 7-8am
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DNYAN YEWATKAR’S

PEACE-PEDALING
GLOBAL ACTIVISM

Breaking Away Meets No
Reservations, With An Ample
Dash of Siddhartha

By Mason Cassady

Main image: Dnyan at the Golden Gate Bridge; left
In 2016, Dnyan Yewatkar set out on a
bicycle journey from his home near the city images, top to bottom: Dnyan at San Francisco City
Hall, Dnyan cycling in South Korea.
of Wardha, in the central Indian state of
village not far from Wardha, an important
Maharashtra. Inspired by the life and work
center for Maharashtra’s cotton trade. It’s
of Mahatma Gandhi, Dnyan’s raison d’etre is
impossible to grow up in India and not know
to spread peace, love and the principles of
nonviolent action to people and communities Gandhi, especially in Dnyan’s native corner
through a global tour, titled Pedaling for Peace. of the subcontinent, which Gandhi eﬀectively
Dnyan has biked nearly 30,000 miles through made his home for the last decade of his life,
but it wasn’t until Dnyan discovered one
23 countries, and he plans to keep going;
of the better memoirs of journeys spiritual
along the way, he makes frequent stops to
and global that he truly began not just to
share his experiences through volunteering
appreciate Gandhi, but see how all it takes
and speaking engagements. He often talks
to walk the Mahatma’s talk is simply to
with children and young people at schools
embracing his message and, well, to borrow
and community centers. Since September,
Dnyan has been based in Bloomington,
taking a break from cycling in times made
diﬃcult by the Covid-19 pandemic.
The son of a shoemaker father and farmer
mother, Dnyan is the oldest of three children.
The rest of his family still resides in a rural
—Dnyan Yewatkar

“Nonviolence can change
people’s hearts.”
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from the B-52’s, roaming where you want
to. While On the Road and The Dharma Bums
have long inspired many young people to
take to the road a la Kerouac for exploration
of inner and outer spaces, for Dnyan, it was
No Destination — the memoir of Indian peace
activist and writer Satish Kumar, a former
Jainist monk who, in 1962, set out with his
friend R.P. Menon, on an intercontinental
walk for nuclear disarmament to Moscow,
Paris, London and Washington DC,
eschewing money and meat throughout their
8,000 mile journey.
As memoirs of travel are wont to do
for youth, after reading No Destination,
seventeen-year-old Dnyan knew what he had
to do: Experience India by foot, and spread
some peace and love in the process. Such
radical notions of life-trajectory change were
not met with encouragement by his mother.
“You are crazy!” he recalls her exclaiming.
“You have to study! You are very small and
India is a very big country! You will have
so much trouble!” Dnyan recalls her saying
(and passionately). With only the amount
of rupees that can ﬁt in a small piggy bank,
Dnyan thought to ask his father for money to
support his journey, but was scared because
his father was very strict. “But every Friday,”
Dnyan explained with a smile, “there was a
small market in our local village. My father
would go there and get drunk and when he
drank, he became a super friendly man, so I
always told him important things on Fridays
during the market.”

So when Friday came, Dnyan worked up
the courage to tell his father what he was
thinking. But to Dnyan’s sad surprise, his
father was not enthusiastic, and didn’t even
consider the journey as a possibility. Maybe
he hadn’t had enough to drink? But near the
end of the conversation Dnyan told his father,
“I’m not asking your permission, I don’t need
it, I have already decided to do this walk.”
And his father replied, “If you want, go walk
and don’t show me your face again.”
Three nights later, with the conviction of a
rebellious teenager on a mission, Dnyan made
good on his stated intentions and left his home
in the middle of the night, with just a bag
and only enough money to last a few days.
Between 2008 and 2010, Dnyan walked 8,000
miles through all the states of India and saw the
realities of his country at the ground level. He
was often around children living on the streets.
“They don’t have homes, they have many
struggles,” he told me. “Many of them get
kidnapped, get their limbs cut to make them
beggars, and the young girls are forced into
prostitution by the red light maﬁa.”
For those two years, Dnyan did not speak
to his parents. His earlier stated indiﬀerence
aside, Dnyan’s father made many requests
to the police to ﬁnd him; at various times,
his parents thought he might be dead. But he
was not dead, just skeletal: When he returned
home, he weighed just over 67 ounces for
each of his nineteen years, tipping the scales
at a frighteningly-ascetic 80 pounds. Soon
thereafter, Dnyan began his university

Dnyan with students at a school in Myanmar; Dnyan with a host family in Seattle.
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moments where a young idealist’s conceit
sets him up for critical lessons in needs
assessment and relationship-building. “But
they said they don’t want to learn
and they just ran away.” He quickly
realized that the hungry mind can’t
be sated on an empty stomach, and
that providing food was the ﬁrst
priority. “One morning, I cooked
breakfast for 120 children. I went
to the street and said, “I have
breakfast for you,” and they all ran
to me for food, and this cooking
went on for one month.” In those
moments of sharing breakfast, the
children learned to trust Dnyan
and told him about their lives.
Dnyan learned an important lesson:
“Hungry people cannot understand
values. Hungry people need food.
If we go to poor people and try
to teach them values, they are not
going to accept that. They need the
basics before the values.”
Eventually, Dnyan transitioned to
teaching young people the Gandhian
Dnyan with a delegate at the Indian Embassy in New York City principles of nonviolence and civil
disobedience. He traveled to conﬂict
zones around India - in particular, places
interact with society. I see how humans live,
like Assam and Kashmir, where tensions
I experience the geography and its impact on between the Hindu and Muslim traditions are
our lives.”
notoriously fraught — and worked to settle
Dnyan later took his B.A. in history from
disputes and create communal harmony
Wardha’s Nagpur University, and with a
between opposing sides at the micro level.
certiﬁcate in hotel management and hospitality, As the 150th birthday of Gandhi neared in
got a job at Nagpur Airport. But he soon
2019, Dnyan decided that there was only one
realized that type of work didn’t align with
way he could do justice to celebrating and
his goals or purpose in his life: “Inside myself,
honoring Gandhi’s memory: Saddle up and
I was not satisﬁed,” he says (echoing the
pedal around the globe, extolling the virtues
sentiments of so many others the world over).
of peace and love through conversation,
“This internal voice told me not to do that type action and food. Buon giorno, world!
of work so I left my job.” With that realization,
Dnyan began to search for work that aligned
with his values on a deeper level.
From 2012 to 2015, Dnyan helped street
children in his home city of Wardha. “First
Dnyan’s knowledge of the history and
I brought books and thought I could teach
leaders of nonviolence is not only impressive,
the children,” he says, recalling one of those but perhaps even geographically innate.
studies in history, taking courses in sociology
and geography. “When I travel the world, I
learn more about those subjects,” he says. “I

1

A LONG LINEAGE
OF PEACE LEADERS
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Dnyan realized
that the tiger was
stalking him.
In the mid-1930s, Gandhi established what
would essentially become his headquarters
ashram in the small village of Shegaon (now
Sevagram), on the outskirts of Wardha, near
Dnyan’s birthplace, residing there from 1936
until his death in 1948. Not far away, his
pupil Vinoba Bhave started an ashram on the
banks of the Dham River.
In 1951, just four years after India gained
independence from the United Kingdom,
Bhave started the Bhoodan Movement (Land
Donation Movement) to lessen inequalities
of land ownership. Moving slowly by foot,
Bhave traveled India and asked landowners
to donate land to the poor and landless so
they could farm. The movement transitioned
to the donation of entire villages advocating
for communal ownership of land. One
thousand villages were eventually donated to
the movement.
Open for
This type of activism was an inspiration
for the peace
and pilgrimage of Satish Kumar
in No Destination, and as Dnyan gave me
(812) 822-0694
this succinct history lesson, he connected
BhaveFired
and Kumar’s
Wood
Pizza activism to the
larger philosophy of Gandhi. “This is
House
Made Pasta
& changing
Ravioli society,”
the nonviolent
way of
he says.
“The
people who are poor feel
Italian
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gratefulsourced
to the landowners
Locally
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go!beautiful way that
poor people.
That’stothe
nonviolence can change people’s hearts.”
Check out our
Dnyan
has
his story so many times that
Pizza oftold
the Month
when
he
recounts
the countries he has visited,
osteriarago.com
he rattles them oﬀ rapidly in chronological
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without
missing a beat. Beginning in
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India, Dnyan pedaled to Myanmar, and then
explored most countries in Southeast Asia.
From there, he ventured into parts of East
Asia including Taiwan, China, Japan, and
South Korea. Ready to change continents and
cultures, Dnyan ﬂew across the world to San
Francisco, biked to New York, then south,
eventually ﬁnding his way to Cuba, Mexico
and various countries in Central America.
A journey of such magnitude comes with
the whole gamut of worldly experience, what
the Taoists call the 10,000 Things; the good,
the bad, the ugly, the scary, the beautiful, ad
inﬁnitum. Listening to Dnyan unwind his
vagabonding pedigree, I could not help but
be struck by the contrast between this alwayssmiling, twenty-ﬁrst century troubadour, and
the absolute terror of situations he described
that would have most people in therapy.
Dnyan has experienced some of the most
welcoming hospitality along with moments

Catch the Game
on over 30 screens
*
*
*
*
*

Subs and Strombolis
Nick’s Burgers
Our Famous Pizza
Sink the Biz fries!
Beer, Wine and Spirits

Eat
Eat in
in the
the Street
Street

Tents and heaters. Put on your
woolies and come on down!
423 E. Kirkwood (812)332-4040
39

so dangerous — indeed, sometimes
simultaneously — that he wasn’t sure
he would live to tell about it.

1

A TIGER’S GAZE IN
THE NIGHT

Top to bottom: Dnyan with host family in Cuba; Dnyan
speaks with a local in Cuba; Dnyan speaking to students
at a school Columbus, Ohio.
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At one point while cycling in
Myanmar, Dnyan was presented
with two options for his route. The
ﬁrst was a highway — fast, direct,
lacking in scenery, and busy with car
traﬃc. The second was a winding
road that beckoned deep into the
jungle — the quintessential path less
traveled. Dnyan lives by this maxim:
“The more adventures you embark
upon, the more you will bloom like
a ﬂower.” Of course he chose the
second road.
On his ﬁrst day, he cycled down that
muddy road in hopes that he might
come upon some sort of shelter by
nightfall. That never happened, so
Dnyan pushed on, cycling all through
the night. The next morning, he came
across a river and decided to take
a break to eat and sleep. Exhausted
from pedaling all night, he slept for
seven hours, and awoke “to realize
that most of my equipment like my
camera and mobile were completely
oﬀ due to no charge. I packed up my
bags, ate the leftovers and continued
my journey. I had made up my mind
that I would cycle my way through
the night as I felt scared to sleep in
the jungle at night.”
After sunset, darkness engulfed the
jungle as Dynan pedaled onward.
To calm himself, he sang his favorite
songs — the soundtrack of the
Bollywood romantic drama Manzil
— loudly. “I thought my singing out
of tune would scare oﬀ the animals,”
he says with a chuckle. But soon
thereafter, a tiger emerged from the
RYDER

darkness into the brightness
of his bicycle light, just about
300 feet in front of him. Dnyan
hoped that the tiger would not
see him, but quickly realized
that he was staring directly
into the tiger’s eyes. “I started
praying with this thought
looming over my head, ‘Was this
my last day of being alive?’ My
mind was in splits and my body
was losing its grip.”
After a 15-minute standoﬀ, the
tiger sashayed back into the
dense jungle. Dnyan felt like he
had to make a move soon — but
then he realized the tiger was
stalking him from behind. He
continued to stand by, idle in the
road with his bicycle, praying
that his life would be spared.
The tiger walked oﬀ again. “I
waited at the same spot,” Dnyan
recounts, “scared to even bat
an eyelash, as the tiger might
return to make me his night
meal.”After thirty minutes,
with no further sign of the tiger,
Dnyan began to pedal away. “I
never looked back,” he says.

the seventh day, the pavement on his route ended and he
segued onto a dirt road. He found no villages in the area so
he set up his tent in the forest. After a meal of dal, Dnyan
fell into a deep sleep.

Later that night, he felt what seemed to be someone
shaking his tent. “At ﬁrst, I thought I was dreaming, but
eventually I realized that the tent was really moving,” he
says. “Then I thought it must be some animal.” Staying
silent and still, Dnyan then heard a vehicle. He unzipped
his tent and looked out, only to ﬁnd himself surrounded by
ﬁfteen men strapped with machine guns. Unable to speak
Spanish, Dnyan thought they were the police, but then
realized “they were cartel gang members and I had entered
their area.” The men put his bike and all his belongings in
their trucks. Next, he recalls, “They covered my face and

1

CURRYING FAVOR
WITH THE CARTEL

The apogee of Dnyan’s travel
weirdness to date, however,
may be his stay with a
slightly-schizoid group of
narco-traﬃckers South of the
Border. While in southern
Mexico, Dnyan was cycling
through the state of Oaxaca,
toward the Paciﬁc coast. His
route meandered through a
mountainous area of dense
forests, and he estimated that it
would take at least a dozen days
of cycling. As night neared on
DEC 2020 / JAN 2021
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He saw this as an opportunity to build
goodwill, so he made curry for the
narcotraﬁcantes and they ate together in an
unusual exchange of cultures. It soon became
apparent Dnyan was a victim of his own
talent. “They asked me to stay with them and
cook food for them!” he recalls. “I laughed
When Dnyan woke up, the door was
and said, ‘I am a traveler. I can’t stay here.’”
unlocked, so he walked outside and
But the cartelistas were in no hurry to lose
beheld an extraordinary sight: a massive
the services of their new chef de cuisine.
production complex for processing
(Separating stems and seeds from ﬂower,
marijuana, opium poppies and other
and processing poppy into heroin, is, after
psychoactive plants. A group of men
all, nothing if not appetite-inducing, and
sat by a fire; gently but confidently,
what better fare to fuel
the distillation of drugs
than dal, tikka masala
and maybe a good dish
of butter chicken?) Ten
days passed and Dnyan
once again pleaded with
his increasingly gourmet
captors for his release. “I
insisted and begged them
to let me go,” he says. “I
told them that they can keep
whatever they want but let
me go. But they were fans of
the food I cooked! So they
wouldn’t let me go.”
Capitualing to the status quo
but seeing opportunity where
Dnyan with the children of a host family in Washington D.C.
some would see despair, in
addition
to
salving
their stomachs, Dnyan
Dnyan approached them. “I used Google
attempted to edify their hearts and minds
translator to communicate. I asked them if
by teaching the men about nonviolence.
they had kidnapped me. They all laughed
The oﬀer was met with well-intended, but
and said yes, they had.” They continued
nonetheless inverse, thematic reciprocity: In
to talk, and once the men realized Dnyan
return, the men oﬀered to teach Dnyan how
was from India, they became curious.
to shoot. “I told them I have no use of this at
“One of them said he liked Indian food,
all,” he recounted.
especially chicken curry. I told them
But through all of these interactions, he came
that I too cook Indian food. They asked
to realize that the lives of his captor-fans
me to cook Indian food for them. I was
(one can almost picture Dnyan as a culinary
happy to do so,” he recalls. (Along with
version of Ben Stiller’s Tropic Thunder
an indomitable spirit, Dnyan also travels
character, serving up sumptuous dishes to
with many Indian spices so that he can
a full and appreciative, if hair-trigger, house
cook with flavors from his culture.)
every night) were complex. They had families
made me sit with them in the vehicle.” They
drove through the night before they ﬁnally
reached their camp. They removed his face
cover and locked Dnyan alone in a room.
Despite his fear, Dnyan was so tired from
cycling that he fell asleep on a cot.
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to support and limited options
for work. Most of them hoped
that their children would not
follow in their footsteps; like
many the world over, they were
doing the best they could with
the hand they were dealt.
As the days passed, unspoken
mutual empathy grew; after
being held for twelve days,
the leader of the cartel’s camp
decided that Dnyan could go.
To show their appreciation, the
gunmen attempted to make a
gift of drug bags Dnyan could
sell to ﬁnance his travels. He

gained a unique perspective into the lives of men working
for the cartel, and all without ending up like any starcrossed character in Ozark or The Bridge. “When I looked
into their eyes, they were ﬁlled with true compassion
and love. I felt humanity. Even in those twelve days with
them, I wasn’t afraid of them. I saw a human in all of
them.” In parting, the cartel cadres told him that typically
they didn’t free those who they kidnap — but in Dnyan’s
case, they were making the rare exception on not so much
humanitarian, but human, grounds.
He was their only kidnap victim, they said, who did not
make them feel “like monsters.”

Dnyan saw an
opportunity
to build
goodwill, and
so he cooked
curry for the
cartel.
1

politely declined. “They even
oﬀered me a pistol for safety,” he
says, marvelling at the memory.
But Dnyan passed on that as
well. “My work is to connect
hearts,“ he gently asserts. “I talk
of love and nonviolence. Where
there is love, there is no weapon.
No weapon can ever establish
peace and harmony.”
Suﬃce to say, Dnyan had
DEC 2020 / JAN 2021
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Dnyan visiting a Buddhist temple in South Korea; Dnyan speaking to high school students in New York.

1

THE ROAD AHEAD

With derailleurs flinging chain to sockets
to speed flight from kidnappers (however
gracious), Dnyan let the ribbon of road
sluice him south into Central America.
As governments began to impose travel
restrictions due to Covid-19, Dnyan
decided to hunker down in Costa Rica,
once again cooking food for those living
on the streets, this time in San Jose. But
one day in his newly-minted Tico life, his
bicycle was stolen and he found himself
stranded. Through social media, a friend
in Bloomington heard about the situation
and offered to host Dnyan as he figured out
plans and bought a new bicycle.
That friend would be none other than Jeff
Mease, co-owner of One World Enterprises,
the venerable local restaurant and hospitality
group that includes Pizza X and the
Bloomington Brewing Company, among
others. An accomplished globetrotter himself
who definitely reflects the sensibilities of
his company’s name, in 2017, Mease and
Dnyan happened across each other while
they were both cycling in Myanmar, when
Mease stepped off a train and saw a bicycle
with a sign on it about peace with a picture of
Gandhi. Dnyan appeared shortly thereafter.
The two got to talking, and realized their
bicycle routes matched, so they decided to
cycle together. Since that meeting, the two
have stayed in contact; when Mease heard
the news about Dnyan’s situation in Costa
Rica, he invited Dnyan to stay with him in
44

Bloomington. “It is one of my favorite places
in all of the United States,” he enthuses.
“Beautiful people, beautiful nature, and an
amazing diversity in the community, people
that are young, old, and from so many
countries live here. That is very special.”
During his Bloomington stay, Dnyan spread
his own special kind of culinary love and
wisdom: From a station at One World’s
KitchenShare, in October he taught four
Indian cooking classes.

As with most seasoned travelers, Dnyan’s plans
are constantly shifting due to the vagaries that
go hand in hand with adventure, particularly in
this time of Covid-19. But his general plan from
Bloomington is to cycle north to Canada, and
then bike to the southern tip of South America,
a route known as the TransAmerica Trail. After
that, he hopes to bike through countries in
Europe, Africa and the Middle East.
In closing, I asked Dnyan what he would tell
others who want to travel the world, “My
advice is to ask yourself, What do you want
to do in your life?” Because, he added, it
really does pass all too quickly. We must, he
said, simply “discover who we are.” And not
spend each day worrying.
Google produced a series called Search On
which features Dnyan and his amazing
travels in Episode 9.

You can follow Dnyan on his journey ahead on
Facebook (facebook.com/peacewheel.org)
and Instagram: (@peacewheel24)
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THE MISUNDERSTOOD PHENOMENON OF

THE QUEEN’S GAMBIT
by Stephen Volan

O

ne of the most talked-about new
television shows in the unruly year
of 2020 is the surprise hit series
The Queen’s Gambit, released in
October to strong reviews and rapturous
public embrace. Netﬂix reported that by
Stephen Volan has taught an introductory college
course on chess for two decades but could probably
not beat D.L. Townes in a tournament. His 2011
talk “Approaching Autism Theatrically,” given at
TEDxBloomington, is on YouTube. His last article for
The Ryder was his memoir of rooming with the 1987
IU men’s basketball team, “An Epic First Year in
Bloomington,” in our December 2019 issue.
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the end of November, 62 million accounts
watched its new show about the ﬁctional
1960s chess savant Beth Harmon, setting a
record on that platform for a limited series
in its ﬁrst four weeks. (Only Tiger King has
drawn more viewers to Netﬂix, echoing
the profound weirdness of the times.) The
New York Times reported that people simply
watching live chess matches on the livegame-streaming platform Twitch has almost
doubled in that same period, and sales of
chess sets across the country have more
than doubled.
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The book of the same name took a
surprising amount of time to get made into
some kind of motion picture, considering
its pedigree. Walter Tevis, who died the
year after its publication in 1983, also wrote
The Hustler
and The Color
of Money, both
made into wellregarded ﬁlms.
The closest
it came to
realization was
a quarter of a
century later,
when Heath
Ledger, a chess
enthusiast, was working on adapting the
book into a feature ﬁlm to feature Ellen
Page in the lead role, with the eventual
Netﬂix show producer and co-writer Allan
Scott. Ledger intended not only to appear
in but to make his directorial debut with
the ﬁlm before his untimely death in 2008.

frequent critique, if not criticism, of the show
is that it’s full of Chekhov’s Guns that never
go oﬀ: The matron running the orphanage is
not cruel or evil. No male ﬁgures who are in
prime situations to be depraved turn out to be
— the janitor Mr.
Shaibel, the high
school coach who
oﬀers to take her
to his chess club,
the new stepfather
who eyes his
newly adopted
daughter through
his rearview
mirror. There are
no sinister acts, or
even villains. Beth is her own worst enemy; she
overcomes her demons to win the ﬁnal game
and the day, and lives happily ever after.

Gary Kasparov said
that women chess
players should stick
to having children.

The Guardian has attempted to explain the
show’s success by noting that it was an
“uncomplicated pleasure” of “grade-A
escapism,” additionally well-served by its
The seven-part period drama deftly weaves release right before the referendum election
on Donald Trump. The Queen’s Gambit serves
together addiction, mental illness, and
as “a soothing portal into another world
the obscure world of chess with a spot-on
which believes in talent as the one invincible
period fashion and music sense. Hovering
currency” -- the earnest wish of the majority
over it all is the bravura performance of
in 2020 who had had enough of the “family
Anya Taylor-Joy as the protagonist in
business” approach to governance. The LA
what is at once bildungsroman and fantasy,
Review of Books expressed this critique most
meticulous in its recreation of mid-century
harshly: that the show is no less a tranquilizer
modern personal style (aside to aesthetes:
than the ones Beth becomes addicted to, and
furniture and architecture don’t have a
monopoly on “mid-century modern”) while that indulging in it will lead to similar depths
for the rest of us.
imagining a woman rocketing to the top of
the chess world, which was and continues
These criticisms may be true, but are at best
to be almost exclusively male.
misguided. There is a greater value to the
show than they would grant it, or indeed
Many aspects of The Queen’s Gambit have
may even have noticed; and there is more
inspired plenty of full-length commentary,
signiﬁcant criticism with which to confront
and how could it not: The quality of the
the series. The depiction of chess, for
performance of chess — the way characters
example, is of very high quality, but makes
behave at or around a chessboard — has
a literally glaring error. Beth’s behavior is
received a lot of attention, as has the depiction
not as inexplicable as the average reviewer
of Beth’s make-up evolution (which deserves
asserts, the explanation anachronistic
Emmy and Golden Globe recognition). A
DEC 2020 / JAN 2021
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and, like Beth’s emotions themselves, not
entirely self-evident. And the standard
criticism that Jolene, the sole Black major
character, is, in her return in the ﬁnal
episode, another example of the trite
Hollywood “Magical Negro” archetype-ascaricature obscures at once a more piquant
criticism hiding in plain sight and a more
important opportunity missed.

ITS PORTRAYAL
OF CHESS:
GREAT, YET FLAWED

Chess players, like those in any sphere of
specialty, scrutinize any ﬁctive rendering of
their beloved pastime for accuracy, some so
much so that you can all but hear their thoughts
daring playwrights or screenwriters to give
them just the faintest of reasons to not merely
suspend disbelief, but terminate it with extreme
prejudice. Chess is, after all, not just a game, but
a discipline, and for many, passionately so; all
too often, the chessboard isn’t set up properly,
or is used absurdly, and for many aﬁcionados,
this is the functional equivalent of nails being
dragged across a black-and-white, sixty-foursquare chalkboard. Much has been made of
the fact that The Queen’s Gambit, in locating
itself in the high-wire world of professional
chess, has choreographed its matches with such
informed care and respect as to make them, in
their accuracy, perhaps the most sublime set of
scripted chess contests yet performed - realism
that, even if lost on the laymen, pros cannot
help but esteem. The games were played or
designed by grandmasters; the actors largely
behave as real chess players would; the chess
sets (including the ﬁnal Soviet-Latvian-style set
used in Moscow), the clocks (particularly the
charming see-saw clock used in Mexico City),
and the tournaments’ atmospheres (whether
dingy or luxurious) all sharply observed. Other
small facets shine. Chess Review was a real
magazine. The high school coach introduces her
to picking who plays ﬁrst by grabbing a pawn
of each color, mixing them under the table and
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hiding one in each ﬁst for her to choose from.
Consider one blink-and-you-miss-it moment
in Episode 2: in the second-round game
of Beth’s ﬁrst tournament, Beth points out
bluntly, “That’s check.” Chess players don’t
usually say “check’ because it should be
obvious; they only say it when the other
player attempts to make a move that doesn’t
get their king out of check. Her opponent,
Cooke, rated a modest but competent 1520,
takes it as the insult that it is, however
inadvertent: “I know what it is.” Beth, of
course, is still learning the social niceties.

The chess behavior is not perfect, though.
Cooke immediately recognizes that his
position after her check is untenable, and
weaselly asks for a draw. She looks to
Townes, who’s watching, for conﬁdence
to decide. Both Harmon and Townes
should have known better. Beth has just
beaten a roomful of high school boys in a
simultaneous exhibition; she should know
whether or not to accept a draw without
having to look for advice, especially
because she was up a queen which she
sacriﬁced to get the mate. Townes, rated
1724 and portrayed as an upstanding player
(placed ﬁfth in Las Vegas, head of his
college’s chess team), really shouldn’t have
made any motion to her at all; kibitzing
— commenting on a chess match within
earshot of the players — let alone actually
advising a player in a tournament game, is
unethical and strictly verboten. Later, Beltik
(Harry Melling, grown-up from playing
Dudley Dursley in the Harry Potter movies)
wins with a back-rank checkmate, which
his 1800-rated opponent Cohen, who is
promoted as one of the top players at the
tournament, would have seen coming - and
should have resigned before allowing Beltik
to actually play it.
To the uninitiated, these may all, perhaps, be
subtleties, perhaps even arcanely so but the
showrunners could have made better choices
with very little eﬀort while still keeping the
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narrative taut. Indeed,
the very point of the
game of chess itself
suﬀers from a halting
introduction in the ﬁrst
episode. Mr. Shaibel
invites Beth to play,
then promptly beats
her with Scholar’s
Mate, the secondshortest possible game
of chess (for those of
you scoring at home, 1.
e4 e5 2. Bc4 Nc6 3. Qf3
Nd4 4. Qxf7#). Leaving
aside the contempt it
showed toward a girl
who said she’d learned
solely by watching
and wished to be
taught all the rules,
he barely explains the
word “mate.” How
is she supposed to
know that it’s short for
“checkmate,” or that
it’s the object of the
game? Her confusion
at that moment would
be anyone’s.
One of the most
distracting and
damning shortcomings
in the portrayal of
any chess competition
is that, in too many
tournament games, the
players play— well,
the technical term for
it is, “way too fucking
fast.” Often what’s
supposed to be a twohour-per-player game
looks not much slower
than the speed chess
Beth plays later with
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In the ﬁrst episode, Mr. Shaibel informs Beth that “girls do not play chess.”

Benny (Thomas Brodie-Sangster, grown up
from playing Liam Neeson’s airport-running
son in Love, Actually). In his game with Beth,
Townes’ ﬁnal move of the rook — which she’s
been “humiliating” — he makes in only ten
seconds, to a square where, without pause, she
knight-forks his rook and king, which causes
him to gracefully resign. She may have been
ﬂirting with him in her primitive way, but as
comely as she may have been at 15, Townes,
having just met her and being portrayed as
respectful of her presence there, would not
have been so quick to capitulate. In her ﬁnalepisode second game in Moscow, Beth and
her opponent are deep in the middlegame,
yet moving as fast as if the clock had just been
started. While it certainly makes for dynamic
television, the speed at which the showrunners
have players play is often so distracting in its
unconvincingness to someone who’s played
tournament chess that, like the old fast food
commercial, one wishes Roy Rogers was there
to say, “Slow down.” This is one of the very
few, but nonetheless very real, ﬂaws of The
Queen’s Gambit.
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Another annoying tic that can’t be unseen
is Beth’s habit of looking, often searchingly,
at her opponents. Chess players just don’t
do this. For one thing, there is an element of
poker in chess: One does not want the other
to know when they are unsure of a move,
nervous, indignant. Staring at an opponent’s
face is likewise not going to reveal their
intent. The chessboard, meanwhile, is
inherently riveting; there’s so much
happening on it to think about that it compels
all who behold it. Even if eye contact is made
in victory, in real-world chess one don’t often
behold a scene like when Beth locks eyes
with the bested Shaibel. “You’re gloating,” he
says, which, in her ignorance, she truthfully
denies. She looks for intent at the beginning
of her game against Beltik; they stare at each
other when she starts winning. When she
plays the young Girev in Mexico City, the
look of impatient indignation on her face is
a tell. Every move some opponents make
causes Beth to visibly react: sulking, looks
of defeat, regret. She often sulks. Players of
her caliber don’t do that if they have had any
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tournament experience. If they
wanted to show her emoting,
they might have had the camera
coming up, as if it were inside
the board, or perhaps from a
spycam in the king’s crown.
In the ﬁnal game at last, neither
Harmon or Borgov looks at the
other, except perhaps furtively
once in a while. They are
consumed, as they should be,
with the position on the board.
When Borgov adjourns, he
walks away impassively. This
is the way competition should
have been depicted throughout.

THE
DISAPPOINTING
UNREALITY
OF BETH’S
METEORIC RISE

From the perspective of the
broader chess community, the
show’s primary character arc
— a woman beating the world
champion in the 1960s -- is as
implausible as Amazon Prime’s
The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel:
anachronistic at best, unrealistic
at worst. The closest real-world
analog to the achievement of
Beth Harmon was so-called
“women’s chess champion”
Nona Gaprindashvili, namechecked in the ﬁnal episode as
“never having faced men” when
she was, in fact, competitive
at the highest levels of chess
for decades. She simply wasn’t
as dramatically successful as
Harmon.
In 1978 the Georgian became
the world’s ﬁrst woman to earn
the title of Grandmaster, which
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one can only earn by defeating other grandmasters. Beth’s
climactic achievement — a woman defeating the reigning
world chess champion in a game for the ﬁrst time — was
depicted as happening in 1969. Well, what’s a little wishful
ﬁctive revisionism in the name of inspiration: In real life,
this wouldn’t happen for another thirty-three years, when
Judit Polgár defeated Garry Kasparov in 2002. Fifteen years
earlier, the famously dismissive Kasparov, in high sexist
dudgeon, called Polgar a “circus puppet,” adding that
women chess players should stick to having children, and
similarly sneered in his 1987 autobiography that the very
idea of any woman ever becoming world champion “exists
only in ﬁction.” Whether this was a winking reference to
Tevis’ novel or not is unknown, but sexism not being an
insurmountable hurdle in The Queen’s Gambit is why it’s
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almost possible to characterize the series as
“fantasy” as opposed to “drama”.

But, thankfully, it’s also the easiest element
in the project for which to suspend disbelief.
Tevis himself was probably tweaking another
famous chess misogynist, as Beth’s career
more closely tracks in history that of Bobby
Fischer, who defeated Soviet Boris Spassky
to become world champion in 1972. Fischer,
who notoriously dismissed women as chess
players to Harper’s magazine much like
Kasparov did later, notoriously spiraled
into mental illness whose ﬂavor more than
a little echoes that of Beth’s birth mother,
Alice. Well, we can’t have a series about one
of the most mentally-competitive pursuits in
the world without dusting oﬀ and explicitly
invoking that old genius-and-madnessin-chess trope somewhere, which is ﬁnally
given voice in Episode 3 by one of Henry
Luce’s many handmaidens-in-mythmakingto-The-American Century, a Life magazine
“reporter.” Perhaps Beth’s uniquely giftedand-talented lobes will also fate her to
eventual and irrevocable madness along with
the brilliance? Points again for realism in
terms of what happens next: Fifteen-year-old
Beth’s tragically-ﬂawed but idiosyncraticallyadoring adoptive mother Alma (played in an
eﬀective acting turn by A Beautiful Day in the
Neighborhood director Marielle Heller) sends
the hack and her shooter packing.

The Queen’s Gambit
has choreographed
its matches with such
informed care and
respect as to make them
perhaps the most sublime
set of scripted chess
contests yet performed
- realism that, even if
lost on the laymen, pros
cannot help but esteem.
Kingsley in 1993’s Searching for Bobby Fischer.
It’s hard to believe there were no female
grandmasters available to call on.

BETH’S HAIR

A side note here about one of the most
interesting aspects of the series: Beth
Harmon’s hair. It is so important to the show
that it is arguably a character unto itself, and
the awards organizations ought to consider
nominating it for Best Supporting Actor.
A contrast to Beth’s reserved and clipped
demeanor, her hair is loud and noticeable in
a world of black and white; as Anya TaylorJoy told Rotten Tomatoes, “I had a big part
But Kasparov eventually mellowed out,
eating crow in 2017 by admitting his opinions to play in...the way she was going to look.
about women in chess were wrong. Kasparov The ﬁrst thing I said to Scott [Frank, director
and screenwriter] was she needs to have red
would become one of the two prime chess
hair...because I wanted her to stick out like
consultants for The Queen’s Gambit (and was
a sore thumb wherever she went.” Tevis’
even oﬀered the part of the big bad Russian
champion Vasily Borgov, played to impassive original Beth character had brown hair, but
perfection by Polish actor Marcin Dorocinski). both Frank and hair and makeup designer
Daniel Parker independently came to the
And Kasparov was the closest in age to Beth
when he became the youngest person ever to same conclusion about the character as
Taylor-Joy.
win the world championship, at 22 in 1985.
The other consultant, Bruce Pandolﬁni, is a
Although chess is played with pieces that are
New York City chess teacher notorious for
black and white, the boards rarely, if ever, are
being portrayed as a stern taskmaster by Ben black and white. The players need to be able
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to see the pieces easily, so boards are
almost always oﬀ-white or wooden
brown, with light-colored squares
swathed in cream or buﬀ-yellow, and
the dark-colored squares rendered in
forest green, navy blue, burgundy, or
the like. In any case, they are colorful
yet muted, so that the objects that
matter -- the pieces -- stand out.
In The Queen’s Gambit, the world’s
colors are muted and Beth stands out.
She begins unusually -- an orphan
who survives a car wreck — and then
stands out for her remarkable ability.
By her teenage years, she stands out
for her beauty. The red hair perfectly
emphasizes her rarity. Once Alma
teaches her how to harness and style
it, Beth has no idea what a knockout
eﬀect she has on others. She can’t
understand why she’s being singled
out for her femininity, or why she
stands out, and no one is there to
explain it to her.
But her hair does do some real heavylifting as an indication of how old
the character is in a given scene.
The straight-bangs cut she got at the
orphanage makes Anya Taylor-Joy’s
Beth seem young and naive at ﬁfteen.
After the Life magazine story comes
out, her bangs are longer, and there’s
more style to her hair. Eventually she
puts a ﬂip into her red bob distinct
enough to rival her ﬁctional television
contemporary Laura Petrie (Google
her, kids), and her journey to
womanhood is complete.
Alma also schools Beth on couture,
and while one can certainly see this
as unremarkable, not only is it a
key metaphor for her character’s
development, it can also be seen
as a touch of feminist reclamation
- if anyone in real life shared Beth’s
penchant for designer labels, it was
DEC 2020 / JAN 2021

53

the young-and-obnoxious
Bobby Fischer. Her wardrobe
evolution from dowdy highnecked school dresses is
stellar: She arrives in 1966
Las Vegas completely put
together, in cropped jacket,
form-ﬁtting dress, and a
smart ‘do, and by Episode
5, as she’s walking outside
at the Ohio tournament
in eye-catching hairband
and that spectacular dark
green mini-dress, it’s as if
Daphne from Scooby-Doo had
graduated from her usual
Carnaby-Street purple outﬁt
to something way more hip
Beth’s tragically-ﬂawed but idiosyncratically-adoring adoptive mother Alma
for the time. That night, she
(played by A Beautiful Day in the Neighborhood director Marielle Heller)
steps out to go get coﬀee with
at in whatever exotic international city to
The Monkees’ criminallywhich chess contests routinely take her - a
underrated hit “Steppin’ Stone” blaring in
particularly wretched tormentor from her
the background, and the song choice here
past. Margaret, the Apple Pi who was quick
wasn’t made because The Queen’s Gambit
music supervisor Randall Poster particularly to mock her in high school, now totes a baby
stroller with a bag of liquor bottles in the
digs Mickey Dolenz. In title and in lyrics
(“the clothes you’re wearing, girl, are causing bottom, and sports a ﬂeetingly-fashionable
hat that might be snatched by a janitor for
public scenes”), no truer words are spoken
use as a mop. One can’t help but revel in
in testament to the eﬀect this incarnation
this moment of quiet comeuppance, not
of the ingenuous Beth has on those around
just for the belated triumph over a bully,
her, if ironically so, as two skill-sharpening
tournament scrubs look up from their boards but as rite-of-passage moment where Beth
appreciates not just how far she’s come from
to nudge each other as she walks by. Little
her provincial upbringing, but how much
do they know — indeed, little does she
she’s transcended it. Margaret is a reminder
know, or intend -- that stepping stones are
of a bullet dodged; Beth, in her exceptional,
what most boys are to her, on her path to
uneasy uniqueness, was always destined for
professional victories and in her quest for
something beyond Margaret’s drink-soothed
self-understanding.
imagination. (Beth, of course, has her own
Many shots of Beth are her simply sitting and alcohol habit that will confront her soon
eating, drinking or reading - but in stylish,
enough, but recognizes the cautionary tale
well-cut, neutral-colored outﬁts, all of which
when it presents itself.)
contrast her stunning red tresses. It’s all the
By Moscow, she’s not unaccompanied,
more absorbing, then, to see her encounter
at the local Lexington, Kentucky, department because her hair has come with her as her
second. That stellar diamond-black-andstore — a far cry from the boutique clothiers
white dress at the ﬁrst game, the green
and shoe stores Beth plunks cash down
turtleneck she wears dining alone in the
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Russian cafeteria, and ﬁnally,
emerging victorious in the
white coat, black turtleneck
and white beret and gloves,
Beth is a queen resplendent.
It wouldn’t have worked with
any other hair color.

A WOMAN ON THE
AUTISM SPECTRUM
BEFORE ITS TIME

learned what she needed to know. She is exactly an MPDG to
Beltik — by Episode 5, because they’re on a ﬁrst-name basis,
Harry — who is staying in her house at her invitation. Her
MPDG turn occurs when he goes to the bathroom to berate
himself for botching his clumsy romantic overtures; he comes
back out to ﬁnd Beth swinging sexily and unselfconsciously to
Peggy Lee’s “Fever.” He is utterly entranced. She is oblivious:
she does not recognize the eﬀect she has on him. She just likes
the music and is living her life. He later realizes that she likes
him, but she loves chess — she loves it more than he does,
and more than she loves him.

How should we categorize the
character of Beth Harmon? Is Is Beth supposed to be like a famous chess master? Bobby
Fischer is not mentioned in the series because ostensibly
there a model that explains
Beth’s character arc parallels his, and much has been made
her antics?
Is Beth a Manic Pixie Dream
Girl (MPDG)? She checks [sic]
all the boxes: she’s a young
woman (Girl, check) who turns
heads everywhere she goes
while being a wunderkind talent
(Dream, check), she is gamine
like Audrey Hepburn (Pixie,
check), and she has a history
of mental illness in her family
and acts oddly herself (Manic,
check).
But a man would never be the
protagonist of a show called The
Queen’s Gambit unless it had no
apostrophe, and was set in Long
Island City. And even then….
Beth, meanwhile is not the
center of this show, nor present
in any situation in it, for a man’s
sake. If anything, men come to
her, while Beth comes to chess.
The one man she most wanted as
her love, Townes, was, both Beth
and the audience discover when
his “roommate” Roger walks in,
gay, if bi-curious. (Talk about a
Chekhovian misﬁre.) From other
men she slept with, she moved on
almost immediately, once she had
DEC 2020 / JAN 2021
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of the comparison. Harry in turn compares her
to the 19th-century chess genius Paul Morphy,
and there are parallels there too; both Fischer
and Morphy were narrowly interested in chess,
and after peaking young, both went downhill
mentally soon after. (“The pride and sorrow
of chess,” Harry half-explains, half-laments, to
Beth about Morphy.)
What’s missing is the concept that didn’t
exist in the United States until well after the
events of the series, and what neatly explains
so much: Beth Harmon is a clear case of a
woman on the autism spectrum.

Most of Beth’s behavior is consistent with
what used to be called Asperger’s Syndrome
and which has since been folded into
the “high-functioning” realm of autism
spectrum disorders. Asperger’s work
explained that autism was not simply a
profound developmental disability aﬀecting
only children, but had a wide variety of
manifestations from extreme to modest. (It
also turns out that he colluded with the Nazi
regime in Austria to label aﬀected children
as “genetically inferior,” eﬀectively signing
the death warrant of hundreds, which may
have been why his work did not see the light
of day in the English-speaking world until
1981.) It has also taken decades to get people
past the Rain Man stereotype of the late 1980s
and to see people on the autism spectrum as
capable of conforming to neurotypical society.

From the perspective of the
broader chess community, the
show’s primary character arc
— a woman beating the world
champion in the 1960s -- is as
implausible as The Marvelous
Mrs. Maisel: anachronistic at
best, unrealistic at worst.
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Author Val Neil nailed the character of Beth
Harmon a week after the series’ release as
“accidentally autistic”:

It’s not any one thing, but a multitude of small
things. Beth is intelligent, socially awkward,
and often seemingly distant. She’s reserved
and you get a sense that she’s evaluating her
words before speaking. When she does speak
oﬀ-the-cuﬀ, it’s obvious she’s not saying what
is expected of someone her age and gender. It
would be easy to chalk up her behavior to the
loss of her mother, but even there, she doesn’t
react in a typical way. Standing beside the car
crash which had just taken her mother’s life
— a crash she herself survived — Beth’s nonreaction is striking. It’s clear to any autistic
watching that she’s having a shutdown, which
is an internalized version of a meltdown. ‘Sure,
anyone would be upset in that situation,’ you
might say. Yes, but it doesn’t stop there.

People on the autism spectrum display a
variety of behavioral traits: narrow but often
tremendous skills or abilities; speaking with
ﬂat aﬀect; a limited, Spock-like expression
of emotion, even when looking directly
at someone (which is diﬃcult for them);
an inability to engage in “small talk”; a
high intolerance for injustice or disorder;
perseverative (exceptionally repetitive or
obsessive) interests; a lack of executive
function (the ability to initiate actions or
interactions). People on the spectrum tend to
be technically brilliant and socially awkward.
Women are diagnosed far less often than
men, in part because girls are frog-marched
into the World of the Social long before boys
are required (in theory, anyway) to stop
playing with sticks and stones, moving fast
and breaking things; they’re shown ways
to conform at an earlier age, and, as often
as not, for sexist reasons. But unlike the
societal recalcitrance to integrate boys on the
spectrum that usually abets the halting nature
of their social development, even amongst
Mean Girls the social mores of young
womanhood are almost like an emotional
RYDER

Head Start, allowing girls to integrate faster,
easier and better into society.

world for someone with a high-functioning
disability. Why didn’t Beth go crazy like
Morphy or Fischer? Because there were
Fischer infamously displayed many of the
no villains, and people didn’t leave her
spectrum’s tendencies, including an inability to
make friends or ﬁnd things to do other than chess, alone. She was pretty, certainly, but also a
decent person. She got support in ways that
along with a nasty tendency to perseverate on
Morphy and Fischer didn’t. The Russians
conspiracies about Jews. And while there’s no
are successful because they work together,
record of racist outbursts or the like, it’s probable
without rancor or intimations of ideology.
that the great Morphy was on the spectrum, and
Beth eventually gets help from everyone,
thus woefully misunderstood. From Edward
not just Jolene (more on her below) — plenty
Winter’s 1926 biography:
of characters are there to advance the plot
Now we come to the room which Paul Morphy
(Annette Packer, e.g.) and provide a note of
occupied, and which was separated from his
encouragement at just the right time. The boys
mother’s by a narrow hall. Morphy’s room was
eventually band together to help Beth. Beth
always kept in perfect order, for he was very
is never mean, or angry; she’s too unsure to
particular and neat, yet this room had a peculiar
be that. And she’s lived through the trauma
aspect and at once struck the visitor as such, for
of orphanhood and her mother’s death. Even
Morphy had a dozen or more pairs of shoes of all
so, Beth’s impulse is to keep to herself, and to
kinds which he insisted in keeping arranged in a
focus on the one activity she likes to do more
semi-circle in the middle of the room, explaining
than anything else, because she knows how to
with his sarcastic smile that in this way, he could
do it, it makes her feel safe, and it’s not social,
at once lay his hands on the particular pair he
so she isn’t mystiﬁed as to how to control or
desired to wear. In a huge porte-manteau he kept
manage it. One might even go so far as to say
all his clothes which were at all times neatly
that chess itself is autistic: It’s not sensitive to
pressed and creased.
one’s emotions. It can be emotionally brutal
In the show’s fantasy scenario, everything
to one’s injured sense of intellect. But it’s not
happens the way it would in an enlightened
intentionally cruel, just oblivious.
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Autism is hereditary in a more dominant way
than schizophrenia, too, and in this sense,
Beth was an apple that didn’t fall too far from
the tree. Her birth mother is the one who
better ﬁts the accusation of “mad genius.”
In the early ﬁfties, Alice held a PhD in math
from Cornell, and at a time when fewer
than 1000 American women a year earned a
doctorate, a rate eight times less than that of
men). She probably had an aﬀair as a grad
student, with her precious bundle of joy
arriving in 1948 - not the most enlightened
time to be a working mom with a baby out of
wedlock, especially if your work was math.
She was a rare intellect, but she couldn’t solve
the problem of How to Interact with People
like a math problem, or the problem of The
Man Who Fathered Her Child But Spurned Her,
perhaps because of reactions she displayed
that today even a layperson would recognize
as schizophrenia, but in the Leave It To Beaver /
Dragnet era of the ﬁfties, would be considered
just bat-shit crazy, and frighteningly so.
None of which would help make solving the
conundrum of humans less diﬃcult.
The orphaned young Beth (Isla Johnston)
ﬁnishes her schoolwork, and her chess
games, early. She doesn’t like dolls and
barely knows how to fake a smile. While
she’s getting guidance from Mr. Shaibel on
the Levenﬁsh and Najdorf variations of the
Sicilian Defense, no one’s there to guide
her on the appropriate use of the word
“cocksucker,” or to explain the phenomenon
of teenagers across the schoolyard courting
and necking. Chess and the Social can be two
impenetrable subjects, but most people ﬁnd
only the former so; for Beth, the BlackmarDiemer Gambit or the Hedgehog Defense are
inﬁnitely easier to understand and execute,
and far less terrifying, than, say, ﬂirting,
or even saying “Hello” in the right tone
and register. If anything, the tranquilizers
clear from her head the anxiety of trying
to navigate the social world, allowing her
brilliant brain to do the math of chess.
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Once she ﬁnds a subject she likes, it’s all
chess, all the time. Her ﬁrst eﬀort to socialize
is to abruptly ask, “Is there a school chess
club?” All she ever does is study chess!
The only thing she expresses a desire for at
ﬁrst at the Ben Snyder department store is
a chess set; the only books she wants in the
school library are chess books. She learns
Russian, but only because she knows her
own Cold War is winnable, and that her
path to victory lies in understanding the

Beth doesn’t like dolls
and barely knows how to
fake a smile. While she’s
getting guidance from Mr.
Shaibel on the Levenfish
and Najdorf variations of
the Sicilian Defense, no
one’s there to explain the
phenomenon of teenagers
across the schoolyard
courting and necking.
Mother of Grandmasters through their
writings in Cyrillic. She is perfectly content
to read nothing but chess books. What are
you studying, asks Alma one day. “Pawn
structure analysis.” Sounds exciting, says
Alma. “It is,” says Beth, without a hint of
irony or defensiveness. Borgov is right that
she’s like the Russians — “losing is not an
option for her. Otherwise, what would her
life be?” But it’s not just because she’s “an
orphan, a survivor” — it’s because she’s on
the spectrum.

Beth blurts out questions without introduction
or pleasantries. The ﬁrst thing she says to
her mother upon arriving home one day is,
“I’ve started menstruating.” (Alma, tacitly
acknowledging that the girl in front of her
was ﬁfteen and not thirteen as the orphanage
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Yet another professional victory in a quest for self-understanding.

made her claim, says, “A bit late in the day
for you, isn’t it?” Beth is completely at a loss
to respond.) She vainly attempts to get the
attention of strangers by softly clearing her
throat. In comparison, non-spectrum characters
like the chess-playing Annette Packer know
how to introduce themselves and greet people
with a peppy “Hi!”

Looking for money to underwrite her ﬁrst
competitive experience as well as achieve
some simple acceptance in the world, Beth
doesn’t understand why people like her
stepmom would say things like, “The only
girls of your age who work are colored!” She
doesn’t understand innuendo (“I trade rooks
all the time,” to laughter from the Apple Pis).
She doesn’t get their sudden interest in music
(“baby, you’re the one I love”). She’ll hang
out and play, whether at poolside with the
twins or on the town and in bed with Cleo,
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but it’s never her idea. She reacts to the world
and its overtures.
The interview with the intrusive, projecting
Life magazine reporter is a revelation. “You
must’ve been very lonely,” she says, trying
The Rapport-Building-Through-Empathy
Gambit, but surprise! Journalist mind tricks
don’t work on aspies, and when Beth says
she’s ﬁne being alone, there’s no doubt she
means it. She asks Beth about apophenia —
the ﬁnding of patterns or meanings where
there aren’t any — when that’s exactly what
the perplexed reporter is trying to do with
Beth. Making the mistake so many others
have of doubling down on the Freudian in
the hopes of breaking the interview bank,
“Do you imagine,” she inanely asks, “that
you saw the king as a father and the queen
as a mother? I mean, one to attack, one to
protect?” Beth puts it in proper perspective:
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“They’re just pieces. And anyway, it was
the board I noticed ﬁrst…it’s an entire
world of just 64 squares. I feel…safe…in
it. I can control it, I can dominate it. And
it’s predictable. So if I get hurt, I only have
myself to blame.” It’s a perfect response from
someone who today might be a member of
the Autistic Self-Advocacy Network, but to

is told, “Now or never.” (Television hasn’t
seen anything that so perfectly captures
this dimension of the spectrum since Diane
Kruger’s autistic detective Sonya Cross ﬁrstepisode super-eﬃcient cruise, pick-up and,
post-rapture dispensation of a guy at a bar in
the FX series The Bridge.)

After sex? Beth pulls out a
cigarette...and a chess book.
Should Harry stay or go back
to his room? “Whatever you
want,” she says blithely, then
goes back to reading. She
puts no more stock in sex
than any other experience;
Harry thinks he’s in love, and
is at a loss that she isn’t. He
tries to express his love for
her, but she has no tools to
process it. Recognizing her
inability, he oﬀers instead
the one proposal that she
has no trouble saying yes
to: playing chess, just as
Townes suggested after the
Benny only knows how to talk about chess.
awkward moment in his Las
Vegas
hotel
room.
(Contrast with WOPR, the
a scribbler for a magazine then busy with
nuke-controlling computer, asking the same
draping the Mercury astronauts in candyquestion in 1983’s WarGames.) Ultimately,
coated myth, it’s surprising the hack doesn’t
Harry realizes how diﬀerent they are and
strike out on the spot.
packs his bags, though not being able to
Again and again, we see behavior
truly understand the why clearly haunts
consistent with someone whose approach to
him. And in this sense, they’re actually more
relationships is compromised not by character
alike than not: just like Beth, he doesn’t have
ﬂaws, but by a communication disorder. Her
the tools to understand her truly unique
suitor Harry is slowly humiliated by it. She
wiring. But absent everything we know
invites him over immediately when he calls;
now about the spectrum, how could he?
she oﬀhandedly compliments the look of his
As such, it’s of course much easier, in the
new capped teeth, and he is moved, because
ability to comprehend addiction, to see her
he came back looking for her ever since she
as fated to be broken and speeding on a path
appeared all grown-up on the cover of a
to ruin with the tranquilizers; but, then, she
magazine. They play chess by candlelight.
doesn’t know how to keep someone around,
When she invites him to move in, he kisses
despite all her latent charms, because she
her. She’s startled: “I just wasn’t ready.” But
she wants the company. “I’m ready now.” He doesn’t get that she has any charms. “You’ve
really helped me,” she tells Harry, but
pauses, confused by the mixed signals, and
unconvincingly; she doesn’t yet have the
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emotional language to articulate
what it is she really wants,
and he leaves, both of them
believing themselves thoroughly
humiliated. (Later, with Benny,
the tables will turn and she will
be the one moved by sex when
her partner isn’t.)
One of the tools she needs to
haul herself out of the depths
of her social well is conﬁdence
in herself, and her ability to
interact with others. For that,
Benny is just the ticket (if
ticketed; they pile up on his
conﬁdently-but-inappropriately
parked car). He doesn’t need
to come on to her physically
because, sapiosexual that
she is, she’s smitten with
his chess mind, not just for
its conﬁdence, but for the
mastery that she intuits (even
if she can’t articulate) from
a true peer. She is absolutely
conﬁdent about chess, but it
takes peers of equal conﬁdence
to buoy her. Conﬁdent Parisian
fashion model Cleo gives Beth
new conﬁdence in her beauty
and savvy. Having gained
conﬁdence, she stands up to
Benny’s challenges (“What if
I kick you in the crotch?”) and
conquers him in chess. (“It’s
your money,” he bets. “It will
be,” she says, and she’s right.)
Now that she has gotten even
in chess, she is ready to be
conquered herself; all he has to
say is “Hey” and grab her arm.
Thus assertively outﬂanked,
however, suddenly he doesn’t
know quite how to close the
deal. She saves him the trouble
by simply saying to his unasked
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question, “Yes.” Yet he must come up with the pitch in
arrears: “Do you still like my hair?” (Not an unreasonable
question to ask She Of The Enchanting Red Mane!)
And oh, how the tables continue to turn. Post-coitally,
Benny only knows how to talk about chess, and she gets as
irritated as Harry was disappointed; the roles are reversed.
In an instant, what she thought was the only thing she
needed to know — that she’s better than the best in the US
at chess, and that not only is sex good, but can be great —
she discovers that Benny has no more game left, nothing
more to teach her. She says an indignant “Good night,
Benny,” and turns away, already having left the romantic
relationship behind. Cleo later interrogates Beth: “Have
you ever been in love?” Not with Benny, she says. “Of
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After sex?
Beth pulls
out a
cigarette...
and a
chess book.

past Beth’s drug denial, which makes it safe
for Beth to admit her shame and her lack of
sobriety. And only Jolene understands when
Beth comes back from Mr. Shaibel’s dungeon
having found the shrine to her, including the
photo of them together, and bursts into tears
in Jolene’s arms, the ﬁrst time viewers see her
express genuine emotion. Jolene, saying, “Aw,
did you bite oﬀ more than you can chew?”
is the understatement of the show. It takes
this profound a moment for Beth to show the
deep emotions within her, and only Jolene
has known her long enough to understand.
Jolene is Beth’s ﬁrst and oldest friend.

But there’s no getting around the timing of her
appearance at the end of the series. Jolene shows
up conveniently at the end of the penultimate
course not. No woman can compete with
episode, just when Beth needs help to get to
Benny’s love for himself.” Ouch. Perhaps,
though, it’s because Benny is a fellow traveler Moscow, and gives her the money because
who has no other tools for interacting but his “someday, I might need you…if I do, you’ll
ego. (And then, Cleo conquers Beth. How else come, won’t you?” (Jolene threatens to punch her
jokingly when Beth says, “I might,” but Beth is so
was she going to learn?)
unsure of the world it’s an open question whether
she would come to Jolene’s aid. And we’ve
seen her unwitting double standards. Beth is
nothing if not a fully ﬂeshed-out character.) Jolene
nevertheless tries to claim that she’s not Beth’s
“guardian angel…I’m not here to save you.”
Professional chess was and continues to be
This is an important and valid critique. There
an overwhelmingly male space. It’s also
shouldn’t still be Magical Negro characters in
overwhelmingly white. There are exactly three ﬁlms in 2020. If anything, though, the critique
Black people in The Queen’s Gambit: a ﬂeeting
misses the point by not going far enough.
extra at the Kentucky state tournament, the
There’s a degree of unreality in the series
orderly at Methuen who quotes Shakespeare,
that caused many viewers to see Chekhov’s
and her fellow orphan Jolene. The character
principles of theatrical storytelling violated
of Jolene has received wide criticism for
left and right. Where is the violence? The
being a “Magical Negro,” Spike Lee’s term
misogyny? Where are the haters? Weren’t
for the supporting character with no depth or
such evils worse back then — how can we
apparent backstory, a token presence whose
believe this story without a dose of the
purpose is solely to aid a white protagonist.
sorrows of the world? And yet the show
has been a smash hit, its ahistorical and
In her defense, Jolene is the only person
anachronistic events not diminishing the
Beth befriends at Methuen, because she’s
enthusiasm of those in its thrall.
abrupt where Beth is tentative to a fault, and
has always been willing to break through
So, ﬁne, The Queen’s Gambit is nothing if not
that autistic, defensive reticence. When they
a fantasy, for reasons explored above. Mr.
meet again as adults, only Jolene can get
Shaibel informs Beth that “Girls do not play

JOLENE AS
MAGICAL NEGRO:
RACE VS GENDER
IN THE QUEEN’S GAMBIT
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chess” in the ﬁrst episode; by
the last Beth beats the world
champion in a game before
she is 21 years old. Perhaps
most people are looking at the
wrong set of sorrows. It’s a
coming-of-age story, and the
protagonist’s real problem
won’t have a name for decades,
yet she overcomes it and we
see how she does it. She has
meaningful relationships with
many characters. Not all the
characters are ﬂat and only
there to move the plot along.
It’s by no means a Hallmark
Christmas movie.
Annette Packer, however, is not
one of these well-developed
characters. She is a “magical
girl,” a token chess-playing
female there primarily for
exposition about concepts
like clocks, scoresheets and
touch-move, and also there
conveniently to walk into
the bathroom just as Beth is
experiencing menarche. The
LA Review of Books describes
Beth herself as “a magical
superheroine in a world without
sexism.” And yet in this fantasy,
Jolene’s arc was the best they
could do for the one main Black
character? That’s the Magical
Negro question.

contrast their skin. Would it have been any less plausible if
the way were cleared for a Katherine-Johnson-like genius,
a Black queen instead of a White queen, with token white
pawns helping? If the series were ﬁlmed one year later,
they might well have done this.

Let’s go even further. Why is it that the White pieces go ﬁrst
in chess? (In Chinese and Japanese chess, oﬀshoots of IndoEuropean chess, Black goes ﬁrst.) Why is it that the King is
the most important piece on the board, and the Queen the
most powerful? Why not reverse the roles when a woman is
playing chess, and call the most important piece the Queen
and the most powerful the King, or the Crown Prince? The
Monarch and the Royal Consort? The game is, after all, just a
standardized agreement between two people, to engage in an
activity under certain rules. There’s no reason one can’t play
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The better question is: It’s 2020.
Why didn’t they adapt the novel so
that Jolene was the protagonist?

Moses Ingram is great, magnetic,
a star in the making. Her Afro
would have stood out as surely
as Beth’s red hair (which was a
series of wigs, anyway). Black
people are well-acquainted with
choosing clothing in colors to
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an advantage of a single pawn, and
through attrition trade oﬀ all other
pieces of equal value, one side will
be left with a king and a pawn, the
other with just a king. The pawn can
then be promoted to a queen, and
checkmate is then a matter of time in
any minimally competent player’s
hands. Grandmasters have been
known to resign games after losing
a single pawn for this reason. A
“gambit,” then, is a series of opening
moves in which one player sacriﬁces
one or more pieces in order to get a
more advantageous position for their
The character of Jolene has received wide criticism for being a remaining pieces on the board.
“Magical Negro.”
The literal Queen’s Gambit is
quite simple (1. d4 d5 2. c4), and
under rules that favor Black, any more than
uncommon if not particularly
people can invent house rules in Monopoly,
favored today. (Capablanca and Alekhine
like a pot one wins for landing on Free Parking. played it in almost every game of their world
And there’s no reason this show couldn’t have
championship match in 1927.) Beth chooses
been just as fantastically satisfying with a Black that opening to play in her ﬁnal game, a
lead set in the same time period and the same
new tack which she hasn’t taken before. But
courtesy of a suspension of villainy applied.
there’s another gambit she plays, outside the
board.
When Jolene says, “You’ve been the best
at what you do for so long, you don’t even
In the ﬁnal episode, she remembers in
know what it’s like for the rest of us,” it’s
ﬂashback her birth mother’s increasing
about Beth’s brilliance at chess, but it could
desperation. Alice tries to talk to Beth’s birth
father, trying to get him to take Beth. He
be paraphrased: “You’ve been [seeing things
wants nothing to do with either of them, and
as] you do for so long, you don’t even know
orders her away. She later tells Beth that he
what it’s like for the rest of us,” and said to
was “A mistake. A rounding error. It’s just
the showrunners and the execs at Netﬂix.
a problem I gotta solve.” What problem?
“What I do with you.” Beth, autistic, barely
What of the title of the series — what is the comprehended neurotypical people, and
spent the entire series trying to solve the
metaphorical Gambit the Queen, Beth, has
mystery of why her mother behaved the
attempted?
way she did. Before her climactic game with
A gambit in chess is based on the
Borgov, Beth ﬁnally realizes that her mother’s
understanding that material is the primary
solution was to commit suicide, and to kill
indicator of victory. The object is to ﬁnd a
her daughter too.
move that will ensure the king’s capture; a
Every time Beth enters the presence of other
player should be looking for “checkmate”
people it’s a high-wire act for her, causing
on every move after the ﬁrst move. The next
her anxiety and a clouding of her remarkable
best thing to capturing the king is capturing
mind. Early on, the orphan acquired a
one of the other pieces. If a player can gain

THE ACTUAL GAMBIT
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powerful tool for
managing her fear of
the unknown, a bottle
that the pharmacist
slid to her like an
extra rook. In the end,
when she realizes
what her mother, in
her illness and despair,
tried to do to her,
she ﬂushes the rook
full of pills down
the toilet, sacriﬁcing
(pharmaceutical)
material for a better
(emotional) position.

Beth
Harmon
is a clear
case of a
woman on
the autism
spectrum.

And it paid oﬀ: she
could beat Borgov
without a pill, and
with help from people
who loved her, if she’d only trust them. Beth
emerges from the trauma of her childhood
fully formed, conﬁdent, a champion, ﬂawless
— a very satisfying ending that, in this most
unsatisfying year, made for one of the most
popular shows ever to appear on Netﬂix.

speak directly or abruptly
to people. Often this is
interpreted to her beneﬁt as
evidence of a conﬁdent or
commanding personality,
while she herself is unaware
of their mistaken perceptions
of her. She is game, in several
senses of the word: up to
play, the object of desire, doeeyed and gamine. She is, in
short, Artemis: the goddesss
of the hunt, her talent
Olympian, so conﬁdent of her
skill that she cannot imagine
what it is like to not have
such deep knowledge and
skill. She is also Chauncey
Gardiner in Being There: a naif
easily gamed, but not gamed,
because, luckily for him, no one knew of his
neuro-atypicality.

Autism too is all around us, and everyone
is capable of having autistic meltdowns.
Our country has been going through one
collectively for several years, one primarily
based on the country’s long, deep, brutal
history of racism. Like the chessboard was
Critics have missed the forest for the
a safe space for Beth, this series was a safe
trees, which is ironic since that’s what
space for its viewers. To quote the Moscow
autistic people often get accused of doing
chess commentator: “In the words of Thomas
when they perseverate over their favorite
Huxley, the chessboard is the world, the
subjects. (Tim Page, the former classical
pieces are the phenomena of the universe,
music columnist for the Washington Post,
the rules are what we call the laws of nature,
once said of himself, “Not only did I not see and the player on the other side is hidden
the forest for the trees; I was so intensely
from us.” Not suspending the whiteness
distracted that I missed the trees for the
law enough to give Jolene a less “magical”
species of lichen on their bark.”) People
storyline is the series’ most glaring oversight.
on the autism spectrum are not wards of
But in a world that is so messily un-chesslike,
the state or in institutions like Methuen.
it’s understandable that viewers would ﬂock
They’re all around us, leading productive
to The Queen’s Gambit, a series that suspends
lives. The Queen’s Gambit is a moving
some of the laws of human social nature,
portrait of what’s possible when they have
with the autistic enthusiasm that Beth has for
the right supports.
a chessboard, enjoying it down to quotidian
conundrums like how Beth got all those great
Beth’s autism gives her a certain appeal:
dresses into one little suitcase.
her ﬂat aﬀect and lack of guile causes her to

THE GLARE
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Donate or register to volunteer today at
www.bloomingtonmealsonwheels.org.
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the real Vito Scotti

In
Search
of the
R e a l
V i t o
Scot t i
From Gilligan’s Island to The Godfather, Vito Scotti
may be the greatest character actor of all time.
By John Bob Slone
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[editor’s note: This is part of John Bob Slone’s never-ending quest to unearth nuggets and share
them with our readers. Nuggets are the little-known character actors of long ago who occasionally
stole scenes and often stole our hearts in countless movies and television shows. “They played the little
people,” John Bob says, “the brash bartenders, nosy neighbors, hoity-toity hotel keepers and exacting
aunts. They were familiar rather than famous, and somehow that made us feel at home.”]
If you’ve spent very much time with
your eyes screwed to the boob tube, chances
are you’ve seen the face of our featured
Nugget, character actor extraordinaire
Vito Scotti. Even so, it’s quite unlikely that
you’d recognize his face on a Columbo or
Gilligan’s Island rerun. That’s because for the
vast majority of his 231 screen credits, each
character he portrayed was entirely unique
in look, voice and behavior. If a producer
needed a Mexican character, Vito offered a
choice of three basic types: high class, middle
class and peon. If a casting agent wanted him
to play an Italian, Vito would ask what part
of Italy the character came from. With such
deeply-nuanced character development,
combined with his profound make-up
artistry and unlimited range, Vito created his
plethora of singular characters of all ages,
motivation and nationality. If you asked a
Hollywood insider to list the greatest actors
of all time, his name would appear at or near
the top. With his unique skill, Vito fell heir
to Lon Chaney’s Hollywood sobriquet, The
Man of 1000 Faces.
Unlike Chaney, who remains a household
name ninety years after his death, Vito was
virtually unknown to the general public
even at the peak of his career. Ironically,
his genius at assuming characters left him
far less famous than he should have been.
Compare Vito to Walter Brennan: the two
had about the same number of screen credits,
worked alongside a comparable number
of Hollywood icons, and plied their trade
in Tinseltown for about the same number
of years. Brennan, played basically the
same recognizable character in every single
DEC 2020 / JAN 2021

screen appearance and croaked his way
from character actor to Hollywood legend.
Vito, the maestro, could have walked down
Sunset Boulevard wearing a LOOK AT ME
sandwich board and blended in with the
crowd.
The good news about this is that Vito’s
anomalous anonymity, combined with
his impressive résumé, qualifies him as a
member of the Nugget Hall of Fame. It is
only fitting that what follows should be
themost comprehensive look at Vito Scotti’s
life and work ever published. But that’s not
my goal with this project. I seek quality, not
quantity. What I hope to do is this: I want to
find the real Vito Scotti.
Even in the age of internet, it isn’t easy
to bring Vito--or any dearly departed
Nugget—to life. Nuggets were rarely
tapped as subjects for feature articles. They
seldom drew interest from interviewers.
Johnny Carson never invited a Nugget to
cozy up beside a fawning Ed McMahon
on the Tonight Show’s couch of celebrity.
Hedda Hopper would head up and hop
off from even the juiciest Nugget gossip.
Sixty Minutes wouldn’t give a Nugget a
nanosecond. Jack Nicholson never shared
salacious, after-dinner sagas of nincompoop
Nugget debauchery.
An internet search for Vito Scotti
produces numerous hits, mostly concerning
his 221 documented screen appearances.
Those are great to peruse, but they tell you
nothing about his personal life. The search
largely begins and ends with his IMDb
bio page, which is actually fairly lavish by
Nugget standards. Let’s take a look:
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OVERVIEW
Born: January 26, 1918 in San Francisco,
California, USA
Died: June 5, 1996 in Woodland Hills, Los
Angeles, California, USA (lung cancer)
Birth Name: Vito Giusto Scozzari
Height: 5’ 7¾” (1.72 m)

SPOUSES (2)
1: Irene Aida Lopez (26 February 1949 15 April 1979) (her death) ( 2 children)
2: Beverly Cohen (5 June 1996) (his death)

MINI-BIOGRAPHY
With his dark features and after spending
much of his younger years in Naples, Italy,
Vito Scotti was understandably typecast as
Italian waiters, government functionaries,

policemen, maitre d’s and barbers. When
Vito was seven, the Scottis moved back to
the U.S. where his mother became a diva in
the Italian theatre in New York. It was in that
theatre that Scotti developed his gift for
farce, which he modeled on the style found
in the Commedia dell’Arte. He worked the
nightclub circuit doing pantomime and
broke into movies and television during the
early 1950s. Vito loved cooking, especially
the recipes of his beloved mother and
grandmother.
-IMDb Mini Biography By: Kelly Wiebe
IMDb also has, it would seem, the most
comprehensive list of screen appearances out
there. Vito has 72 movie credits including
memorable performances in: The Godfather,
Get Shorty, Cactus Flower, Where the Boys Are,
What Did You Do in the War, Daddy?, The Nude
Bomb, Head, Von Ryan’s Express, and The Secret

Vito with Tina Louise as Ginger, and with Dawn Wells as Mary
Ann, two of his four appearances on Gilligan’s Island.
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War of Harry Figg with Paul Newman. His
version of a Mexican bandit in Rio Conchos
would redefine how such pre-socially-correct
characters were played. Once established in
Hollywood, Vito’s movie parts were usually
on the meaty side. The Nugget special, a
scene-stealing cameo, wasn’t his cup of
affogato. He wouldn’t likely be just some
wise-cracking funny guy who makes a big
scene out of buying a hot dog. He’d be the
exuberant French chef voyeur who pilots a
hot air balloon and relentlessly romances the
boss’s dissatisfied wife ‘til the credits roll.
Like all Nuggets, the larger portion of his
credits are of the small screen variety. After
all, TV was the medium that made Nuggets
possible. For over four decades he made
the usual rounds of TV westerns, sit-coms,
mysteries and dramas. The ultimate Swiss
Army knife actor, he would thrive in any
type of role, from low humor to high drama.
Most often his portrayals were hybrids,
dazzling combinations of humor, drama, a
pinch of tragedy and a sprinkle of magic.
TV was Vito’s oyster. In his heyday, the juicy
parts were rolling in like the waves of the
Pacific. For Vito it was guest star, leading
role or nothing. He was the most frequent
guest on Gilligan’s Island, playing both Dr.
Boris Balinkoff, the mad scientist who owned
the island next door, and the unwavering
Japanese Soldier who even Ginger couldn’t
convince that World War II had ended. In
one memorable scene Ginger tries to win his
trust with sweet talk. She coos, “You know,
you’re very good looking.” The Soldier
enthusiastically replies, “Oh! I very good
rooking!” (Once again, sociarry incowwect,
gaijin. But still irresistibly funny.)
Vito also gained praise and notoriety
for his six guest spots on Columbo. Though
he never scored the most prized role, aka
high-society killer, he was dazzling in his
renditions of comedic LA oddballs.
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The IMDb page would normally be a
good start to finding Vito, but it’s a dead end.
Further searching offers little help. All the
other movie bio sites contain only the same
slender set of facts, as IMDb, a permanent
record that’s as indelible as the specs of a
used car. But fear not, dear reader. For your
voyeuristic pleasure, Nuggets has located the
lost mine of hidden Hollywood gold. Lots
more! Now hold on to your seats, because I’m
going to reveal to you (dramatic pause) the
secret location. No big deal. It’s an internet
site called Newspapers.com that offers a
wealth of newspaper clip files.
Until I discovered Newspapers.com, I
had a long-held aversion to clip files, an
abhorrence born of the pre-internet days
when my checkered journalistic career was
in its infancy. In those times all the daily rags
had clip files. This was a library of clippings
from other dailies arranged in dubious
alphabetical order and housed within
a hulking row of stately, brass-handled
mahogany file cabinets. The odious, mindnumbing task of said clipping and filing
fell naturally upon the grunts, the lowly
inductees, the newly-hired grads fresh out of
Ernie Pyle Hall. It was but one of the many
exercises in debasement that were inflicted
upon tyros. With my well-honed skills of
work avoidance, I successfully sidestepped
many of those exercises. But you have to do
something, so I chose clip files. Closing my
eyes, I can still see the taint of clip-file ink
on once pristine hands and the frustration
of finding a buttload of misfiled Rs in the
S file. I learned quickly that compiling or
referencing clip files was a messy business
and filed it under A for “A Must to Avoid.”
Thanks to my friends at Newspapers.
com, I’ve developed a fresh outlook and a
new-found affinity for clip files. They were
made to live inside computers. By simply
keying in the search words “Vito Scotti,” I
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was rewarded with 991 clippings for Vito
Scotti, the actor, and, as an unexpected
bonus, a dozen or so clippings for Vito Scotti
of Lackawanna, PA, a ne’er-do-well with a
propensity for penny-ante crime. And get this.
The generous folks at Newspapers.com didn’t
charge me a penny for raiding their teeming
files. I simply took them up on their free
trial offer and then canceled my subscription
after downloading everything I wanted. This
occasion marked my second acceptance and
rejection of Newspapers.com’s trial offer, and I
certainly appreciate those folks’ remarkable
generosity.
So why, you might wonder, am I doing
what is journalistically unthinkable,
revealing my sources? Because, out of pure
laziness, I decided it would be interesting
and artsy to tell Vito’s story by presenting
a selected timeline of his selected clippings
from America’s finest journals. Also, I rather
doubt that Newspapers.com will allow me a
third free trial.
Finally, a caveat. Strict grammarians
beware. The clippings are presented replete
with most of their original warts.

Vito’s Timeline
“I call the type of comedy done by Charlie
Chaplin and Laurel and Hardy the simpatico
school of comedy. You sort of feel sorry for
them--even while you’re laughing at them.
This is my kind of comedy.”
11/4/45
The Decatur Daily, tidbit from the celebrity
gossip column, Memos of a Midnighter:

“El Chico dancer Irene Lopez weds Vito
Scotti of ‘Oklahoma’ next month.”
JB: In good South American fashion,
Vito’s lady liked to present herself by her
full name, Irene Aida Lopez Scozzari.
Vito’s marriage to the en fuego Peruvian
Flamenco dancer would last until her death
at age 54 (April 15, 1979). That’s 32 years of
monogamy, a feat as rare as three-legged
turkeys in Hollywood. In fact, of all the
hundreds of mini-bios I’ve read, I can recall
only one other Hollywood celeb with but a
single marriage—Percy Helton (the subject
of our first Nugget close-up). For Vito, family
came first. It’s also notable that in the entire
record there is no crime or debauchery of any
kind associated with Vito Scotti, the actor
(not to be confused with Lackawanna Vito,
full-fledged member of the Scranton Times
police beat’s frequent flier club). Now I have
nothing against debauchery and hijinx. I’d
probably enjoy spending time with either
Vito. But when I consider Vito the actor,
handsome, hilarious and charming, camped
in the postwar LA moral quagmire, all the
while rubbing elbows with the world’s
sexiest women, remaining constant to his
wife and family, I find it to be--admirable.
Maybe even inspirational.
This tidbit also reveals (with a little extra

Young, bow-tied Vito
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research) that at age 26 Vito was a member
of the original touring cast of Oklahoma!
That cast was led by the tenor voice of John
Raitt, who is now best known for having a
daughter who plays great blues guitar.
4/11/53
The Hackensack Record feature
story: The Lovable Luigi:

On the slender shoulders of Vito Scotti,
San Francisco-born Italian actor, falls the
mantle of Luigi Basco, the earnest immigrant
who deeply loves his adopted America,
yet still is baffled by some of the country’s
customs and much of its slang, on CBS-TV’s
new “Life with Luigi” series.
Scotti, personally, is a voluble, emotional
and gesticulative person whose consuming
desire is to make of Luigi a lovable,
humorous, sincere patriot who thinks of his
native Italy in a sentimental way and wishes
fervently, that America could be transplanted
to his homeland or vice versa...
...Vito’s life closely parallels that of the
imaginary Luigi—at least to the point that it
brings authenticity to his characterization.
He was christened Vito Scozzari 35 years
ago in the Bay City, son of Giusto and Gina
Scozzari. His father was engaged in the
manufacture and exporting of macaroni,
bread and other edibles in Tunis where he
died when Vito was an infant. His mother, a
professional entertainer known in the night
club circuits of America, was Gina Snatelia, a
comedy songstress.
The mother and her two boys took up
residence in Italy for a time, and then sailed
for New York City where the boys got their
education at public school 21. However, their
theatrical training and their comprehensive
knowledge of all sections of the United States
come from their tour of the theatrical circuits
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with their mother. By the time Vito was 22,
he had formed his own musical comedy
company and toured with such tuneful
shows as “Blossom Time.” “Vagabond King,”
and “Naughty Marietta.” Thus, he saw
America as an adult, and thus, he grew to
love it.
Three years ago, Vito married Irene
Lopez, a Spanish classical dancer. They
had met in New York City, now live in a
Hollywood apartment.
For a time, Vito’s main source of income
was small comedy roles in the movies,
including “Kiss of Death,” “Illegal Entry”
and “Disputed.” His best professional break
came when he landed the comedy lead in a
Republic picture, “The Fabulous Senorita.”
He was a hit as a Spanish “Milquetoast”
named Esteban Gonzales.
At the same time he created the role of
Nicolai, a myopic piano tuner in the T.V.
Series, “Mama Rosa,” directed by George
Cahan, now director of the C.B.S.-T.V.
Comedy program, “My Friend Irma.” Cahan
withdrew from the “Mama Rosa” show, but
Vito crossed his path on several occasions,
and each time, gave him his phone number
in case something comes up in video.
It was only recently that an actor’s
agent, Al Fritchie, ran across Cahan and
advised him that a search was on for a young
comedian to play Luigi. Could he, Cahan,
think of anyone who would be suitable?
George thought of Vito, who auditioned for
the role and won it.
Meanwhile, Vito has been active in T.V.
as the portrayer of Rama, the Hindu pal of
Gunga on the C.B.S.-T.V. series, “Smilin’ Ed’s
Gang.”
Like Luigi, he is earnest, a bit selfeffacing but intelligent, and full of kindly
humor. He knows too, the meaning of the
legend engraved on the base if the Statue of
Liberty: “Give me your tired, your poor, your
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Vito played an uncompromising house
painter who signed his walls on the Dick
Van Dyke Show.

huddled masses to breathe free. I lift my
lamp beside the golden door.”
JB: Wow! What a banging ending! Out
in a blaze of glory! This was Vito’s first shot
at big-time stardom, but, in what became a
recurrent pattern, it wasn’t to be. Though The
Life of Luigi enjoyed high ratings, the show
was pulled after only a few episodes due to
pressure from the Italian-American dignity
people.
Okay, I warned you about the warts. In
the old days, actual writing skills were not
a staple of American journalism. I once lost
out on a choice sportswriting job to a guy
who wrote this poorly. The editor told me
he loved my stuff, but the other guy beat me
out on typing speed. In the fine tradition of
American journalism, quantity sometimes
trumps quality.
8/4/1954
Fort Lauderdale News wire story:
ON STRIKE ATOP A BUILDING

Vito Scotti, television actor who played
on the “Life with Luigi” show two seasons
ago and is now out of work, sits chained
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at the top of the
CBS Television
City building in
Hollywood, Calif. He
chained himself there,
threw away the keys
and stayed several
hours before being
freed by wire cutters.
(JB: more likely
bolt cutters). Scotti,
who says he’s been
waiting and waiting
for an appointment
with the network’s
programming
director, told newsmen he figured he’d get
more attention with the stunt, “like the
squeaky wheel.” He finally left for home
without seeing the program director. At left
is Saverio LoMedico, a publicity man, and
at right policeman Eugene Pember. (AP
Wirephoto)
10/12/55
The McAllen Monitor wire story:
Old Emma, Film Elephant, Calms
Down After Injuring Three

Hollywood—UP-- “Old Emma,” a
veteran movie elephant, who injured three
persons in a TV sound set because her onthe-job lunch was interrupted, calmed down
Tuesday.
Old Emma has worked more than 30
years before movie and TV cameras without
ever causing any trouble. But when trainer
William Gamble, 27, tried to stop her
Tuesday as she nibbled at jungle prop plants
on the set, the 9,000-pound elephant became
enraged.
Actors Vito Scotti, 25, and Nino Marcel,
21, riding on old Emma’s back, were hurled
to the floor by the infuriated elephant. Old
RYDER
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Emma then headed for Gamble. She pinned
him against the wall of the sound stage
where a scene for “Andy’s Gang” (ABC) was
being filmed. Portly Andy Devine, star of the
series, left the set only minutes before Old
Emma threw her fit.
Producer Frank Ferrin, who has made
many jungle films, grabbed a bull hook,
prodded the elephant and shouted, “Emma,
stop.” Old Emma stopped. She calmly
moved away from Gamble and followed
Ferrin through a sound stage door into the
alley. Ferrin chained her to a post.
Old Emma was given some hay and
resumed her impromptu lunch in the alley.
She acted as if nothing had happened. On the
sound stage were the wrecked jungle set and
three injured men and cowering actors and
stagehands.
Scotti and Gamble were hospitalized.
Marcel was treated for minor injuries.
Scotti, the most seriously injured, suffered
a concussion and broken right arm. Gamble
suffered internal injuries. Both were reported
in “fair” condition at Hollywood Leland
hospital.
Scotti landed on a concrete floor when
thrown from old Emma’s back. Marcel
managed to land on his feet in some of the
set shrubbery.

8/1/56
Valley Times (North Hollywood) headline:
Actor Sues Over Fall Off Elephant:

JB: He got forty grand and found a whole
new way to make it big in Hollywood.
12/29/62
Binghamton Press and Sun-Bulletin
featurette: Who Can Speak Bandorian?:

Hollywood—It’s easy to find a German,
French, Russian, or even a Chinese-speaking
actor—but what do you do when you need
one who can speak Bandorian?
Tuesday’s episode of NBC-TV and
Channel 40’s Dick Powell Show finds
Tom Ewell starring in a comedy about a
Representative who gets stuck with the
job of escorting a visiting goat-herder on a
goodwill tour of America. The script called
for the goat-herder to be from a fictional
country called “Bandoria.” The problem of
locating an actor who could speak a no-suchlanguage such as Bandorian was solved with
the casting of Vito Scotti as the goat-herder in
“The Honorable Albert Higgins.”
Scotti, a 36-year-old actor who
specializes in foreign languages, admits that
he often doesn’t know what he’s talking
about. “I’ve
played
the part of
Russians,
Germans,
Frenchmen
and now a
Bandorian,
and I still
don’t know
what I’m
saying. I just
spend time
listening to
language

Vito Scotti would thrive
in any type of role, from
low humor to high drama.
He was the ultimate Swiss
Army knife actor.
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records or United Nations broadcasts and
try to pick out the tones of certain foreign
languages. I know there are certain sounds
that that are common to each language, so
I just start speaking gibberish and be sure
to stick in a few of those sounds now and
then.”
“I made a picture once with Maurice
Chevalier, and when we were finished he
called me aside and asked what part of
France I was from. I had to confess I had no
idea of how to speak French. I just sounded
French!”
What sounds does he use on the Dick
Powell Show? “All of ‘em. I throw in a few
Italian sounds and then top them off with
some Egyptian and German sounds. If this
show is ever sent overseas, it’ll make people
all over the world think their television set
has gone on the blink.”
JB: Looks like somebody lied about Vito’s
age. He was 44, not 36, though he could have
passed for 25.
3/30/63
Binghamton Press and Sun-Bulletin:

JB: This was nice little TV preview for
the TV series, GE True, Episode 26, The Tenth
Mona Lisa. Vito stars as Vincenzo Peruggia,
the man who stole the Mona Lisa from the
Louvre Museum in 1911. Directed by William
Conrad (Cannon) and co-starring Jack Webb
(Dragnet), this must have been a great show.
I tried hard, but I wasn’t able to view it even
for cash. Oddly, Vito also played the role of
Peruggia in an April 1956 episode of the TV
show You Are There, entitled The Recovery of
the Mona Lisa (December 10, 1913). Peruggia’s
crime makes for a fascinating tale with lots
of twists and turns. The topper is that it was
Peruggia’s theft that caused the media storm
that made the Mona Lisa what she is today,
the world’s most famous painting. Before the
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theft, no one came to the Louvre just to see
her. She was was just another nondescript
old painting in a long row of nondescript old
paintings. YouTube’s That Time Picasso Was
Arrested for Stealing the Mona Lisa offers a fine
telling of Peruggia’s famous misdeed.
3/28/65
The Indianapolis Star short
item: Acting to Teeth:

Vito Scotti is one actor who will always
have steady employment—that is, as long
as he has his teeth. The veteran actor,
who has appeared in hundreds of motion
pictures and television shows, is known to
casting directors in Hollywood as a “man
of a thousand faces,” and he is indeed just
as described. “My secret,” explained Bito
(sic) recently,“is my teeth. I have more than
a dozen sets of teeth that I make use of in
my make-up changes. You’d be surprised
how a set of teeth can change a person’s
appearance.” Anybody who has followed
Vito in some of his great variety of film and
TV roles would not be surprised, nor would
there be any doubt as to his ability as an
actor.
JB: The gist of this little story came
from an entertainment-related national
wire service, and versions of it appeared in
dozens of newspapers around the country.
I chose the Star’s version to illustrate once
again the grammatical goblins that haunted
America’s dailies. Here we find: horrible runon sentences (seemingly an accepted practice
back in the day); an egregious misspelling
of the subject’s simple, four-letter first name,
and a headline butchered to make it fit the
space. (Other papers ran the story with
its proper headline, Acting to the Teeth.)
Quality work, even though that quality be of
the shabby variety!
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10/26/66
South Pasadena Review movie gossip tidbit:

Character actor Vito Scotti went to Moab,
Utah for a death scene, but it took longer
than expected. Vito’s young son scribbled
this note, “Daddy, please die as quickly
as you can and hurry home. We miss you,
Ricky.”
JB: He’s a chip off the old block! Mentions
of Vito’s family are rarely found in the clip
files. There isn’t a single picture of Irene or
the kids to be found on the internet. It is as if
an impenetrable wall surrounds the Scozzari
family. It seems likely that Vito was intent
on keeping his private life off-limits to the
press. It’s quite possible that he curated his
chameleon career, embracing anonymity to
ensure that privacy. But that’s just a theory.
4/4/67
Santa Cruz Sentinel report:

JB: Parts of The Secret War of Harry Figg
were shot on location at a women’s college
in Santa Cruz. That’s mostly what this story
concerned. But almost as an addendum the
writer tells about being on set for a special
Vito moment. It was during the filming of a
scene in which director Paul Newman asks
the female lead, Italian blonde bombshell
Sylvia Koscina, to ooze sexuality with all her
might. She does this so effectively that when
Newman yelled, “Cut!”, the cast and crew
were left in a state of stunned silence. Then,
at just the right second, Vito dramatically
whispered, Mama mia! And the set filled with
gales of laughter.
10/4/68
The Kansas City Times interview:

JB: For the second season of The Flying
Nun (starring Sally Field), Vito was cast as
Captain Gaspar Fomento, the bumbling San
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With Burgess
Meredith as the
Penguin and Grace
Gaynor in Batman

With Michael
Nesmith on
The Monkees
With Peter Falk on Columbo,
one of six guest spots

Juan, Puerto Rico police officer. It would be
the most portentous event of his career. The
Flying Nun was a TV oddity. It started out
flying, an instant winner that was widely
hailed as “the hit of the season.” But that
didn’t last. By mid-season the ratings faltered
and then plummeted. America’s favorite
one-trick pony fell from grace.
The show was built around a single
over-the-top schtick: In a time of crisis, Sister
Bertrille, a tiny, clever, über-cute, novice nun,
gets blown aloft on the wings of her cornette
by a heaven-sent gust of wind.
Somehow, ‘Merica fell in love, not
only with Sister Bertrille, but also with her
sidekick, Sister Jacqueline, a wise nun with a
gentle sense of humor. Marge Redmond got
80

an 1967–68 Emmy nomination--Outstanding
Supporting Actress in a Comedy Series-as Sister Jacqueline. (She lost to one of
my fave raves, Marion Lorne, who won
posthumously as doorknob-collecting Aunt
Clara of Bewitched. Just so’s you know,
Marion collected doorknobs in real life.)
‘Merica fell in love, but after fifteen to
twenty miracles, the thrill was gone—and
there were thirty (!) episodes in the first
season. For the second season, ABC went
all out to regain the huge ratings; the ace up
their sleeve was our friend, Vito Scotti. As
Captain Fomento he was to provide the show
with a hilarious second plot line. ABC was
betting the show would grow legs and walk
with two schticks. (see what I did there?)
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ABC was certain they had their Sister
Bertrille crisis-breaker in Vito. The man was,
after all, a walking schtick (ahem.) with a
resumé full of bullseyes that went ‘pert near
from here to the freakin’ Telstar. They put the
PR department in overdrive, and launched
Vito on a whirlwind, three-week publicity
tour. Cut to the chase, Vito was everywhere,
cutting ribbons at mall openings, cutting
corn at county fairs, cutting filet mignon at
Ciro’s and cutting the rug at swanky, starlit,
starlet soirees. Significantly, PR also set him
up for personal interviews with a dozen or
so local TV columnists. And that’s when the
story gets good—for us. Unfortunately, for
Vito, it was all for naught, through no fault
of his own.
It’s simple as ABC. Part A: get the
perfect guy for the job. Part B: let him do his
job perfectly. Part C: pop the champagne.
ABC got Part A right, but in flunking Part
B, they let one of the biggest brain farts in
history. At the network’s insistence, Captain
Gaspar Fomento was played as an old-style
slapschtick (sic) character. One snarling critic,
in a pan as big as yo mama’s ass, likened
Fomento to a Max Sennett Keystone Kop.
Vito, as you shall see, was prepared to create
his most delightfully nuanced, simpatico
character ever. ABC’s over-the-top Fomento
blew away all of Vito’s studied nuance like
an unheavenly gust of underleg wind. It was
like taking Chef Vito’s salsa per gli spaghetti
off the table and replacing it with a can of
Chef Boyardee. Voila! There was no Part C.
The show had other problems, and
most of them were named Sally Field. It
had taken a lot of cajoling to get her into
Sister Bertrille’s drawers in the first place.
Sally was no longer a teenager—not by a
long shot. She was a worldly, 21-year-old
woman of means who was getting serious
about acting. But money talks, and she
became a woman of great means working
in a lofty position. But those lofty positions,
DEC 2020 / JAN 2021
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where she hung suspended for long hours
of reshoots while embondaged by tight
harnesses, whirling pulleys, invisible wires
and humming electical motors, took a toll on
Sally’s body. Her lofty position was a pain
in the ass--and everywhere else. She hated
it. And maybe
that’s why she
showed up visibly
pregnant for the
second season of
production.
A flying nun
with a passenger
aboard was a bit
over-the-top, even
for ABC. There was
no show without
Sally, so they had
to figure a way to
work around it.
The production
crew could only
hide the baby
bump behind
objects in the foreground; all the flying was
done by a stunt double. The show’s greatest
asset, Sally Field’s visual appeal, suffered.
Vito, even at his best, couldn’t have saved
this turkey. There was no Part C, no third
season, no Thanksgiving. But--there was a
fine Nugget Feast. Vito’s interviews with
the local TV columnists serve us well in our
quest for the real Vito Scotti.
Among the best of these was one by
the Kansas City Times’ Joyce Wagner, a wellcrafted piece entitled “Vito Scotti: A Study of
a Determined Actor.” In this interview Vito
unveills the ,many hardships of his early
career:
“My mother was a diva in New York
Italian theater. I became involved in the
theater. We did everything. We did drama,
we did Vaudeville and after that we had to
82

do farce. We used to do two shows a day.
On Sundays we’d do four. It was a repertory
company, and we did classics and original
plays, all in Italian.
“After the Second World War, the new
generation wanted to be so Americanized.

Vito Scotti boogaloos with Ingrid Bergman in
Cactus Flower.

They wouldn’t patronize the Italian theater.
As it was dying, I saw the handwriting on
the wall. So I joined up with the Federal
Theater, and we did some wonderful shows.
This was my first great experience, my first
American-type theater. When the Federal
ended, I tried to get on Broadway, but they
didn’t know who I was. I did radio in Italian.
I worked my magic act around the country,
two whole years of one-night stands. Then I
came back to try Broadway again, but it was
impossible, just impossible.
“I packed up and said ‘maybe the West
Coast is waiting for me’. In a year I found out
that they weren’t waiting for me. But little
by little... Actually, I think at the brginning
of television, we did the first TV soap opera,
Mama Rosa. We were paid $13 a week, and
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$10 we would have to give back. We had to
pay the writers to write episodes for us, a
kick back.
“I had to wait tables to make ends
meet. One of my regular customers was a
big producer who’d get drunk and promise
to give me big parts. But when he woke
up the next morning, he’d have forgotten
everything. I kept serving him weaker
and weaker drinks, but he’d still forget
everything.
“It wasn’t pretty, but I have to thank
television for really getting a foot in this
town. Later on I tried the movie studios.
I used to walk in backwards to fool the
gateman. I would put on make-up at home
so the guard would think I was part of the
show. I was an Italian bootblack, an Italian
chef, an Italian count, an Italian this, an
Italian that. I said ‘this is typecasting, and it
has to stop’. To convince people I could play
other characters, I went to casting sessions
dressed as other characters. I bought five sets
of teeth. They help a lot. They change the
entire features. And believe me, I got parts
based on this.”

With Sally Field on The Flying Nun
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JB: The series of interviews is peppered
with glorious insights into the real Vito Scotti
and his chaotic, fun-filled career. Let’s have a
look:
• Vito was the original Ronald McDonald.
• One interviewer described Vito as “an
effervescent character, at once warm,
friendly and frank, never missing an
opportunity to tell a joke or add a quip to
a line.”
• At the wrap party for the movie How
Sweet It Is, Debbie Reynolds gifted Vito
with a mink navel cover to commerate the
scene in which Vito, playing a lecherous
chef, goes off-script to plant a kiss firmly
on Debbie’s delectible, indented bellybutton window. It’s by far the funniest
scene in a pretty darn funny movie. The
immortal James Garner co-stars. Watch it,
bub!
• His good friend, Agnes Moorhead, widely
regarded as Hollywood’s coldest and
most intimidating bitch, was a barrel
of laughs whenever Vito was
around. He once caught her in
an elaborate prank in which
he disguised himself to play a
distraught hotel manager. Agnes,
one of his closest friends, was
clueless. When he revealed his
true identity, she howled with
glee. A mutual friend wryly
remarked, “Anyone else would
have been beheaded.”
• The first word he ever said in a
movie was “Shhh!” That word,
delivered to Victor Mature in
Cry of the City (1948), was Vito’s
only line in the movie. Vito joked,
“I used to go home and practice
saying ‘Shhh!’
83

the real Vito Scotti

• At a promotional tour stop in Kansas,
Vito was asked to judge a plowing
contest: “Me? Judging a plowing contest?
That was ‘udderly’ ridiculous! Haha!
The closest I ever get to Mother Earth is
looking into a flower pot!”
• He spoke of his elephant injuries to the
Indianapolis Star:
“They asked me if I worked with
animals. I’m thinking of cats and dogs.
So they put me in a Hindu show and I’m
supposed to ride an elephant and walk
around with a tiger. I was scared stiff.
So the animal trainer starts bawling me
out. He tells me I’m making the animals
nervous because I’m afraid. He tells me
how safe it is to work with these animals
and calls me a coward. Then I see him
with his shirt off. His back is a mass
of scars, and there’s a shoulder blade
sticking out. And that guy is telling me
it’s safe!”
• When Fort Lauderdale News asked him to
describe Captain Fomento, the attention
to detail of a Vito Scotti character study
comes to light as he pulls the Part B that
was never to be out of his hat:

“Everything about this character
must be sharp. He wears a meticulouslytrimmed mustache. Then in the rain, it
must droop like a wet kitten. (JB: Ever
the magician, he brings up a hand to
cover his face and then drops it to reveal
a comically forlorn, sagging mustache,
transformed by the magic of Vito’s elastic
face.)
“Fomento is a real knucklehead. He
wears spurs--no horse, you understand,
just spurs. He backs up against the wall
to give a snappy military salute and
gets stuck there when his spurs dig
into the wood. To cover his faux pas, he
announces that he likes this spot so much
that he’ll just stay there for a while.”
(JB: Vito is warming up now, speaking
extemporaneously, making up Fomento
scenarios.)
“Fomento is 5 feet, 6 inches tall in his
stocking feet, but he wears lifts concealed
in his shiny black boots. He’s rigged out
in riding breeches, Sam Browne belt, and
gun and holster with polished bullets.
Above the right pocket of his shirt there
are three medals—one for always being
on time, another for always having his
brass polished, and
the third for having
the cleanest uniform.
He always carries a
riding crop under
his arm. The riding
crop is the key. It\s
Fomento’s mark of
authority and my
means of comedy.
It is a pointer, a
prod, a means of
emphasis and a
prop. He handles it
with a great lack of
grace. He lives in a

With Marlon Brando (back to camera) in The Godfather.
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bachelor apartment. Cooking his evening
meal, he stands over the stove wearing
longjohns, boots and with that riding crop
tucked under his arm.” (JB: Vito breaks
into laughter at his created image, He’s on
a roll now.)
“At the police station Fomento
authoritatively flicks a bit of dust from
the badge of a patrolman who towers
over him. His mother, even shorter than
he is, charges into the picture and begins
striking him for his latest faux pas while
he tries to ignore her. His secret weapon
is nepotism—his brother-in-law is the
chief of police. He attempts to romance a
lady by singing very broken-down songs
while skillfully playing a guitar that has
no strings.”
He concludes with a reference to
classic Vito simpatico that would never
be: “There’s a little Gaspar Fomento in
all of us. When we laugh at him, we are
really laughing at ourselves.”
• He described his current nightclub act to
The Monrovia (California) Daily News Post:
“It’s a comedy pantomime bit where
I act out different people and animals
doing things that most people take for
granted as being easy—when in fact
they are more difficult than one would
imagine. For example, part of the act
is showing how different varieties of
chickens lay their eggs.”
• The Miami News asked Vito about his
kids. Here’s the excerpt:
The Scottis have two children Carmen
Antoinette (then 15) and Ricardo Antonio
(then 12). Ricky takes after his father,
borrowing mustaches and wigs and
creating characters to become the hit of
every party. He thinks his dad is a great
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guy and will probably follow in his
footsteps. Knowing that plan, a skeptical
Vito says, “I’m always asking him if he’s
done his homework yet.” Carmen wants
to be a doctor. “I have no idea where she
gets that,” jokes Vito. (JB: As far as I can
tell, neither of Vito’s kids went into show
business. Both Ricky and Carmen eschew
social media and maintain the tiniest
internet footprints possible.)
12/26/69
The Pittsburgh Press film review:

Rounding out the principal supporting
roles, Vito Scotti delights as Señor Arturo
Sanchez, a suave South American diplomat
with eyes for Stephanie Dickinson, played
by Bergman. Miss Bergman displays a
surprising gift for comedy in this, her first
film appearance in fifteen years.
9/3/70
The Palm Springs Desert Sun feature:

JB: Vito was featured in this UPI wire
story after scoring a recurring role in the TV
sitcom To Rome with Love. The show starred
John Forsythe as a widowed Iowan college
professor. Needing a change of scenery after
his wife’s death, he moves to Rome, Italy
with his three adorable daughters to profess
at the American Overseas School of Rome.
Vito plays Gino Mancini, a cab driver who
picks up and befriends the family when
they arrive at a rear screen projection of the
Leonardo da Vinci International Airport. The
show was basically a retooling of Bachelor
Father, Forsythe’s 1957 smash hit that ran
through five blazing seasons. To Rome never
caught fire and bombed after two seasons.
For this rather dismally-written feature,
the UPI man visited Vito at his home in
Hollywood, providing a window into the
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Scottis’ home life and, in particular, into
Vito’s legendary culinary skills:
To Rome with Actor Vito Scotti:
Great On Italian Cooking

HOLLYWOOD (UPI) -Vito Scotti, the
Italian hustler in To Rome With Love, is in
love with being of Italian descent, Italian
cooking and working in a television series.
A man of boundless energy and good
nature, Vito is married to a former Peruvian
flamenco dancer. He and his wife, Irene,
are the parents of Ricardo Antonio, 14,
and Carmen Antoinette, 17. Both children
attend public school near the Scotti home
in Hollywood. Their rambling, fifteen-room
house is Spanish style and decorated in early
American motif with a touch of Spain and
Italy here and there. The Scotti living room is
an indoor-outdoor chamber with a plenitude
of glass and rock walls. It is filled with green
plants, and the ceiling is painted blue to
enhance the feeling of spacious comfort.
Much of Scotti’s life is devoted to Italian
cooking. He may well be
one of the finest amateur
Italian chefs this side of
Roma. To begin with, he
has collected 25 volumes
of cookery. In addition
he clips recipes from
magazines and stuffs
them away in envelopes.
Vito is fearless in
the kitchen and will
try anything. He is,
however, renowned
locally for his stuffed
squid and baccala a
la Neapolitan. Scotti
also prepares Chinese,
Indian, French and
Greek dishes just for
the love of working in
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the kitchen. One might say Vito is a fanatic
when it comes to cooking. He grows his own
herbs in the garden: basil, parsley, tarragon,
chives, mint, oregano and garlic. One day
Irene saw what she mistook for weeds and
began pulling up Vito’s precious herbs. The
situation was tense for several minutes. (JB:
Oh yeah, bring the drama, dude!)
Vito and Irene’s weekends are devoted
to their offspring, taking them to the beach,
Disneyland, Marineland and other tourist
attractions in Southern California. Then
again, Irene may set her husband to work
repairing things around the house. “I pound
a hammer against pipes and make a lot of
noise,” Vito says, grinning. “I’m a terrible
handyman, but all the noise seems to impress
the children and Irene.”
On To Rome With Love Vito’s wardrobe
is limited to a corduroy jacket and slacks.
Offscreen Scotti is prone to ivy league suits,
neatly tailored jackets and slacks. They
Off camera Vito was an
accomplished chef, although you
wouldn’t know it from this photo
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Vito guest starring as Albert/Alberta for the
TV series Monster Squad.

entertain frequently, usually dinner parties
where the guests have an appreciation of
gastronomical delicacies served by Vito. On
special nights the Scotti family likes nothing
better than to go to the theater en masse
to hear a musical stage show. That’s very
Italian, too, Vito is happy to say.
12/28/73
The Orlando Sentinel excerpt:

Be on the watch for Boselli’s World. The
Ernest Borgnine starrer (sic) which airs as a
“world premiere” is also being considered by
NBC as a weekly next fall—a possibility that
couldn’t please Borgnine more. He’s anxious
to get back into the video limelight—into the
arena of public recognition he enjoyed when
he was a McHale’s Navy hero. The newest
television situation to involve Ernie had him
working down at the L.A. Waterfront last
week, filming at a San Pedro tuna cannery
with co-star Della Reese.
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Vito Scotti is also in
the cast, and tells me he
enjoyed the experience
greatly. “Except for the
last day of shooting,”
says Vito. That last day
he somehow locked
himself into his portable
dressing room where he
remained a prisoner until
his yells attracted the
attention of a passerby
who unscrewed the
“frozen” lock on the
door.
JB: Man, that last
run-on sentence is truly
magnificent. But what’s
up with the “quotation
marks” around the
words “world premiere” and “frozen”?
Could they be more signs of The Conspiracy?
I chose this article not because it’s wellwritten (lol), but because I wanted to type
out the word “Borgnine”--and that makes
the third time I’ve done so. I always enjoyed
“Ernie”, especially his musical work with the
“super group” Zappa, Zamfir & Borgnine.
Aaah. Four. Borgnine could sure jam on that
hornpipe. Five.
7/10/75
LA Times stage review: Mayfair
Finds Its Format:

JB: Vito began performing as a magician
in his early teens and continued with
occasional performances for the rest of his
life: This review of a vaudeville-type show
at the Mayfair Music Hall in Santa Monica
gives us a glimpse at Vito’s magic act, which
was undoubtedly hilarious:
Vito Scotti’s skill is magic, with a
difference. It is not now-you-see-it-now-you87
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don’t with the suave Mr. Scotti. You never
see it. But maybe you are reluctant to admit
this—maybe everyone else can. Obviously
Scotti can, and his satisfaction as he rifles his
imaginary cards and reproduces his invisible
pigeons (who invariably misbehave) is
immense.
8/5/78
Asheville Citizen-Times TV listing:

Vito appears on Just for Laughs, a comedy
special featuring Jack Albertson, John Ritter
and friggin’ Barbara Eden in her delicioso
prime. That surely must have
been a memorable day for
Signore Scotti.

them. And I do, but I don’t think I should
have to after all these years. I’m not bitter,
but I am disappointed.”
The double-edged sword of social
correctness, then in it’s infancy, was
also taking a bite out of Vito’s career.
He expressed “anger and frustration” at
nationalistic groups such as Nosotros,
an organization of Mexican actors and
producers that campaigned against hiring
non-Mexicans to play Mexican parts:
“Nosotros is killing me. I am an Italian, but
I don’t mind when a non-Italian plays one.

7/18/81
St. Joseph New-Press
feature: Character Actor
Facing Obstacles:

JB: After Irene’s death
in 1979, Vito might have
slowed down his career.
Starting in 1980, his screen
appearance numbers decreased
dramatically, dwindling down
to only five or so yearly. But
this might not have been
Vito’s wish. In this 1981 story,
likely written by the CBS PR
department, Vito has grown
unhappy with Hollywood.
He complains first of all about
having to audition for parts:
“In the old days, character
actors like Walter Brennan
were accorded a lot of respect.
He never had to audition for
anything. That’s no longer
true. The younger producers
and casting don’t know me,
although I think they should.
So they ask me to audition for
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4/28/88
A letter from Vito to a fan.
RYDER

the real Vito Scotti

Vito Scotti’s grave marker.

One of the finest characterizations of an
Italian I ever saw was Edward G. Robinson,
and he wasn’t Italian at all.”
This PR story was hung to a CBS
Children’s Mystery Theater episode entitled
The Haunting of Harrington House. Since
Vito played the part of a down-at-the-heels
magician in the show, the article goes on
to talk about Vito’s “successful secondary
career as a magician (who does no magic).”
It implies that with less screen work coming
in, Vito had returned to his first schtick,
touring the country with his not magic
show. It mentions an upcoming performance
at LA’s Magic Castle, “which restricts its
performers only to the very best in the
world.” It also states, “He is very busy in TV
commercials, which is acting, but of a special
sort.”
You got that wrong, CBS PR people. For
our friend Vito, all acting was acting, and
all acting was of a special sort. From this
surprisingly informative little article we can
surmise one thing for certain--Vito was as
married to performing as he was to Irene.
DEC 2020 / JAN 2021

“Evil twin” Lackawannian
Vito Scotti’s grave marker.

7/14/89
The Greenville News preview:

JB: New show, same result. Once again,
Vito was cast as a sitcom regular, this time
for an NBC production called Morning
Glory. This was the first of four unsuccessful
attempts to launch the show. It was Vito’s
fourth and final whiff at a longstanding
recurrent role. It was also his penultimate
national wire service appearance.
5/13/96
Los Angeles Times obit: Vito
Scotti, Veteran Film Actor:

JB: The final wire story in which
Vito finally does a for real magic trick, a
disappearing act. His body fell victim to lung
cancer, but his soul lives on in hundreds of
movies and TV shows. A number of these
appearances are available for free as YouTube
shorts. Do yourself a favor, dear reader, and
browse through a few of these to see the
master at work.
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IU CINEMA
IU CINEMA VIRTUAL SCREENING ROOM THIS DECEMBER/JANUARY

WEEK OF DEC 14

WEEK OF DEC 7

WEEK OF NOV 30

INTERACTIVE VIRTUAL EVENTS
DEC 4

CODED BIAS* w/Q&A
DEC 8

IU 2020: PART 2 w/Q&A

DEC 11

JORGENSEN PROGRAM:

KEN & FLORENCE JACOBS
DEC 15

MONTHLY MOVIE ROUND-UP: VIRTUAL EDITION
DEC 16, 2020–JAN 12, 2021 NO INTERACTIVE VIRTUAL EVENTS
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WEEK
WEEK OF
OCT OF
26 JAN 11

JAN 13

IU CINEMA 10TH ANNIVERSARY CELEBRATION
RYDER

VIRTUAL CINEMA FILMS
THROUGH DEC 9

STARTS DEC 7

STARTS DEC 4

CITY HALL*

RAZZLE DAZZLE:
THE LOST WORLD

ANOTHER ROUND*

STARTS DEC 11

WORLD OF WONG KAR WAI FILM SERIES* NEW 4K RESTORATIONS

Join us in the IU Cinema Virtual Screening Room for interactive and engaging events with filmmakers, students, and scholars,
including upcoming programs with filmmakers Ken and Florence Jacobs; conversations with IU students, student filmmakers,
and IU Cinema bloggers; as well as programming collaborations with the Center of Excellence for Women in Technology,
Office of the Provost and Executive Vice President, and The Media School.
We are also excited to offer new releases and recent restorations of independent and international films through
our Virtual Cinema offerings. These films can be accessed and enjoyed at your convenience, and proceeds from each
virtual ticket purchase help us continue to provide transformative cinematic experiences for all.

Sign up for IU Cinema’s weekly email, follow us on social media, or visit cinema.indiana.edu for weekly updates.
*The International Arthouse
Film Series is co-sponsored by
the Ryder Film Series
and IU Cinema.

TRANSFORMATIVE CINEM ATIC EXPERIENCES ACCESSIBLE FOR ALL
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