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MASON CASSADY ON FINDING THE LIMITS
OF HOOSIER HOSPITALITY AS A CENSUS WORKER
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THE YEAR IN MUSIC, FILM, TV, BOOKS AND MORE
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Donate or register to volunteer today at
www.bloomingtonmealsonwheels.org.
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2020: THE YEAR IN MUSIC, FILM,
TELEVISION, BOOKS AND MORE

By Joan Hawkins, Dan Melnick, Brian Stout, Robyn Ryle to
name just a few of the many pop culture critics who tell us what
to watch, listen to and give our undivided attention to from the
past 12 months.
RYDER

BIG SLEEPERS OF 2020
RABBIT-EAR BOOKENDS:
RYDER EXTENDED Carol Sutton, Dawn Wells, Jerry Stiller, Shirley Knight
FAMILY MEMBERS’ MOST and other memorable actors closed their eyes for the
last time in 2020. Forget it Jake. It’s Hollywood.
MEMORABLE TV MOMENTS
By John Bob Sloan
SINCE LAST YEAR’S
BEST OF ISSUE

For this issue we asked some of those who
have appeared in our pages over past year,
or will in the coming year, to share any
television moments they thought particularly
noteworthy or aﬀecting that fell between
last year’s January publication date and ANNALS OF THE ANTHROPOCENE,
this year’s. From darts and freaks to Beskar
2020: CHRONICLES OF
armor and brave reporters to franchise
CORONAVIRUS CASUALTIES AND
resurrections and The West Wing, eclectic
CLIMATE CHANGE
considerations from a far-ﬂung motley crew.
Even against a backdrop of a year that had many
By Mason Cassady, Ross Coulthart, Krista
wondering if the end times are closer than nigh,
Detor, Danielle McClelland, Jeﬀ Sartain,
a veteran New York Times reporter considers the
Jason Vest and Stephen Volan.
hope and inspiration found in writing Covid-19
obits, and how those inform his hopes for our
environmental future.
By John Schwartz

TAKING CENSUS IN A DIVIDED
AMERICA: THE BRIEF AND
ADVENTUROUS JOB OF AN
ENUMERATOR DURING A
YEAR OF TOXIC POLITICS AND
PLAGUE

Ever keen to explore new highways and
byways for where they might lead and what
they might reveal – and this time, with the
bonus of doing so in the national interest!
– our junior travel correspondent shares
what working for the US Census Bureau in
Covid-19 reveals about Hoosiers at home. (Be
warned: Dogs, guns and signage do not come
oﬀ well in his account.)
By Mason Cassady
JANUARY 2021

GOING FAR AND WIDE TO GET
LOW AND HAPPY IN BERMUDA

Even when faced with a virulent disease outbreak,
onerous public health requirements and pricegouging taxi fees, some pilgrimages simply must
be made – and as readers know by now, in his
quest to touch down in every country and territory
around the globe, our septuagenarian senior travel
correspondent is unstoppable. But this was a special
trip to pay homage-in-emulation to the memory
modern secular saint – and one from whom we could
all take a lesson.
By John Linnemeier
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WHAT, NOT WHY:
PLAYWRITING
AND PRODUCING
THROUGH THE
PANDEMIC OF 2020

An accomplished dramatist
chronicles his and his
artistic communities’ pivots
from marginalization and
despair to innovation and
celebration, across borders
and months during the
year when the coronavirus
tried to upstage and shutter
everything in the arts.
Instead it’s only fueled
creativity and resolve.
By Richard Byrne
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EXILE ON
MUSIC ROW:
WHO THE HELL
IS JAY JOYCE?

Some stand-out
albums came out
of Nashville in
2020, and what
did they all have in
common? A hardrocking producer
from Cleveland, Ohio
who, along with an
extraordinary stable
of talent, may be the
future of the country
sound.
By Kent Jenkins, Jr

TALKIN’ AT THE
VIRTUAL TEXACO WITH
JAMES MCMURTRY:
ON HAZY DAYS WITH
JOHN PRINE AND
RECLAIMING A LOST
PRINE-FLORES CLASSIC
DURING COVID-19

From the Texas Hill Country at
the end of a horrible year, one
national treasure pays tribute to
the memory of another through the
prism of bygone Bloomington days,
the tale of a lost song’s accidental
disappearance and inspired
reclamation, and meditations on
troubadour mortality.
By Jason Vest

RYDER

Celebrating 27 Years!
Great Cause

Great Bowls

More Than Ever...

2021
To benefit the Hoosier Hills Food Bank

Sunday

February 21st

Virtual Event
5:30-7:30 PM

TICKETS:
$30 - Event & Bowl

(available for pick up in advance)

$15 - Event (view only)

Purchase online at:
www.hhfoodbank.org

For more information on this special event:
www.hhfoodbank.org
812-334-8374
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STAGES

WHAT TO EXPECT WHEN YOU’RE EXPECTING...

... LIVE MUSIC, COMEDY AND THEATER

WRITERS GUILD COLLABORATES ON FILM
The Writers Guild at Bloomington is
collaborating with Ryder Magazine and Film
Series and IU Cinema on some special events
this winter.

With support from a Recover Forward grant
from the Bloomington Urban Enterprise
Association and the Bloomington Arts
Commission, the Writers Guild will present a
virtual screening of The Book of Conrad (2015) as
part of the Ryder Film Series, from Jan 25-28.
The Book of Conrad follows the celebrated writer,
performance artist, and eccentric CA Conrad as
he confronts his violent past and the suspicious
death of his boyfriend, Earth. The ﬁlm attempts
to unravel the mystery of Earth’s death, while
Conrad wrestles with his inner demons.
Inﬂuenced by Eileen Myles, Audre Lorde, Alice
Notley, and Emily Dickinson, Conrad writes
poems in which stark images of sex, violence,
and deﬁance build a bridge between fable and
confession. At press time, a virtual performance
by CA Conrad is also in the works. See the
Guild website for updates.
The Writers Guild is also partnering with
IU Cinema as part of its Community Creative
Collaboration program for a virtual screening
of Israeli-American ﬁlmmaker Nina Menkes’
Dissolution (2010), an unusual, experimental
adaptation of Dostoyevsky’s Crime and
Punishment. The ﬁlm will be shown virtually
on February 4 at 7 pm, and Ms. Menkes will be
giving a talk Feb 11, also at 7 pm.
Founded in 2010, the Writers Guild at
Bloomington is an association of writers
8

CA Conrad
committed to mutual support and the
professional development of their craft. Its
mission is to foster interaction among writers as
well as other artists, educators, and the Monroe
County public, thereby enhancing the vibrancy
of the arts and the writing community in the
greater Bloomington area. Pre-COVID, the
Guild had a presence at most public art festivals
in Bloomington (4th Street, Bloomington Street
Fair, Ats Fair on the Square) and hosted 2-3
events a month. Since March 2020, it has hosted
a monthly online reading series as well as a
generative writing workshop. Writers of all skill
levels and accomplishment are welcome, and
artists and organizations from other genres are
welcome to contact the Guild about possible
projects. We also encourage interested folks to
sign up for the newsletter via the Guild website:
www.writersguildbloomington.com
—Tony Brewer
RYDER

CARDINAL STAGE PRESENTS ORDINARY DAYS
After a fall season of new and unique digital
oﬀerings, Cardinal Stage is excited to return to
a style it knows and loves: American Musical
Theatre. This February, Cardinal Stage presents
a virtual, on-demand production of the musical
Ordinary Days by Adam Gwon.
This contemporary musical, ﬁrst produced in
2008, follows four characters, exploring

how their ordinary lives connect in the most
amazing ways. Directed by Artistic Director
Kate Galvin, the production will star Julian
Diaz-Granados, star of Cardinal’s Newsies, and
Kayla Marie Eilers, star of Cardinal’s Beauty
and the Beast. Ordinary Days will be streaming
on-demand from February 11 – 21 with two
opportunities to join a live, virtual watch party.

Ordinary Days is a sweet and funny musical
that celebrates the big impact of life’s small
moments. A couple faces new challenges when
they decide to move in together and a pair
of strangers take steps towards friendship
when their paths cross unexpectedly. With a
four-person cast and 21 songs, the musical is
mostly sung-through with no intermission,
making it the perfect ﬁt for a virtual format.
The production process will take place
remotely, meaning the actors will be recording
themselves from home, under the guidance of
Cardinal’s creative team and artistic staﬀ.
Although the production will be available
to watch at any time during the on-demand
period, Cardinal Stage will be hosting two
virtual watch parties. The ﬁrst, on Saturday,
February 13, will include all four members of
the cast; while the second, on Friday, February
19, will include the creative team and the
show’s playwright/composer.

THE JEWISH THEATRE OF BLOOMINGTON
PRESENTS BLESSINGS FROM THE PANDEMIC
After virtual staged readings of The Grandkid
and Talley’s Folly, The Jewish Theatre of
Bloomington is excited to venture into a new
JANUARY 2021

type of performance, a reading of Rich Orloﬀ’s
poetry cycle for performance: Blessings from
the Pandemic. Directed by Darrell Ann Stone,
this heartfelt theatrical poetry cycle will be
streaming live on January 16 & 17 via Zoom.
Author Rich Orloﬀ who has written dozens
of award-winning full-length comedies and
short plays, began writing poems in his New
York apartment toward the beginning of
the pandemic in March. Since that time, his
collection has grown. Blessings from the Pandemic
is a collection of over 60 poems “responding to
this challenging time” that “cover the mundane
to the spiritual.”
At the helm of this virtual production is
Director Darrell Ann Stone, who last directed
JTB’s virtual staged reading of The Grandkid.
Joining the creative team is JTB virtual
production veteran, Corey Hollinger, who has
served as Stage Manager/Technical Assistant
for all of JTB’s virtual productions in addition
to serving as Cardinal Stage’s Production
Manager. With guidance from JTB’s Producing
Artistic Director, Audrey Heller, the team at
JTB is excited to bring this new opportunity to
Bloomington and world-wide audiences.
The performance dates for Blessings from
the Pandemic are Saturday, January 16 at 7:30
pm and Sunday, January 17 at 2:00 pm (EST).
To attend, register on JTB’s website and “pay
what you can” to help oﬀset losses from the
cancellation of three live onstage shows due
to the pandemic. If you are able, a donation of
$25 would be greatly appreciated. To RSVP,
visit https://www.jewishtheatrebloomington.
com/blessings-of-the-pandemic. For more
information on the Jewish Theatre, please visit
jewishtheatrebloomington.com or ﬁnd us on
Facebook at Jewish Theatre of Bloomington.
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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
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2020/21 POLITICAL POSTCARD:
DESULTORY DEMS

There is a Democratic Party outpost
called Indiana State Senate District
40, centered in Bloomington. It is a
political blue island, surrounded by
hundreds of square miles of fiercelychurning, ruby-red Republican
seas. South of SD40, there are only a
couple of Democrats elected to the
General Assembly. In Washington,
DC, there are no elected Democrats
representing any of Southern Indiana’s
congressional districts.
That leaves SD 40 as the only game
south of Marion County for any real
Democratic political action - though
when there is any, it tends to be pretty
anticlimactic. After State Sen. Mark
Stoops announced his retirement in
2019, two Democratic contenders
stepped forward for the 2020 primaries
(Republicans didn’t even bother
trying to select a
candidate, let alone
even field one):
Shelli Yoder, who’d
been roundly
trounced district12

wide by
15 points
in her 2016
run for the
US House 9th
District seat against
Trey Hollingsworth;
and Indiana Democratic
Party Chair John Zody.
Yoder defeated Zody 80% to 18%
in the primary that was effectively the
general. Those are exactly the kind of
SD 40 numbers the Indiana Republican
Party can live with. (When you already
have most of the state, Bloomington’s
not much of a threat to the existing
political order.) But, then, they kind of
planned it that way.
In the April 7, 2011, edition
of Howey Politics Indiana, I offered
up an analysis of the coming

As we enter the third decade
of the 21st Century, Indiana is,
essentially, a one-party state.

BY BRIAN A. HOWEY

As Goes
the Nation,
Not So, Indiana

RYDER

reapportionment that would establish
of 117 per district. The 60 GOP-held Indiana
legislative and congressional maps for the
House districts gained a total of 398,636
coming decade. “New congressional and
people, or an average of 6,644 per district.
legislative maps are being forged in the
In the April 14, 2011 edition of HPI, this
Indiana House and Senate and are expected
was my analysis, less than three years after
to be made public next week,” I wrote.
Barack Obama won Indiana’s 11 Electoral
“Whatever the specifics are, the new maps
College votes: “Canny House Republicans
will likely paint a grim picture for Indiana
can get maps for the next decade that will
Democrats.”
be fertile ground for future majorities, just
The year before, Republicans seized
by playing the demographics straight and
control of the Indiana House, giving their
following the Rokita doctrine that has been
party, along with the staunchly-GOP Indiana
embraced by the governor.”
Senate and Governor Mitch
Daniels, a commanding
trifecta to steer the
reapportionment outcome.
Then-Secretary of State and
current attorney general2608 E. 10th Street | (812) 287-7405
elect Todd Rokita, came up
Now serving weekend
with what seemed to be
brunch 10am - 2pm!
reasonable guidelines: The
districts would be based on
Tuesday - Friday: 11am - 9pm
“communities of interest,”
Saturday: 10am - 9pm
keeping legislative and
Sunday: 10am - 2pm
congressional county lines
Open for dine-in, patio seating,
intact, and nesting House
Delivery, and Grab-N-Go!
districts in Senate districts.
Order online at hivebloomington.com
Gone would be the serpentshaped gerrymandered maps
Hoosier Democrats had
drawn in 1991 and 2001.
The final product, which
breezed to passage and
16oz cans
Daniels’ signature, came
via computer-assisted
now
Republican consultants.
They effectively weaponized
available
demographic data from the
2010 Census that already
all over
posed a daunting challenge
town
to House Democrats. During
that fateful spring of 2011, the
40 Democratic-held Indiana
House districts gained a total
of 4,681 people, an average

IPA
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Fast forward to November 2020:
Frank McCloskey’s hard-fought, razor-thin
Republicans now hold a supermajority
victories in “Bloody 8th,” haven’t just gone
in the Indiana House, 71-29, for the third
to scarring, but have completely healed over,
consecutive cycle, while the GOP holds the
uniformly red.
Senate bookend, 40-10. Democrats aren’t
Republicans hold all of the Statehouse
even required for a quorum anymore. In the
constitutional offices and a record 71
Indiana congressional
mayorships.
delegation, Republicans
RYDER’S BELIEVE IT OR NOT: Hoosier
hold nine of 11 seats.
Once Were Congressional Seats Republicans
For the first time in
now control
in
Southern
Indiana
Hard-Foughthistory, an incumbent
88% of all
and-Won
by
Democrats,
like
Hoosier congress(wo)
county
Bloomington’s Frank McCloskey. elected
offices, or
1,330 out of
1,509. Even
a long-time
Democratic
stronghold
like St.
Joseph
County
now has
three Republican
county
commissioners.
Vigo County
Democrats won
only one office in
2020.
It was,
appropriately,
coroner.
So futile has
the Zody era
of Democratic
leadership been
man hasn’t lost during the five-cycle map
(he took the helm of the party in 2013) that
duration, and only one district changed
the party hasn’t won a statewide race since
hands, when Republican Jackie Walorski
2012 (that’s zero for 20), when Donnelly took
won a congressional seat in 2012 vacated
advantage of Richard Mourdock’s debate
by Joe Donnelly. The days of Baron Hill
fiasco and Glenda Ritz upset Superintendent
and Mike Sodrel playing ping-pong with
of Public Instruction Tony Bennett, despite a
the 9th congressional district are gone. The
10-to-1 money disadvantage.
festering wounds ubiquitous in the days of
When Hoosier Democrats nominated
14
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the perfect gubernatorial candidate for a
pandemic election - former Indiana and New
York City health commissioner Woody Myers
- he quickly signaled that he wasn’t up to
the task, posting a paltry $14,000 in his 2019
year-end campaign finance report. Gov. Eric
Holcomb reported north of $8 million. Myers
was so pathetic that Libertarian nominee
Donald Rainwater actually bought more
gross rating points for his TV advertising
than the Democrat.
As we enter the third decade of the
21st Century, Indiana is,
essentially, a one-party state,
with the minority party’s
prospects unclear. John
Zody will not seek another
term as Democratic party
chair. Mike Schmuhl, who
managed Pete Buttigieg’s
meteoric presidential
campaign, and two-time
gubernatorial nominee John
Gregg, are both passing on
the job as well: as Gregg
put it, “While I am a proud
Hoosier Democrat, for me
this work has always been
w
more about people, policy
and progress than partisan
politics.” Just how much
more of the first three p’s and
how much less of the last two
p’s we’ll be seeing ahead,
in the interactions within
and between both Indiana’s
Republican and Democratic
parties, remains to be seen.
But if one thing’s certain, it’s
that whoever the next chair
of the Indiana Democratic
Party is has their work cut
out for them.

JANUARY 2021

[editor’s note: Brian A. Howey writes a state
syndicated newspaper column and publishes
and edits Howey Politics Indiana, the latest
incarnation of the Howey Political Report, which
just celebrated its 25th year as a newsletter. A
third-generation Hoosier journalist, he recently
and reluctantly sold his beloved Brown County
cabin.]

BLOOMINGFOODS
CO-OP MARKET
w w . b l o o m i n g f o o d s . c o o p
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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

JANUARY 2021

•

812.332.0053

™

A COOK GROUP COMPANY
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By Brian Stout

DAVID BYRNE’S
AMERICAN UTOPIA
HBOMax

[editor’s note: Brian is a regular contributor
to The Ryder and a blogger https://
whelmedblog.wordpress.com/.]
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Spike Lee and David Byrne--a match
made in middle-aged hipster heaven.
In this thrilling ﬁlmed performance of
his successful stage show, Byrne and his
band run through a mix of Talking Heads
classics and his solo material on an empty
stage with inexhaustible energy, Byrne
only stopping to deliver the occasional
witty monologue. The vibe is mostly
upbeat--Byrne has recently dedicated his
time to projects such as Reasons to be
Cheerful to spread positive energy across
multiple channels, but the show takes
a turn with a cover of Janelle Monae’s
“Hell You Talmbout,” a protest song
accompanied by a powerful montage of
Black victims of police violence. Lee’s
cameras capture the performance in
spectacular fashion, particularly during
the spirited ﬁnale, Talking Heads’ classic
“Road to Nowhere.” American Utopia is
a stirring reminder that all is not lost,
that we must not give up on our quest to
realize the potential within all of us.
RYDER

Between the World and
Me is a harrowing but
thrilling personal testimony
and a celebration of Black
resistance and resilience.

BETWEEN THE WORLD
AND ME

DA FIVE BLOODS
Netflix

Spike Lee assembled a top-tier cast,
including the late Chadwick Boseman, Delroy
Lindo (in his best role in years), Clarke Peters,
Isiah Whitlock, Jr., and Jonathan Majors

HBOMax

Another ﬁlmed version of an acclaimed
project, Between the World and Me features
an all-star group of Black celebrities reading
passages from Ta-Nehisi Coates’ awardwinning book, a letter to his teenage son.
Coates pulls no punches; his love for his
son compels him to be honest about what
it means to be a Black man in America, and
the medium is used to further enhance the
powerful prose. Coates’ all-star cast brings
his words to life while also opening the

to tell an exciting and complex story that
ties his signature social commentary to an
adventure that recalls The Treasure of the Sierra
Madre. A group of Vietnam veterans return
to the killing ﬁelds decades later to retrieve
the remains of their squad leader, who was
killed in combat. The tone shifts from buddy
picture to action to drama and back again,
and Boseman’s ﬂashback scenes showcase
material up to an audience beyond his son,
an actor who was only beginning to share
incorporating clips of Angela Davis and
the scope of his prodigious talent. However,
Malcolm X, along with musical performances, it is Lindo who delivers the ﬁlm’s most
animation (Coates is also well-known for
complex and fascinating performance as a
writing a run of Black Panther), photos, and
Trump-supporting veteran. Between this and
paintings. The result is a harrowing but
American Utopia, Lee makes it clear that he
thrilling personal testimony and a celebration remains one of the least predictable and most
of Black resistance and resilience.
reliable directors working today.

JANUARY 2021
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BETTER CALL SAUL
AMC

The origin story of Saul Goodman is
coming to a close, and against all odds,
Better Call Saul has turned out to be the
equal of Breaking Bad, and at times it has
even eclipsed it. The key to the series’
success has been upending expectations at
nearly every turn. While many expected
a jokier spin-oﬀ, Saul has ratched up the
suspense to 11 over the past few seasons.
Rather than focusing on the slimy lawyer
he will become, the series has been a tense
and darkly funny character study of a man
living in the shadow of a more successful

sibling and the measures he will take to
hustle his way to making his own mark.
The gradual introduction of key Breaking
Bad characters has been rewarding, and Bob
Odenkirk, Giancarlo Esposito, and Jonathan
Banks continue to deliver. However, the
best performance on the show is from Rhea

Against all odds, Better
Call Saul has turned out to
be the equal of Breaking
Bad, and at times it has
even eclipsed it.
Seehorn as Kim Wexler. With one ﬁnal
season forthcoming and her mantle still
without an Emmy, there is only one more
chance to get this right.

SMALL AXE
ANTHOLOGY
Amazon Prime
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Taking its title from a line in a Bob Marley
song, this ﬁve-part anthology is the year’s
most essential viewing, a series of ﬁlms
focused on the West Indian community
in London between 1969 and 1982. Oscarwinning director Steve McQueen’s work
is deﬁned by its ability to make viewers
uncomfortable, and Small Axe is at times
profoundly unsettling, particularly in the
ﬁrst and third installments, Mangrove, a
riveting courtroom drama, and Red, White,
and Blue, which features John Boyega in
one of the year’s best performances. Alex
Wheatley and Education feature stunning
performances and tell the stories of the
coming-of-age of a famous author and
a young boy caught up in an uncaring
school system, respectively. While these
two installments highlight the indiﬀerence
and dismissal proﬀered by institutions
in England, Wheatley eventually earns
success. Kingsley’s struggles against

RYDER

labeling and being held back are heartbreaking
and infuriating, but also oﬀer a glimmer of hope
from outside the system to end the anthology.

The unrelenting tension is temporarily broken
by Lovers Rock, a joyous hangout at a house party
ﬁlled with infectious soul and reggae and at least
two of the year’s most memorable sequences.
After nearly a year of keeping physical distance
from others, the vicarious thrill of seeing a
packed house
cut loose,
breakdancing
and singing
together
is nearly
overwhelming.

Comfort food,
Creole attitude.
www.the-uptown.com
102 east kirkwood ave

Streaming
is the perfect
platform for
Small Axe
Anthology.
Three of the
ﬁve ﬁlms run
just over an
hour, likely
too short for
theatrical
release, but
here McQueen
has the freedom
to tell the
stories he
wants to tell on
his own terms, and he has created the most vital,
powerful, relevant work of the year, unﬂinching
in its depiction of injustice while letting a little
light peak in.

HONORABLE MENTIONS
The Last Dance (ESPN/Netﬂix), Palm Springs
(Hulu), Ozark (Netﬂix)
JANUARY 2021
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This has been a diﬃcult year for theatres—
and Independent Cinemas are having a
particularly hard time right now. The IU
Cinema has been managing to hold virtual
screenings and events twice a week and The
Ryder has continued to stream ﬁne ﬁlms,
even during a ﬁnancially precarious time.
And so, to begin, a shout-out to everyone
who has been supporting our local theatres
and the indie industry nationwide. The
“little,” intimate ﬁlms that meant so
much to us this year, in part because they
translate to the smaller screen, are precisely
the ﬁlms that have been most in peril,
and without the mammoth streaming
platforms (Amazon, Netﬂix, Hulu etc)
most of them would not have found a
distributor. What became the festival-tostreaming, and direct-to-streaming model

[editor’s note: Joan Hawkins is an Associate
Professor of Cinema and Media Studies at IU.
She has written extensively on horror, the avantgarde and independent cinema and is a regular
contributor to The Ryder. Her most recent book
is William S Burroughs Cutting Up the Century
(co-edited with Alex Wermer-Colan; IU press).
She lives in Bloomington with her cat and will be
glad when she can see all of you, in person, in the
back room at Bears or at the IU Cinema.]
22

By Joan Hawkins
for indie ﬁlms will have a lasting impact
on how distribution works in the industry.
And, most importantly for beginning
ﬁlmmakers, it has removed the tarnish that,
pre-pandemic, still attached to the direct-tostreaming model.
The fact that everything moved online this
year made festivals and events that would
ordinarily be closed to us suddenly available.
Cannes, The New York Film Festival,
Chicago International Film Festival, Chicago
Underground Film Festival, and Overlook,
the Sundance of indie horror, all made
substantial parts of their oﬀerings available
to stream this year. So the irony of this Plague
Year, when theatres had to shutter, is that
digital platforms ﬁnally delivered what they
had always promised they would—high
quality, international programming, geared to
multiple niche audiences.
This has been a gift. But it has also
underscored the cultural divides that
exist even for people who can aﬀord
the sometimes pricey tickets. David
Dufresne’s Monopoly of Violence (France,
2020), a powerful and sometime shocking
documentary about police violence in
contemporary France, was one of the
“spotlight” ﬁlms streamed by the NYFF this

RYDER

year. The ﬁlm is extraordinary and made the
year’s top 10 lists of critics like James Quandt
and Amy Taubin. Because it streamed, many
more of us were able to see it at the Festival
than would usually be the case. Which is a
good thing, because it has not been picked
up for American Distribution. At the time of
this writing, it remains one of those brilliant
ﬁlms you cannot see through normal legal
U.S. channels. (N.B there is another ﬁlm with
same name on You Tube. A crowd-funded
documentary about anarchism and the State,
it is also very interesting, but it is not the
French ﬁlm.

IF WE HAVE LEARNED
ANYTHING THIS YEAR,
IT IS THAT STREAMING
SERVICES CAN PROVIDE
A LOT MORE THAN THEY
DID, PRE-PANDEMIC;
AND THAT CULTURAL
INSTITUTIONS LIKE THE
NEW YORK FILM FESTIVAL
HAVE THE CAPACITY TO
REACH BEYOND THEIR
GEOGRAPHIC LIMITS.

my above example illustrates--there are a lot
of good international ﬁlms that American
Distributors think American audiences are
just too parochial to appreciate. So they don’t
distribute them.
Sundance is virtual this year. The tickets go
on sale January 7. https://www.sundance.
org/festivals/sundance-ﬁlm-festival/about
My top picks this year, in no particular order:

1) WOMEN
MAKE FILM
(TCM)

In a year full of festivals and series, one in
particular stands out: Turner Classic Movies
(TCM) “Women Make Film Series.” From Sept
1-Dec 1, 2020, TCM programmed one hundred
ﬁlms by one hundred women ﬁlmmakers.
They covered 44 countries, 6 continents and 12
decades, and the series was free to anyone with
cable or dish. The scope was extraordinary, but
the organization was also noteworthy. Instead
of the usual decade-by-decade (if it’s the
thirties, it must be Dorothy Arzner) approach,
the series was organized thematically, which
allowed for interesting international and
chronological juxtapositions. The Watermelon
Woman (U.S. 1995, Cheryl Dunye) was

If we have learned anything this year, it
is that streaming services can provide a lot
more than they did, pre-pandemic; and that
cultural institutions like the National Theatre
London, the New York Film Festival, and the
Met have the capacity to reach beyond their
geographic limits. There is no earthly reason
why the NYFF, to take one example, cannot
continue to make parts of their programming
virtually accessible, even after we can all
travel again. And they should, because-as
JANUARY 2021
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scheduled alongside In the Empty City/Hollow
City (Angola 2004, Maria João Gonga) and
Lotte Reiniger’s silhouette animation ﬁlm The
Adventures of Prince Achmed (Germany, 1926) for
example. And since the weekly themes mapped
neatly onto what might be the weekly “units”
in a ﬁlm class, the series demonstrated how one
could teach Intro to Film, predominantly using
women ﬁlmmakers, with a few male directors
thrown in for historical interest, reversing the
pedagogical model many of us know too well.
In addition to the ﬁlms themselves, a
serialized documentary underscored the
signiﬁcant aesthetic and technological
contributions made by women directors, as
well as the diﬀerent stories they often choose
to tell. It was phenomenal. I saw many things
I’d never seen, and got so in the habit of
setting up a TV tray in the front of the tube
on Tuesday nights, that my cat automatically
jumped on his little sofa blanket as soon as
I pushed my chair away from the computer.
How he knew it was Tuesday night, I don’t
know, but he always claimed a front row seat.

2) LOVERS ROCK
STEVE MCQUEEN, U.K.
AMAZON PRIME
This is the second chapter of Steve
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McQueen’s Small Axe series. Set in1980s West
London, the ﬁlm follows Martha (AmarahJae St. Aubyn) as she sneaks out of her strict
parents’ home to attend a “blues” party.
Short for rhythm and blues, blues parties
were held in houses because black kids
were denied entry into white-dominated
clubs. The ﬁlm’s name comes from a
special genre of reggae—a soft form that
foregrounds women’s voices and stories, and
revolutionized the dance ﬂoor, making room
for women (in the reggae world, this was the
equivalent of Riot Grrrls’ call-“girls to the
front,”). So the ﬁlm plays with the way that
gender politics, sexual politics and culture are
revolutionary, and demonstrates the degree
to which even having a good time becomes a
radical gesture in a racist culture.
In one memorable scene, the party bouncers
suddenly drag two men they’ve been trying
to keep out of the house inside, shut the
front door, and kill the porch lights because
a cop car is patrolling. The result is violence
(the bouncers had good reason to keep
the men out) and it’s hard not to read this
as a comment on the way white policing
fosters violence in the black community.
The cinematography in this ﬁlm is amazing.
Anyone who’s ever been to a house party
can feel the feet generated by the bodies,
can smell that particular blend of food and
perspiration and cologne. Of all the things
you can say about this remarkable ﬁlm, the
structure—which is like a dance party—
deserves special mention. The music here
drives the movie—or perhaps it’s more
accurate to say that DJ-ing drives the ﬁlm. A
good DJ can make or break a party, crafting
the rhythms that lead the dancers from fast,
to slow and sexy, back to fast and on to
something more. McQueen’s genius is that he
doesn’t use music and DJing as a backdrop
here, a soundtrack for the kids’ lives. Instead,
as is so often the case in real life, he shows
the way that music perhaps is the story,
has always had to be the story, for people
RYDER

who have historically been denied cultural
representation.

the seeming erasure of anything like a real
body politic in North America. Like First
Cow (below), the ways in which it plays
with genre are really interesting. Every time
you have a “been there, seen that,” ﬂush of
irritation, the ﬁlm takes a surprising turn—in
part because of Riseborough’s exquisitely
underplayed performance as the cipher-like
Tasya Vos. And in part because Possessor
signals such a strong directorial intelligence
from the beginning. In a year when I have
been almost uniformly disappointed in
horror ﬁlm endings, Possessor is a wonderful
reminder of what real craft can give you. The
ending is subtle, but deliciously satisfying.

3) POSSESSOR
BRANDON CRONENBERG, 4) NEVER, RARELY,
U.K, U.S. AND CANADA
SOMETIMES,
AMAZON, FANDANGO, REDBOX
ALWAYS
AND OTHERS
ELIZA HITTMAN
This is a serious and unsettling look at
the dangers of losing yourself in another’s
psyche--possibly the most viscerally-adept
depiction of psychic vampirism that I’ve seen.
Reviews tend to compare the ﬁlm to the body
horror ﬁlms of Cronenberg’s famous dad.
And there is deﬁnitely a hint of early David
Cronenberg here, but the palette and pacing
remind me more of Crash (Cronenberg, 1996)
and David Lynch’s Lost Highway (1997),
and part of what interests me in the ﬁlm
is the repurposing of a ﬁn-de-20th-sieclequasi-qualude aesthetic to suit distinctly
21st century ends. It’s a sci-ﬁ, psychological
horror hybrid, set in a corporate-dominated
future.

AMAZON

In this quiet bombshell of a ﬁlm, a teenage
girl, Autumn (Sidney Flanigan), discovers
that she’s pregnant. With no local support
and no support from her parents, Autumn
and her cousin Skylar (Talia Ryder) take a
trip to New York, where Autumn can get an
abortion without parental consent. Along

An agent (Andrea Riseborough) uses brainimplant technology, to invade people, causing
them to commit assassinations ordered by the
corporation. As a result, she herself begins to
change. Which sounds like a horrible clichéd
premise, I know, so please don’t let this
synopsis put you oﬀ. Possessor is a serious
critique of corporate culture, capitalism and
JANUARY 2021
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the way everything that might conceivably
go wrong with such a venture does, putting
the girls continually at risk. Nothing large
and traumatic—no dealers and traﬃckers
hanging out at the bus station looking for
girls, for example—just the little things that
might realistically happen to a couple of girls
going to a city where they know no one. The
title comes from a series of responses that
Autumn is asked to give during a Planned
Parenthood interview, an interview designed
to ﬁnd out if the respondent is in an abusive
relationship. Watching Autumn struggle
with the responses is one of the most moving
things I saw all year. The ﬁlm does not
come down on either side of the abortion
debate, but it does make it abundantly
clear that young women facing this most
diﬃcult decision in their lives have very few
resources—outside their parents—to help
them. And if their parents are emotionally
abusive and cold, they frequently have only
other girls their age and the internet to turn
to for advice. Eliza Hittman is an IU alum.
This is her third feature.

This is one of those ﬁlms that went direct to
streaming. Sandoval directs and stars as an
undocumented Filipino transwoman, who
works as a caregiver for Olga (Lynn Cohen),
an elderly Russian woman in Brighton Beach.
The ﬁlm touches on many contemporary
social issues and gives them a human face—
the care of the elderly, the daily anxiety and
fear that undocumented workers face, and
ﬁnally, of course, what it means to be trans
in a transphobic world. Like so many of the
ﬁlms on my list this year, this one sounds
like it could be heavy-handed and dreadful,
but Sandoval writes, directs and acts with
such deftness that you’re just pulled in. It’s a

5) LINGUA FRANCA
ISABEL SANDOVAL
NETFLIX

beautiful ﬁlm.

6) DEERSKIN
QUENTIN DUPIEUX,
FRANCE

AMAZON AND HBO MAX
John Waters calls this “the fashion ﬁlm of
the year.” It certainly is the horror-comedy
of the year. A man (Jean Dujardin) becomes
so ﬁxated on a deerskin-fringed jacket that
26
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he ﬁnds in a thrift store, that he begins
killing anyone who might dare to imitate his
signature “look”—which soon spreads from
deerskin jackets, to gloves, and trousers and
just about anything else you can imagine.
One of the most original ﬁlms I saw all year
and, if you like dark humor, it’s very funny.

7) FIRST COW
KELLY REICHARDT
AMAZON

Kelly Reichardt has been making brilliant
quiet ﬁlms for years. in terms of resolution,
First Cow is perhaps her most satisfying. It’s
an anti-Western and a revisionist history of
settlement. The story is simple. In a world
in which everything can be commodiﬁed,
bought and sold, and where people easily
turn on each other, a pair of friends begin
stealing milk from the ﬁrst cow in the
territory. The cinematography is beautiful
and the initial shot of the cow—standing on a
barge—drifting down the river is as gorgeous
and surreal a shot as you ever want to see.
Stayed with me for days and certainly left me
understanding
what a magic
sight that must
have been for
people making
do with nuts
and roadkill.
Mainly,
though, this is
a story about
friendship—
not the kind
of friendship
between men
you usually see
on the screen.
Something
much softer
and much
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more profound. The ﬁlm is a tribute to the
humble beauty of the everyday.

8) HEIMAT IS A
SPACE IN TIME
THOMAS HEISE,
GERMANY
ICARUS FILMS

Thomas Heise’s historical memoir-cumthree-generational-family-history traces
the rise and fall of the German Democratic
Republic, from its early utopian socialist roots
through the rise of the Wall, the STASI, and
the policing of thought, to its ﬁnal demise.
It is a scrupulous 218-minute collection of
documents, diaries, letters, and landscapes,
excavated and assembled by a ﬁlmmaker
whose grandfather helped found the German
Community Party and whose father became
the leading philosophical dissident in the
GDR. I watched the ﬁlm because a friend
in Chicago programmed it for a virtual
screening series, and to tell the truth I was
dreading it. But it is an amazing example of
what the long form enables. Even watching
on my laptop at my kitchen table, I was
mesmerized.

9) CITY HALL
FREDERICK WISEMAN
PBS; ZIPPORAH FILMS

Weighing in at 4 hours 32 minutes, this
is another paean to the long form. City
government touches almost every aspect
of our lives, as this documentary makes
clear. The city-case in point here is Boston,
and the ﬁlm shows the eﬀorts by Boston
government oﬃcials to provide needed
services and to maintain a working a
conversation with civic groups. Wiseman

27

is a master at showing ordinary people
living their lives and trying to tell their
stories, while simultaneously critiquing
institutions. Sometimes the institutions can
get in the way, overwhelming the voicesso that it’s diﬃcult to catch a through-line.
That is not the case here. Boston Mayor
Marty Walsh (just named by Biden to be
the new Secretary of Labor, which may
make this an even more interesting watch)
provides an anchor and guide as we move
through agencies and groups, reminding
us of our long history of immigration and
the struggle for racial justice, and providing
a forum where Veterans could tell their
stories. Shot during 2018-2019, the ﬁlm is
set in a pre-pandemic time, at once very
contemporary and very nostalgic (people
can gather and hug). I usually watch ﬁlms
in one sitting—but for a variety of reasons,
I needed to watch this ﬁlm over a series of
evenings. Precisely because it is episodic, it
is easy to view that way, and I found myself
looking forward to my nightly installments.

Romania. The ﬁre was bad enough, revealing
terrible malfeasance in building inspections
and ﬁre equipment. But even worse than that
scandal was the subsequent public health
scandal that eﬀectively brought down the
government. In the weeks following the ﬁre,
patients who ought to have survived died
from infections they caught in the hospital.
The newspaper that uncovered the story
found that disinfectant was being diluted to
save money, and that surgeons who believed
their instruments had been properly treated
were using contaminated implements. This is
like All the Presidents Men without the happy
ending. Crime-story gripping and a powerful
reminder of the importance of a free and truly
investigative press.

THE HUMAN VOICE
PEDRO ALMODÓVAR, SPAIN

10) COLLECTIVE
ALEXANDER NANAU,
ROMANIAN
THE RYDER, AMAZON

NOT CURRENTLY AVAILABLE TO
RENT, STREAM OR BUY

This is a gripping documentary about
government corruption that feels like it’s
unfolding in real time. In 2015 a terrible
ﬁre ignited Collective, a popular club in
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A ﬁlm short (30 minutes) based on Jean
Cocteau’s play of the same name, The Human
Voice stars Tilda Swinton as a woman waiting
for her lover’s call. It is an acting tour-deforce, with the most stunning use of fashion
and décor to make a point since Peter
Greenway’s The Cook, The Thief, His Wife, and
Her Lover (1989).
RYDER
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By Dan Melnick
If there was ever a year that didn’t need
a recap, it would probably be 2020. Am I
right? We can’t get to 2021 fast enough and
yet, it wasn’t all bad. Even through all of the
strange and scary times, we were salved with
television. Movies may have dried up, but
we always had that slow drip of new content
while spending our days quarantined at
home. Some shows were a glimmer of light in
the darkness while others were just the right
kind of distraction.
Much like my list last year, with so many
choices available, it is nearly impossible to
create a true Top Ten list, so instead, I’ve
compiled what I like to think of the Top Ten
Most Interesting. Our choices will diﬀer and
that’s the beauty of TV: it’s a much more
tailored experience than, say, going to the
movies. The list below may not be great. Heck,
some of them might not even be good, but I can
promise you that they are all at least interesting.
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THE
MANDALORIAN

(DISNEY +)
This show excels at utilizing space. The
focus is often narrow, but everything you see
is incredibly detailed. It also doesn’t hurt that
this is the best Star Wars since the original
trilogy. Oh, and Baby Yoda.

OUR CHOICES WILL DIFFER AND THAT’S
THE BEAUTY OF TV: IT’S A MUCH
MORE TAILORED EXPERIENCE THAN,
SAY, GOING TO THE MOVIES.
RYDER

TIGER KING

and downright cathartic, it was sad to say
goodbye to TGP, but as the show teaches us,
goodness doesn’t end, it’s simply passed on.

SCHITT’S CREEK

(NETFLIX)
A show largely about one man’s obsession with
himself mostly. It’s reality TV at its best (worst?)
as it oﬀers a glimpse into the lives of some truly
fascinating individuals. A train wreck for the
mind, it was hard for many of us to look away.

THE BOYS
(AMAZON)

Season 1 redeﬁned the superhero genre and
season 2 continues that trend. Past the capes,
The Boys is ﬁlled with so many dynamic
actors who excel at even the smallest micro
emotion making every scene just as riveting
as say, saving the world.

(CBC)
Another ending we knew was coming, it
was a treat to see our down on their luck
protagonists get some happy endings after
all. This show really is a master class in
character work and is both one of the funniest
and most clever shows in a long, long time.

BETTER CALL SAUL

THE GOOD PLACE

(AMC)
(NBC)
We’ve spent four years on a journey ﬁlled
with existential and philosophical musings
about what it means to be good and by the
time we reached the end, it didn’t disappoint.
With an ending so bittersweet, positive,
JANUARY 2021

Can we agree that BCS is at least as good
as Breaking Bad the show it was spinoﬀ from
now? Because it is. It really is. Here we
thought we were getting an excuse to linger
in the BB universe, but instead we ended up
getting the missing half of a whole we didn’t
know we needed.
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TED LASSO

THE LAST DANCE

(APPLE TV)

(ESPN)

A little bit of hope in these dreary times.
Based on an SNL sketch, Ted Lasso shouldn’t
have worked. Maybe it was the ceaseless
optimism, but this show just exuded charm
and placing your faith in the perpetual
underdog and was just the kind of thing we
needed right now.

THE QUEEN’S
GAMBIT

You don’t have to be a fan of basketball
to be a fan of Michael Jordan and the
popularity of this docuseries proves it.
Never before seen interviews mixed with
old footage painted a compelling story of
the dynasty of the Chicago Bulls as well as
their superstar player.

STUMPTOWN

(NBC)
(NETFLIX)
Who knew a docuseries about playing chess
could be so captivating? Filled with tension,
always on the cusp of disaster, TQG is a
fascinating portrayal of both one woman’s
obsessions and her greatness.
32

The ﬂawed character-driven procedural is
nothing new, but with stories framed around
a PI working secret squabbles of a Native
America council to the secret lives of food
truck spouses, Stumptown always felt fresh. A
victim of the pandemic, its a real shame, this
show won’t be getting a second season.
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OUR STAFF REFLECTS ON SOME OF
THE PAST YEAR’S MAGICAL TELEVISED MOMENTS

reality of America: a place where any chump
oﬀ the street with a camera can gain traction
and become the next commander-in-chief.
(MASON CASSADY)

TIE: CORY AND TED

“JOE EXOTIC FOR
PRESIDENT”

Joe Exotic limped back and forth with a cane
and knee brace between two of his exotic
felines in the video featured in the Tiger King
documentary. He began to “let you know
who I am,” by saying, “I’ve had some kinky
sex. I have tried drugs through the younger
years of my life. I’m broke as shit. I have a
judgement against me from some bitch down
there in Florida.” As the country devoured
the Tiger King documentary series in the
midst of Covid-19 and a Trump presidency,
Joe Exotic limping for president, and then
winning, felt all-too possible in this new
34

Two moments stand out for me, both on
AppleTV+ shows. 1) Billy Crudup as Cory
Ellison, the oily, wily network executive-cumpromoter of chaos theory on The Morning
Show, at the luxe cocktail party fundraiser,
breaking into Sondheim and cajoling Jennifer
Aniston’s star host into a duet of “Not While
I’m Around” from Sweeney Todd. The highwire pas de deux death match is exquisite
— I agreed with one character’s description
of it: “weird and fascinating and I’m super
into it.” 2) The darts showdown between
Jason Sudeikis’ Ted Lasso and his new British
soccer anti-mom boss’ playboy raconteur
ex-husband (played by a deliciously Scarlike Anthony Head). Here the good guy
has the upper hand, nailing the ﬁnal three
throws during a speech on how he’s been
underestimated all his life.
(STEPHEN VOLAN)
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TIMOTHY OLYPHANT’S
RETURN TO TV
MARSHALING IN THE
MANDALORIAN

So much ink has been justly spilled on The
Mandalorian’s season ﬁnale that it’s worth
remembering the second season’s premiere
was pretty good, too – and not just for
introducing a spectacular beastie, or for
showing the Sand People in a sympathetic
light. From the moment TV audiences heard
Olyphant’s lawman Seth Bullock in HBO’s
Deadwood seethe, “I’m executing sentence
right now and he’s hanging under color of
law” - accompanied by a ﬁerce glower that
would also contribute to his next great TV
role as Deputy US Marshal Raylen Givens in
Justiﬁed - Olyphant has been one of those actors
who inspires cheers whenever and wherever
they pop up. And boy could you hear a lot
of cheering after the mysterious Beskar-clad
Marshal of Mos Pelago strode into the town’s
cantina and, in defusing a potential quick-draw
with Din, doﬀed his helmet to reveal a tasselhaired, coolly-smiling Olyphant as Cobb Vanth.
(And with fellow iconic Deadwood alum W. Earl
Brown made up as an alien bartender sharing
the scene too!) Whether Olyphant (or...The
Force?) is trying to see how many ways there
are to play marshals in diﬀerent eras or even
galaxies, no better choice of casting to kick oﬀ
The Mandalorian’s sophomore season opener.
(JASON VEST)

COBRA KAI
COMES TO NETFLIX

For any of us who grew up with the martial
arts soap opera of Daniel LaRusso and Mr.
Miyagi, it was welcome news when the Karate
Kid sequel series (re)premiered on Netﬂix in
June after two seasons on YouTube. Creators
Josh Heald, Jon Hurwitz, and Hayden
Schlossberg have captured lightning in a
bottle with the show’s tone, mixing a feeling of
ﬂuorescent 1980s cheese with a contemporary,
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self-aware gravitas. Fountain-of-youth-drinkers
Ralph Macchio and William Zabka are back
and maintaining as rivals Daniel and Johnny,
now mentoring a new generation of seemingly
parentless children through the life lessons
of martial arts. In Hollywood’s never-ending
deluge of sequels, prequels, requels, reboots,
and remakes, Cobra Kai succeeds where the
others fail, precariously balancing between
hokeyness and earnestness, capturing the
heart and lightness of the original ﬁlm, even
without the screen presence of Pat Morita’s
Oscar-nominated performance as wax-on, waxoﬀ master Miyagi. The third season of Cobra
Kai just dropped on New Year’s Day and, as
The Ryder went to press, was still the #1 show
on the streaming giant a week later. It’s going
to feel like an eternity until the fourth season
and the now-rumored spin-oﬀs in the ‘Miyagiverse’ arrive.
(JEFF SARTAIN)

JOE BIDEN’S ADDRESS,
NOVEMBER 6, 2020

As I was doomscrolling Twitter for
microindications of a tide turning either
toward or away from fascism - as I had been
doomscrolling Twitter for the two months prior
to the election, having replaced doomscrolling
the Covid case and projected fatality sites
for the six months prior to that, and as any
hope of getting another Xanax reﬁll had been
resoundingly shot down by my wise, but
disappointing doctor, who instead suggested
mindfulness and yoga to replace vodka and
self-immolation - something Presidential
happened: Joe Biden addressed the nation. He
hadn’t yet been oﬃcially declared as the winner
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of the election, and I, like everyone, watched
minutes tick by in anticipation of some fresh
outrage or illegality or betrayal of the electorate.
But there he was. Well-spoken, calm, sure
of the outcome, sure of the strength of the
systems to hold. Just…sure. And I slept
through the night for the ﬁrst time since I’d
read Scott Russell Sanders’ beautiful The Way
of Imagination a month prior. I woke on the 7th,
had the best day I’d had in months, and by
mid-afternoon, the race was called. No, I don’t
have a Joe-as-Superman poster on my wall, but
if he read excerpts of Scott’s book to me every
night, I’d sleep like a baby.

and longing for justice beyond the law. When
Toby Ziegler is asked, “Do you really want
to hurt these groups?” he can’t stop himself
from beating the desk with tears in his eyes,
in dawning acknowledgment, and horror at
himself, that “I do. I do. I do. I do!” Chilling
and real, his face in that moment captured all
the righteousness and doubt and heartbreak
that so many of us feel after the hate we’ve
lived through for the last four years. Failing
to see this desire for vengeance, we would
be blind. Without committing anew to the
principles of democracy, we will be no better
than them.

(KRISTA DETOR)

(DANIELLE MCCLELLAND)

WATCHING AN ACTUAL
EXTREMIST ASSAULT
ON CONGRESS WHILE
WATCHING A FICTIONAL
EXTREMIST ASSAULT
ON A PRESIDENT’S
BLACK STAFFER.

ITV CORRESPONDENT
ROBERT MOORE
STANDING HIS GROUND
AT THE US CAPITOL ON
JANUARY 6TH, 2021

I started Season 2 of The West Wing on Jan 5,
on the literal eve of a far-right insurrection
against our country
at the hands of white
supremacists egged
on by our intransigent
President. I had just
watched The West
Wing’s heroes under
ﬁre from two “West
Virginia White Pride”
gunman aiming to
kill the show’s only
black character; that
I would watch a mob
of domestic terrorists - including an elected
West Virginia state representative - holding
similar sentiments attack the Capitol the
next day was surreal. Finally turning away
from the news 24 hours later, I found my
ﬁctional friends in the Bartlet Administration
struggling with the aftermath of the shooting,
36

As MAGA-hatted Visigoths descended on
the Capitol in a deadly attempt to undermine
a Presidential election, it was particularly
distressing to see the barbarians turn on
members of the media, who were bravely
trying to bring this shameful, shocking
episode to the world’s television screens. The
gloating sans-culottes mob, which included
deluded souls claiming “revolution,” asserted
it was defending “our” Constitution and “our
USA.” It made perverse sense to these nutters
to turn their vile hate on the assembled
TV media, stomping on their cameras and
equipment.

A DIMINUTIVE MIDDLE-AGED BRIT TV
JOURNALIST STOOD HIS GROUND AND
BRAVELY REVEALED THE BAYING MOB FOR
THE COWARDS AND BULLIES THEY WERE.
Not surprisingly, many observers on the
scene were cowed on live TV by physical and
verbal intimidation from the leering, pushy
oafs standing over them, all whipped into a
RYDER

notions of two sides of a story somehow
being intrinsically morally equivalent.

blood rage by a cowardly President. Americans
watched in real time as thugs roared with anger
whenever reporters referred to them on-air as
“rioters” or a “mob.” (Too late had the rioters
realized the perilous optics of trashing the
sacred mount of American democracy.) Even as
they were still stalking the Senate ﬂoor, social
media insurrectionists began spinning the false
trope that a simple patriotic peaceful protest
had been inﬁltrated by radical Antifa activists
seeking to discredit the pro-Trump crowd.
If ever there was a day when fearless
journalism exposing the truth by simply
bearing witness mattered, this was it. Which
is where I doﬀs me hat to one of the most
gutsy and powerful pieces of TV journalism
I have seen for a long time: A diminutive
middle-aged Brit TV journalist who stood his
ground and bravely revealed the baying mob
for the cowards and bullies they were.
As much of the media held back and
struggled to comprehend what it was seeing
- let alone boldly and quickly challenge
and condemn the riotous assembly - ITV
News’ Washington Correspondent Robert
Moore had no hesitation about telling the
story like it really was. He followed the
violent insurrectionists up the Senate steps,
watching as they battled right behind him
with overwhelmed US Capitol Police. As he
stood right next to the hairy Viking hornhatted nut-job Jake Angeli, this plucky Brit
delivered a powerful piece of condemnation
to the camera that, sadly, also in its bravery
recalled past conﬂicts like Bosnia and East
Timor, where reality was so stark there was
no concession to be made to already-dodgy
JANUARY 2021

“This is exactly what was feared,” Moore
necessarily shouted, “but in no way is this a
surprise. It has been fueled by the President’s
rhetoric. It’s increasingly clear, this election has
not healed the wounds, it has simply ampliﬁed
them.” Just as he ﬁnished his piece, one thug
leaned into the shot and literally gutturally
growled at Moore before taking to the stairs
to further literally trash the hallowed halls of
American democracy. It was breathtakingly
brave journalism, astonishing camera work, a
brilliant moment of reportage that, with a kind of
dark beauty, showed this moment to be no noble
storming of the Bastille, but a self-indulgent orgy
of license completely at odds with actual liberty.
But even though under siege, liberty and rule of
law prevailed, in part because citizens of America
and the world could see the wages of willful
ignorance and nihilistic learned helplessness on
display in all their fatuous glory. It restored my
faith in why journalism matters.
(ROSS COULTHART)

The Ryder’s Mason Cassady is a Bloomington-born
writer, often found traversing distant countries or
working odd jobs, sharing stories all along the way.
Stephen Volan teaches chess at Indiana University
and is a valued annual contributor to The Ryder’s
pages. Jason Vest is The Ryder’s editor-at-large.
Jeﬀ Sartain took his PhD in English from Indiana
University and edits the American Book Review.
Krista Detor’s been known to write and sing a
song or two, which has made audiences and critics
the world over very happy. Veteran writer and
director Danielle McClelland was also executive
director of the Buskirk-Chumley Theater and
founder of the Bloomington PRIDE Film Festival.
A lawyer by training and a journalist by choice,
veteran international conﬂict and corruption
reporter Ross Coulthart is a ﬁve-time winner
of Australia’s Walkley Award for Excellence in
Journalism and a New York Film Festival gold
medalist, as well as author of three acclaimed
books on World War I.
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By Robyn Ryle
embody and protect them. In New York City,
Manhattan’s avatar is a queer, multiracial
newcomer who can no longer remember
BY EMMA DONOGHUE anything that happened before he arrived.
Brooklyn is a Black, middle-aged former rapper
If you’ve ever wanted a feminist war novel—a and Long Island, a young, white daughter of
story with all the life-or-death, stakes minus the a racist cop. What makes a city come alive?
rampant militarism—The Pull of the Stars is it.
The messy, heterogenous, queer, multiracial,
There is a war and a pandemic, but the action
multinational ethic of a place like New York.
comes from what happens over the course of
How are the evil forces trying to stop cities
three days on a maternity ward in a Dublin
from coming to life manifested? In Starbucks
hospital in 1918. Giving birth is, after all, life or
and chain stores and white women who call
death and especially so on a ward for women
the cops on Black and brown-skinned people
who also have the potentially deadly Spanish
in parks. The City We Became is the urban and
ﬂu. The Pull of the Stars has all the fast pacing
world manifesto we all need right now.
of a war novel along with the amazing bravery
and courage of women nurses and mothers,
BEST NOVEL OF WHAT
and a romance to top it all oﬀ.
GRAD SCHOOL IS REALLY LIKE

BEST FEMINIST WAR STORY

THE PULL OF THE
STARS

BEST 21ST CENTURY URBAN MANIFESTO

THE CITY WE BECAME

BY N.K. JEMISIN

If a city was a person, who would that person
be? In The City We Became, we ﬁnd out as
cities come to life, complete with an avatar to
Robyn Ryle is a writer and sociologist who lives
in historic Madison, Indiana. You can ﬁnd her
on Twitter, @RobynRyle.
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REAL LIFE

BY BRANDON TAYLOR

If you’re a privileged, straight white
person like me, hopefully you learned a
lot in 2020 about white supremacy and
how it works. The Booker Prize-nominated
novel, Real Life, tells the story of Wallace, a
gay, Black biochemistry grad student at a
big Midwestern university. There’s a lot of
beautifully written insight into what it’s like
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to be an outsider to the
academic and scientiﬁc
world in this novel. The
scene that will stay with
me happens at a dinner
with fellow grad students.
One of the students makes
a racist comment and none
of Wallace’s “friends” or
his white lover object.
Wallace reﬂects on this
later, describing “…
the place in every white
person’s heart where
their racism lives and ﬂourishes, not some
vast open plain but a small crack, which is
all it takes.” There are so many reasons to
read Real Life, including the opportunity to
confront that small crack in our hearts.

Alix wants to be absolved by Emira rather
than doing the hard work of interrogating her
own relationship to white supremacy. Trouble
ensues, but Reid treats the subject with a light
and sometimes humorous touch as the deeper
truths swim beneath the surface.

BEST HISTORY LESSON THAT DOESN’T GET TAUGHT
IN HIGH SCHOOL

HOW
MUCH
OF
THESE
HILLS
IS
GOLD

BY C PAM ZHANG

Maybe 2020 was the year many of us
ﬁnally came to terms with the fact that
America’s history is and always has been a
racial history. That history isn’t just about
Black and white, though. In her debut
BY KILEY REID novel, C Pam Zhang carves out a space for
new American myths that reﬂect the long
Alix Chamberlain, one
and complex history of Asian Americans.
of the main characters
In How Much of These Hills Is Gold we follow
in Such a Fun Age, isn’t
Lucy and Sam, two Chinese American
racist. She knows she’s
children, as they embark on a quest to
not, even if her nanny
follow proper burial rituals for their dead
happens to be a young
father, Ba. In most myths and stories of the
Black woman named
West, Black, Mexican American and Asian
Emira. Even if her husband, a newscaster, is
American people have been relegated to the
in trouble for making a racist comment on air.
sidelines as minor characters. Hopefully
She’s not racist and Such a Fun Age is partly a
Zhang’s novel is the ﬁrst in a new Western
novel about the lengths Alix goes to in order
tradition, like Attica Locke’s Texas mystery
to prove this to herself and Emira. The novel is
also about Emira and her struggles to ﬁgure out novels, that center the full diversity of that
who she is and what she wants as she straddles region.
two diﬀerent worlds—the Black, workingBEST THIS-IS-EXACTLY-WHAT-2020-FELT-LIKE-NOVEL
class world she came from and the white,
upper-class realm of the Chamberlain’s. This
is a stand-out novel in many ways, including
as a case study in the construction of white
BY LAURA ZIGMAN
identity, which for women like Alix is built on
I stumbled onto this novel in September,
the futile and destructive quest for innocence.
six months into the pandemic and it was

BEST MASTER CLASS IN HOW
WHITE SUPREMACY WORKS

SUCH A
FUN AGE

SEPARATION
ANXIETY
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like someone had
wrapped words around
everything I’d been
feeling. Judy is middleaged, suﬀering from
empty nest syndrome
and a marriage that has
stalled out. One day she
ﬁnds an old baby sling
in the basement, puts
her dog in it and makes
it into a daily thing. In
2020, who didn’t want
to put their pet in a
sling and wear them
around? The comfort
of holding another living thing against your
body. Soft fur within close reach. The pandemic
made what so many of us often feel—a vast
and consuming loneliness—even more intense.
Is it crazy to hope that in 2021 wearing your pet
in a sling might become the new thing? Would
it really be so bad if it did?

of whether men are really better at sports than
women? Throw Like a Girl, Cheer Like a Boy
explores all the ways in which identity and
inequality are reﬂected in the world of sports.
You don’t have to be a sports fan to enjoy this
book. Just someone curious about the strange
ways in which the history of gender, race,
sexuality and colonialism are etched onto our
ﬁelds and courts.

CARRIE NEWCOMER’S
BEST BOOKS

I am always an avid reader and even more
so during this pandemic. It would be easy
to list many works here, but here are a few
of the books that have been particularly
meaningful for me this year in the areas of
ﬁction, non-ﬁction and poetry:

Wendell Berry’s Port Williams Series,
especially Hanna Coulter and Jayber Crow.
This year I have read and reread several of
the works of theologian and mystic, Howard
Thurman. I would lift up particularly The
BEST SPORTS BOOK FOR PEOPLE
Essential Thurman Edited and Foreword by
WHO AREN’T THAT INTO SPORTS
Luther Smith and Jesus and The Disinherited
Imagination by Scott Russell Sanders. I read
everything Scott releases and I’m always
grateful I did. This is another beautiful work
about the power of imagination. He’s an
exceptionally ﬁne writer, thinker, human
being, and a community treasure.
Be Holding by Ross Gay. I have loved Ross
Gay’s books of poetry and essays. This book
length poem is a beautiful, insightful work.
Ross Gay is also a community treasure.
A Gentleman in Moscow by Amos Towles. A
wonderful novel. I couldn’t put it down.
BY ROBYN RYLE
Anxious People by Fredrick Backman. A
Did you know that once upon a time all
delightful read that reminds the reader of the
cheerleaders were boys? Or that polo, the sport
humor, kindness and goodness in people.
of English royalty, started out as an Indian
Carrie Newcomer is a musician, poet, podcast host
game? Do you ever wonder why sports are
and activist. She has made 19 recordings, toured
one of the last areas of social life with strict
internationally, received a regional Emmy and her
gender segregation? Or what that segregation
means for transgender and non-binary athletes? song “I Should Have Known Better” appeared on
the Grammy winning album “This Side.”
Would you like to dive deep into the question

THROW
LIKE A BOY,
CHEER LIKE
A BOY: THE
EVOLUTION
OF GENDER,
IDENTITY,
AND RACE
IN SPORTS
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BY BRIAN STOUT

BEST MUSIC OF
MUSIC OF 2020

Brian is a regular contributor to The Ryder and a
blogger. https://whelmedblog.wordpress.com/.

BRAVE FACES EVERYONE
SPANISH LOVE SONGS

No record this year captured the
uncertainty, frustration, and anxiety of
American life in 2020 better. Despite the
heaviness of the lyrics, the music provides
catharsis through anthemic shoutalongs in the vein of The Hold Steady
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and Jawbreaker. The record is ﬁlled with
characters who are on the verge of losing
it all ﬁnancially, mentally, and spiritually
against an all-too-real backdrop of shootings,
underemployment, income disparity, and
addiction. The record ends with the title track
and thesis and the ﬁnal lines that serve as
a state of the union and a rallying cry: “We
were never broken, life’s just very long. Brave
faces, everyone.”

MELEE

DOGLEG
Michigan has a reputation for churning
out excellent emo and punk, and Dogleg
is the latest in this long line. Melee draws
on canonical bands from the Mitten such
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as Small Brown Bike and maintains a
relentlessly catchy fury for ten tracks with
massive, yet unglossy production. These
songs deserve to be shouted along with
strangers when those days return. Until then,
you will just have to start a circle pit in your
living room, and “Wartortle’’ is as good a
place as any to start.

RTJ4

RUN THE JEWELS
Arriving shortly after the murder of
George Floyd, and after seemingly endless
delays, Run the Jewels returned to kick
oﬀ the summer with another concise
and righteously angry record that was
right on time. Many lines sound like they
were recorded the week before release,
but ultimately underline how little has
changed. On “Walking in the Snow,” Killer
Mike whispers “I can’t breathe” and it is
positively chilling. And El-P’s sci-ﬁ-tinged
production still looms large, with the zenith
being the stomping, Gang of Four-sampling
“The Ground Below.”

LIVE FOREVER

BARTEES STRANGE
In early 2020, Bartees Strange released a
compelling EP of covers of The National,
and further delivered in a major way this
past fall with Live Forever. Strange tackles
the challenges of being a black man in indie
rock head on; the aforementioned covers
were inspired by his realization that he was
in a sea of white faces at The National’s
concert. Seamlessly blending hip hop, emo,
folk, and indie, Strange created a record
that seems familiar and fresh at the same
time, insistent and catchy, melancholy and
hopeful, the right sound for right now.
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SPIRIT WORLD FIELD GUIDE
AESOP ROCK

Although he is often derided by
traditionalists and certainly out of step
with the current crop of commercial hip
hop, Aesop Rock has carved out and
cultivated his own lane for over 20 years
without compromise while expanding his
sound further and further. After four years
away, the rapper with the most expansive
vocabulary in hip hop returns with a
surprisingly playful (by his standards)
record that revels in the spacey production
and dense, at times impenetrable, rhymes
that have been his calling card since the
bona ﬁde classic Labor Days.
HONORABLE MENTION: Phoebe Bridgers,
Punisher, Bob Mould, Blue Hearts, IDLES,
Ultra Mono

ADRIANE PONTECORVO

BEST INTERNATIONAL
MUSIC OF 2020
Adriane hosts WFHB’s Planetary Caravan
on alternating Sundays and contributes to
culture zine PopMatters.

KELEKETLA!

KELEKETLA!
A collaboration between non-proﬁts
and artists in South Africa and the
United Kingdom, Keleketla! is driven by
an overarching spirit of activism. The
creative minds behind the album invoke
the anti-apartheid toyi-toyi dance, call for
West Papuan independence, and meditate
on conceptions of internal and external
freedom with the help of a world of
visionaries: Tony Allen, the Watts Prophets,
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Yugen Blakrok, and Shabaka Hutchings
are just a few of the album’s guests. Funk,
jazz, electronics, and hip-hop are all pieces
of a stunning whole. In Sepedi, keleketla is a
response to a storyteller’s opening words,
and Keleketla! as an album responds to
present-day struggles with artful candor.

REJOICE!

TONY ALLEN AND
HUGH MASEKELA
We lost master drummer and Afrobeat
co-founder Tony Allen this year, two
years after the passing of anti-apartheid
activist and pioneering South African
jazz trumpeter Hugh Masekela. The two
recorded together just once: for World
Circuit in 2010, the jazzy results of which
are brilliantly preserved on this year’s
brassy, polyrhythmic Rejoice! Together,
Allen and Masekela are an unsurprisingly
potent combination, two legends as
virtuosic in their later years as they were as
young agitators. This album is a credit to
both of their impeccable musical legacies.

A GUIDE TO THE
BIRDSONG OF MEXICO,
CENTRAL AMERICA, AND
THE CARIBBEAN
VARIOUS ARTISTS

Ecologically-conscious label Shika Shika
released the second in a series of avianinspired albums this year, asking artists
from Mexico, Central America, and the
Caribbean to incorporate recordings of
endangered birds local to their home areas
with the intent of raising awareness and
funds for conservationist organizations.
The results are luscious environmental
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interpretations that range from the subtly
atmospheric to the sharply cybernatural.
This is a dreamy interspecies project that
situates humanity within nature in new and
glorious ways.

ORMENION

EVRITIKI ZYGIA
Greek traditions reach a fever pitch on
Evritiki Zygia’s Ormenion, an album of
psych rock-infused folk songs from the
historical region of Thrace, today shared
by Bulgaria, Greece, and Turkey. Ancient
sounds - lyre, bagpipe, kaval, davul - meet
modern synths in frenzied combination, a
testament to the group’s long-cultivated
chemistry. On Ormenion, even the gentlest
introduction builds to climactic ecstasy
as the quintet ﬁnds inspiration in their
regional roots and looks toward the future.
Ormenion is a tidal wave, bringing cultural
history rushing forward.

THE DANCING DEVILS
OF DJIBOUTI
GROUPE RTD

The Djiboutian government allotted
Ostinato Records three days to record
the country’s ﬁrst-ever internationally
distributed album. The Dancing Devils of
Djibouti speaks to the cultural conﬂuences
that meet in mainland Africa’s thirdsmallest state, which sits at the crossroads
of the three other Horn of Africa nations as
well as on the coast of the Bab El Mandeb
strait that leads to the Indian Ocean. Traces
of Somali funk, Ethiojazz, reggae, dub,
and Red Sea pop are all present in the
sounds of local stars Groupe RTD as they
oﬀer many of us our ﬁrst glimpse into the
cosmopolitan musical culture of Djibouti.
RYDER

BOB KISSEL

BEST BLUES OF 2020

Bob Kissel hosts WFHB’s Blue Monday
(9-11pm), a show devoted to roots American
blues, soul and gospel music from old school to
modern interpretation.

UNCIVIL WAR
(ALLIGATOR)

SHEMEKIA COPELAND
Born of Texas blues guitarist Johnny Clyde
Copeland but raised in NYC, Shemekia has
been singing from blues stages
for some 20 years. Reunited
with Chicago’s Alligator
Records, Copeland continues
her exploration of blues, soul
and R&B music in tackling
contemporary American
problems of race (“Clotilda’s On
Fire), gun proliferation (Apple Pie
and a .45) and income inequality
(Money Makes You Ugly). This
record reﬂects Ms Copeland’s
independence, her deﬁance of
accepted social norms and she
stands her ground...singing us to
listen, heal and mend the broken
heart of our fractured nation.

breaking and highly talented but more
obscure female country blues artists,
ranging from the iconic Memphis “Ma”

PROVE IT ON ME
(STONY PLAIN)
RORY BLOCK

Since the 60’s and Ms Block’s
association with blues
pioneer Son House, Rory
has been the interpreter and
preservationist of pre-WWII
country blues. In her second
in the Power Women of the
Blues series, Block celebrates
the songs of 9 groundJANUARY 2021
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Rainey and Memphis Minnie to the less
known Helen Humes and blind gospel
singer Arizona Dranes. No imitator at all,
Block plays all instruments in breathing
new life into songs ranging from bawdy
innuendo (Helen Humes “He May Be
Your Man”) to the pleasures of cannabis
(Rosetta Howard’s “If You’re a Viper”)
and Ma Rainey’s bold statement of same
sex attraction (“Prove It On Me”). Blocks
connects us to this old material with a
varied palette of nuance and color.

NEW MOON JELLY ROLL
FREEDOM ROCKERS
(STONY PLAIN)

love for old school heavy blues, R&B and
rock from the late 50’s and early 60’s in this
raw, passionate and honest performance of
cover and original blues tunes. Joined in the
studio by Stubbs’ band leader blues icon
Charlie Musselwhite on harmonica and
slide guitarist Luther Dickinson, this trio
sounds fuzzed out, thick and so vintage.
Never straying too far from deep blues
roots, GA-20 brings the power of rock to a
cool, righteous and bump n grind groove.
Pull up a seat at the bar, order an oﬀ label
whiskey and let their music transport to a
gritty, overheated night club, way oﬀ the
beaten track.

VOLUME 1

TOO FAR FROM THE BAR
(SEVERN)

Every once in a blue moon after show,
late night jam sessions have rumored
and recorded existence. In January 2008
musician brothers and blues rockers Luther
and Cody Dickinson, ex-Squirrel Nut
Zippers Jimbo Mathis formed a music circle
with blues statesmen Charlie Musselwhite
and Alvin Youngblood Hart and the late
pianist Jim Dickinson for 3 nights of hard
core blues singing, improvisation and
one take songs. This record testiﬁes to the
experience and talent of those assembled,
conjuring a sound that holds the classic
structure of blues true while crossing
generations to “what matters is that we
were a brotherhood that day...we had all
taken the best and left the worst behind”
(Jimbo Mathis).

Veteran singer and harp blower Sugar Ray
Norcia leads this in the pocket, groove heavy
band of Charlie Barty on guitar, Anthony
Geraci on keys, Mudcat Ward on bass and the
one and only Duke Robillard on 2nd guitar
and behind the glass. This record swings,
jumps and gets low down in blues styles
ranging from the South Side of Chicago to the
smoke-laden bars of the West Coast such that
one of the multi-track tape machines burst
into ﬂames (Reel Burner). Front and center are
Norcia’s soulful singing and fat harp, side
by side with ﬁery guitar exchanges between
Baty and Robillard. It’s blues aged like ﬁne
cognac...smooth, smokey and breath-taking.

LONELY SOUL
(KARMA CHIEF)
GA-20

Pat Faherty and Matthew Stubbs,
musician friends from Boston, blend their
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SUGAR RAY AND
THE BLUETONES

CARL PEARSON

BEST IN
PROGRESSIVE
JAZZ 2020

Carl Pearson is the host of the Jazz Menagerie on
WFHB every Tuesday evening, 7:00-9:00 pm.
RYDER

LIVE IN WILLISAU
(INTAKT)

JAMES
BRANDON LEWIS
AND CHAD TAYLOR
Excellent, hard-hitting duet from tenor-player
James Brandon Lewis and drummer Chad
Taylor recorded live at Willisau, Switzerland
on 9/1/2019. This is fearsome music straight
from these two musician’s souls. Sometimes
it is utterly unruly and wild, at other times
tender and heartfelt. But always it packs a
profound emotional punch. Lewis is in the
post-Coltrane tradition of Pharoah Sanders
and Archie Shepp, while Lewis is a drummer
of startling versatility (like Jack DeJohnette,
say), who can explode or purr. He also plays
mbira on a couple tracks (4, 7) to provide an
organic atmosphere for Lewis’ more restrained
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pursuits. The horn/drums duet is a tricky one
in jazz, because there’s no bass to provide a
rhythmic net and no harmony instrument to
provide the warp for the improviser’s weave.
But listening to this, you hardly know they
aren’t there, so much rhythmic and harmonic
depth is provided by the drums and sax alone.
An exhilarating set worth repeated listening.
(Runner-up in sax/drums duo category:
Evan Parker and Paul Lytton, Collective Calls
(Revisited) also on Intakt.)

HUMAN EVOLUTION
(SELF-RELEASED)
ZEN ZADRAVEC

Canadian pianist Zadravec sextet draws
heavily on jazz of the 1960s on its latest
release with hard-bop and post-bop elements.
His sparkling solos oﬀer a bright path
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through the density, and his bold block
chords an enticing backdrop for the other
soloists—equal parts McCoy Tyner and
Herbie Hancock. The saxophonist on this
date, alto- and soprano-player Todd Bashore,
is stellar, with inventive and hard-hitting
solos on every track. On two tracks, wordless
vocals from Dylan Bell provide a distinct,
more modern complexion. The album starts
oﬀ at breakneck speed and keeps up the drive
for a few songs before the whole thing shows
a mellower side in the second half, and his
sensitive interpretation of Mal Waldron’s “Soul
Eyes” is ballad perfection. There is plenty of
quality modern mainstream jazz being made
these days, but Human Revolution stands out
for its musicality, charm, and inventiveness.
(Runner-up in modern mainstream category:
Gerald Clayton, Happening: Live at the
VillageVanguard on Blue Note.)

GORDON GRDINA’S
NOMAD TRIO (SKIRL)

GORDON GRDINA’S
NOMAD TRIO
One of ﬁve recent Grdina releases (busy
man), this one is notable because of the
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talent that rounds out the trio: besides
Grdina’s stilted, angular electric guitar (and
oud on 6), Matt Mitchell plays intricate,
insistent lines on the piano and Jim Black
keeps the pulse pounding on drums—three
musicians at the height of their creative
powers engaging in a communal search for
rugged beauty. This is busy, dense stuﬀ,
with interwoven lines from Grdina and
Mitchell creating a disconcerting feeling
of being oﬀ-balance—yet never actually
falling. Black’s drums do plenty timekeeping work, but as usual with him, there
is considerably more going on. The three
have a terriﬁc feel for one another, listen
carefully, and respond in creative and
communal ways. Riveting progressive jazz
that never overwhelms (although there are
times it gets close to the edge) and conveys
a sense of urgency and delight at once.
(Runner-up in new jazz guitar category:
Tim Stine, Fresh Demons on Astral Spirits.)

INTENTION
(NOTTWO RECORDS)

MARILYN LERNER, KEN
FILIANO, LOU GRASSI
Canadian pianist equally at home in
twentieth-century classical music,
Jewish and Klezmer music, and jazz/
improvisation, Lerner is here on display
exercising her talents in the last category
with a tension-ﬁlled trio composed of
Americans Ken Filiano on bass and Lou
Grassi on drums. Lerner’s chops are
something to behold as she rides the wind.
But she can also play with reserve and
grace, and she has an ability to embrace
beauty and intensity simultaneously. The
inﬂuence of her classical music interests
is evident, but the music seldom sounds
like chamber improvisation, with the jazz
element more pronounced—not surprising
RYDER

BUSKIRK-CHUMLEY THEATER PRESENTS

in-person Shows
Return in 2021
Coming Soon!
For tickets, visit the BCT BOX OFFICE
Shawn Colvin, Leo Kottke,
Béla Fleck & Abigail Washburn, 114 E. KIRKWOOD • (812) 323-3020
& more!
w w w. B C T B OXO F F I C E . o r g

JANUARY 2021

49

given the progressive jazz bona ﬁdes of
Filiano and Grassi. Recorded live at Eric’s
House of Improv in NYC, there is an
electricity in the air, and the inspired music
herein is as gorgeous as it is challenging.
(Runner-up in piano trio exploration
category: Matthew Shipp, Gordon Grdina,
Mark Helias, Skin and Bones on NotTwo.)

WHO SENT YOU?

(INTERNATIONAL ANTHEM)
IRREVERSIBLE
ENTANGLEMENTS

We are

op en

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

c3bloomington.com
@c3bloomington
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Philadelphia’s Camae Ayewa/Moor
Mother reunites with an avant-garde
quartet of Chicago musicians for a second
go round of deadly serious poetry and
jazz. The general strategy here is for the
band to set up atmospheric, tingling,
adventurous grooves over which Moor
Mother recites her incisive poetic critiques
of power abused. Bassist Luke Stewart
and drummer Tcheser Holmes put down
unstoppable, rumbling beats while the
front line of Keir Neuringer on saxes and
trumpeter Aquiles Navarro provides color,
form and punctuation on top. Without the
vocals, this would be interesting, evocative
music in the tradition of electric Miles and
the free jazz pioneers of the
60s. But with Moor Mother’s
pointed, angry delivery of her
topical poems, these tunes
become urgent and demanding
indictments of life in America
in the twenty-ﬁrst century.
Poetry and jazz have a long
history (including more recent
hip hop/jazz syntheses); Who
Sent You? brings the black
liberationist tradition of Amiri
Baraka and Gil Scott Heron to
the age of Black Lives Matter.
Edgy, inspired, courageous
and groovy. (Runner-up in the
organic beat music category:
Makaya McCraven, Universal
Beings: E & F Sides, also on
International Anthem.)

STEPHEN DEUSNER

BEST IN
MUSIC 2020

Stephen Deusner is a music
journalist whose work appears
in Pitchfork, Uncut, Stereogum,
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and No Depression, among others. He
recently penned liner notes for Pylon’s new
Box reissue and will publish his first book
Fall 2021--Where the Devil Don’t Stay:
Traveling the South with the Drive-By
Truckers (University of Texas Press).

BONNY LIGHT
HORSEMAN (37D03D)
BONNY LIGHT
HORSEMAN

After winning seemingly every Tony
Award for her long-gestating Hadestown
musical, folk singer Anais Mitchell teamed
up with Eric D. Johnson from the Fruit Bats
and multi-instrumentalist Josh Kaufman to
rearrange and reconsider a handful of dusty
English folk tunes. Never precious about
the source material, they take liberties,
using old lyrics and melodies as the
foundation for new sounds and ideas and
trusting that the sentiments will resonate
with modern audiences. Every song—every
measure, even—thrums with some new idea
or insight.

people. Together, they form a conﬂicted
and complicated statement on the fate of
America two decades into the 21st century,
with this archival Record Store Day
release—their only live album with Jason
Isbell—as a ferocious exclamation point.

PUNISHER
(DEAD OCEANS)

PHOEBE BRIDGERS
Was there a better album in sheer terms
of songwriting this year? She evokes
experiences as well as emotions, but what’s
remarkable is the speciﬁcity of her lyrics:
touring a temple and ﬁnding a payphone in

THE UNRAVELING/THE
NEW OK/PLAN 9 RECORD
JULY 2006
(ATO/NEW WESSTS)
DRIVE-BY TRUCKERS

A trio of albums from a band that ﬁnds
new ways to remain relevant. Released in
January, The Unraveling is bleak and angry
and darkly prophetic. Released ten months
later—during which time society did seem
to unravel—The New OK is more hopeful,
more alive to the ways music can connect
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Kyoto become acts of extreme dislocation
and lay bare the desperate need for familiar
human connection. She’s also got a grim
sense of humor to match her deadpan
delivery, which means these songs change
and mutate with every listen, gradually
revealing new mysteries.

STARMAKER (ATO)
HONEY HARPER

Titling your debut Starmaker is a gutsy
flex, but this Georgia-born, London-based
artist is less interested in celebrities and
more interested in balls of burning gas
twinkling deep in outer space. Singing
like a space age George Jones, Harper
constructs an intricate and existential
metaphysic about stars and death, then
explains it all by mixing country twosteps with spacey synths. Its touchstones
are familiar, but its mood is weird and
weirdly moving.

rich in their tone and distortion that you
could crawl inside any of his chords and
live for a while.

ROBERT MEITUS

BEST IN MUSIC 2020

FISH POND FISH
DARLINGSIDE

I’ve been aware of Darlingside for a few
years but have become a major fan with
this new release and after seeing them in
a livestream concert last fall, where they
performed with perfection around a single
microphone in the studio where they
had recently recorded. “Fish Pond Fish”,
produced by Peter Katis (The National,
Interpol), is the band’s best synthesis yet of
poetry of the natural world, delicate acoustic
instrumentation, and infectious melodies.
Whether Darlingside is hanging on driving

ALTAR OF
HARMONY
(THIRD MAN)
LUKE
SCHNEIDER

One of the best pedal
steel players in Nashville—
which is saying a lot—Luke
Schneider has gigged with
Caitlin Rose, Margo Price,
and Orville Peck, but for his
ﬁrst solo album he moves
away from traditional
country songwriting for
something closer to ambient
twang. His guitar creates
dense explosions of sound,
dissonant yet beautiful, so
JANUARY 2021
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rhythms like in “Ocean Bed” or slipping into
a more Sufjan Stevens feel like “A Light in the
Dark”, the band succeeds with high marks
throughout this release.

WORLD ON THE GROUND
SARAH JAROSZ

Shortly after wrapping a few years
recording and performing with her folk
group I’m With Her (with Aiofe O’Donovan
and Sara Watkins) she recorded and
released her fourth full-length album.
Speaking of Sufjan, he released one of the
Produced by John Leventhal, known well
best albums of the year in The Ascension,
for his work with wife Roseanne Cash,
where he returns to electronic music after his Shawn Colvin and many others, World
last full-length album, Carrie & Lowell. Where on the Ground looks inward and features
C&L was largely intimate in production and
Jarosz’s ﬁne instrumental talent, as well as
themes, his newest collection is expansive
Leventhal’s iconic hooks throughout. My
and revolves around big themes such as
favorite track is “Hometown, where she
life and death, redemption, and national
asks “What makes a life complete? Roads
character. In the over 12-minute closer he
traveled and people you meet? Or is just
sings, “Don’t do to me what you did to
America,” answered by “Don’t do to me what the silence of the times in between?” As
most of us have traveled few roads and met
you do to yourself”, and leaves it to us to
few people this year, it’s a good time to ask
decide who is addressing as the song moves
such a question as 2020 comes to a close.
from hummable melodies into cacophony.

THE ASCENSION

SUFJAN STEVENS

PUNISHER AND COPYCAT
KILLER EP
PHOEBE BRIDGERS
This was the year that Bridgers was
discovered by millions more fans and was
nominated in multiple Grammy categories,
after her strong debut on Bloomington’s
own Dead Oceans label in 2017. There is no
doubt that Bridgers has a knack for writing
infectious melodies and introspective,
heartbreaking melodies and lyrics. Combine
that with her pure, youthful vocals, clean,
catchy production by Tony Berg and Ethan
Gruska, and gorgeous strings arranged by
Rob Moose, you have the formula that has led
to her Best New Artist Grammy nomination.
She got my vote. If you want to hear a third
of the album newly arranged with string only,
give Copycat Killer a listen.
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NOT OUR FIRST
GOAT RODEO
GOAT RODEO
This group is named after an aviation
term for the kind of chaos where a hundred
things need to go right to avoid disaster.
And cellist Yo-Yo Ma, mandolin player
Chris Thile, ﬁddler Stuart Duncan and
IU grad bassist Edgar Meyer somehow
avoid the chaos every track and create a
new sort of classical/bluegrass fusion that
Meyer has spearheaded for decades. Add
vocalist Aiofe O’Donovan to the mix and
this sophomore release from the group
strikes gold again. Tracks like “Voila”
are upbeat and catchy, while other more
somber, reﬂective tracks like “Not for
Lack of Trying” bring to mind the modern
melancholy feeling of Arvo Pärt.
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What did it matter where you lay once you were dead? In a dirty sump or
in a marble tower on top of a high hill? You were dead, you were sleeping
the big sleep…. Oil and water were the same as wind and air to you. You
just slept the big sleep, not caring about the nastiness of how you died or
where you fell. Me, I was part of the nastiness now.
RAYMOND CHANDLER, THE BIG SLEEP

A

skinny kid wearing a get-up
that looked like a two-button
space suit opened the door.
His sullen expression perfectly
captured the atrocious excursion
that awaited me. To wit, it was
my annual year-end visit to the Hollywood
morgue to inspect this year’s crop of
celebrity stiffs.
This morbid task always puts me
in a testy mood, and that foulness was
exacerbated by this punk whose get-up and
demeanor did nothing to hide his disrespect
for his elders. To be fair, I might have
played a small part in his pain-in-the-keister
treatment. You see, I’d just unceremoniously
interrupted his studies—if you could call it
that. I’d made a New Year’s resolution to be
courteous and respectful, even in the most
exasperating situations, but as I stood at the
counter monitoring the progress of minutehand on my wristwatch, space-suit boy
ignoring me, his beak buried in an anatomy
book the size of a barn door, I’d had all that I
could take.
To get his attention, I leaned over the
counter far enough to whisper sweet
[editor’s note: John Bob Slone celebrates
the lives of Hollywood’s character actors in
his Nuggets column; most recently, he wrote
about Vito Scotti in our December issue.]
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nothings into his ear hole, and in so doing
spied the skin mag secreted behind his
textbook. So in a voice about as soft as a
southbound freight train, I bellowed, “Well
now looky here! Who’s anatomy are you
majoring in, son?” It was enough to send
him toppling over backwards in his tilty
desk chair, and that got me so tickled that
I actually guffawed for the first time in my
life. Yes, it was one of life’s special moments,
the kind of thing that makes life worth the
fight. Funny, he didn’t think it was so funny.
Ha ha.
I guess I should explain about the kid’s
space suit. It was actually what you’d call an
environmental suit, worn to protect against
the dread virus of 2020. It was required gear
for my destination, the slab room where they
laid out all the fresh stiffs. That meant I had
to wait around even more while the kid took
his sweet time rustling up a suit for me. So
what happened was the smart-ass issued me
one that was two sizes small. I managed to
squeeze my bulk into the damn thing, but
I was feeling the pinch right where a guy
don’t like to get pinched. So when I started
uselessly tugging around on the damn thing
to make a little ballroom, the kid let out his
own guffaw. Funny, I didn’t think it was so
funny. My short fuse was smoldering, and I
was on the verge of breaking my A Number
One New Year’s resolution.
Then I remembered my court-ordered
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anger management class. Somehow I choked
down a raging yen to test the vulnerability
of the kid’s face shield to a hard knuckle
sandwich. Redirect, I told myself. That’s
what they taught you in anger management.
And by golly, it worked! Before you knew
it, my mind had gravitated once again to
contemplation of the dreaded disease that
brought the world to its knees. I guess I’ll
never make it as a Republican, because it’s
something I think about a lot—even when
I’m not writing obits for The Ryder.
In the course of this contemplation I got
to thinking about the nasty bug’s name.
The white coats, with their staid naming
conventions, have lent it a whole raft of
techie-sounding names such as “unique
coronavirus”, “Covid-19” and “SARSCoV-2”. But where the rubber meets the
road, in the over-crowded confines of
America’s swamped ICUs, it’s known by its
curiously pleasant-sounding short name-Covid.
It occurred to me that Covid was too nice
a name for this abomination, this festering
curse on mankind. An innocent little name
like Covid should have been attached to
something more friendly and benign. It
would have been a perfect name for some
computer gadget, Silicon Valley’s latest ministorage dingus, holding enough Hollywood
celluloid dreams to fill a warehouse. And
all packed into a little silver disc the exact
size of a dime. In a pinch you could use it to
call home. Kids could perch on Santa’s knee
and say, “I want the new Disney Covid for
Christmas”.
That got to me thinking that this
pestilence needed a more suitable name.
Something with a dollop of wallop.
Something with a little moxie. Maybe
something eponymous like Fauci Fever.
Naw. Plenty of moxie there, but not enough
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wallop. It needs a name that screams out its
hideous, insidious, heart-sapping essence.
Then by adding a few dollops of pure
malevolence, the ideal name popped into my
head. Why of course! The white coats should
name this scourge after its own benefactor
in chief, the stinking bum who shirked his
presidential responsibility, blew off sound
scientific advice, and then bareface lied to
America about the true deadliness of this
murdering germ. And all this because he was
more worried about his latest poll numbers
than about America’s world-leading minions
being needlessly fitted for wooden kimonos.
Yeah, they should call the crud by its rightful
name: Trump’s Disease.
I snapped back to reality when the kid,
without deigning to look at me, half-lifted his
twiggy little plastic-wrapped arm, pointed
a finger that looked scrawny even inside his
glove, and muttered, “They’re back there, all
the way in the far corner.” Said I, “Thanks a
lot, kid. I’ll need no further assistance from
your mediocre pimply ass. Just go on back
to your jack book, or whatever.” He spun
around to glare at me before slamming the
big metal door in my face. Making a mental
note to thank my lovely anger management
instructor, I snickered, reached down, tore
the crotch out of my space suit, and began
weaving my way through the sea of bodyladen slabs. Somehow, on this tom-fool’s
mission to gander at the pale corpses of
Hollywood’s 2020 Big Sleepers, I had a big,
goofy smile dancing inside my space helmet.
Go figure.

DAWN WELLS
Until the 30th of December, Hollywood
hadn’t been hit particularly hard by deaths
from Trump’s Disease. Then our luck ran out
RYDER

on 2020’s penultimate day when Trump’s
Disease dealt us one last very low blow. On
that day it killed Dawn Wells, TV’s sweet
Mary Ann. And for me at least, that was
pretty much like a knee to the groin.
Dawn grew up in Reno, Nevada. After
graduating from Reno High School, it
appears she was more interested in the role
of Professor than Mary Ann. She started
out as a chemistry major. But after winning
Miss Nevada in the 1960 Miss America
pageant, she switched majors and graduated
with a degree in Theater Arts and Design
(University of Washington).
After being rescued from Gilligan’s Island,
she switched from the screen to theater,
appearing in about a hundred productions
over the years. She also spent a great deal
of time working for a number of charities,
including The Denver Foundation, a West
Virginia charity chaired by Dreama Denver,
widow of Wells’ Gilligan’s Island co-star Bob
Denver.
Despite Gilligan’s legendary longevity in
reruns, it did little to support Ms Wells. She
struggled financially at times. In 2005, she
auctioned off her original gingham blouse
and shorts ensemble from the show. It went
for $20,700. Aloha, Dawn.

CAROL SUTTON

NOLA was Carol’s heart. She never
moved out from the Crescent City, and I can’t
blame her for that. As she explained it, “I
never wanted to go to L.A. or New York. In
those places, there were hundreds of people
trying to do the same things I wanted to do.
If I wanted to get onstage or get in a movie, I
was able to do that right here.”
That’s a fact, jack. She didn’t go to
Hollywood: Hollywood came to her, because
she had a quality that was hard to find in any
city. Now like a lot of theater junkies, Carol
could play anything. But what drew me and
the casting departments to her was her ease
in evincing the quintessential gravitas and
unparalleled dignity of a refined, mature
Black Momma. That was a big easy for Carol
Sutton, because that’s who she was.
Expertly wielding that gift, she remained
in steady demand for feature film and
television roles until the day she died-without ever having to leave the comforts
of home. Her film credits include some real
biggies: Steel Magnolias, Monster’s Ball, The
Pelican Brief, The Big Easy and Ray. I first took
notice of her in The Big Easy. Her rendition
of an “I ain’t puttin’ up with no nonsense”
Black Momma judge plain knocked my socks
off. I knew right then that the woman was a
true Nugget.
Queen of the Crescent City

It’s a fact of life that all losses are not
equal to all people. So it is just from my own
perspective that I say, the screen industry’s
greatest Covid loss was Carol Sutton. This
New Orleans-based actress and social activist
was a screen industry anomaly, sort of an
inside Hollywood outsider. Her true passion
was not for the movies, but for New Orleans
local theater, where she triumphed both as
an actress and as a mentor to young actors.
JANUARY 2021
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New Orleans mayor LaToya Cantrell
remembered Ms Sutton as “practically the
Queen of New Orleans theatre, having
graced the stages across the city for decades”.
Ms Sutton’s hard-driven devotion to her
home town made her beloved by the people
of New Orleans. Her friend, writer/director/
producer Tommy Myrick, said of her, “She
was not a celebrity, but she was treated like
royalty—because she was.”
The daughter of a prominent New
Orleans social activist, Ms Sutton did her
momma proud. As devoted to social causes
as she was to the stage, she spent decades
working with Total Community Action, an
organization that assists low-income families
in New Orleans. In the Autumn of 2020 a
still-vibrant and vital Carol Sutton combined
both of her passions in Carol Sutton | One
Womxn, One Show: An Ode to Breonna Taylor.
This, her incredibly moving final act, is
available to view on YouTube. Au revoir,
chérie.

TRINI LOPEZ
Trinidad Lopez III, better known as Trini,
was another member of the Tinseltown
fringe who fell to Covid last year. He
grew up in the Dallas, Texas Little Mexico
neighborhood where his folks had settled
as Mexican immigrants. His father was
a talented man who worked as a singer,
dancer, actor, and musician. All that must
have rubbed off on Trini. He had a good
band by age fifteen. They played at Jack
Ruby’s club. Buddy Holly’s daddy was a fan.
That’s how Trini ended up in LA auditioning
at length for a dream gig: lead vocalist in
the post-Holly Crickets. That didn’t work
out, but in the meantime he scored a steady
gig at PJ’s, one of LA’s hottest night spots
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Trini Lopez with his
beautiful Gibson
Lopez Deluxe

at the time. Frank
Sinatra saw him
there and signed
him to Reprise Records. Frank could do that,
because he was the Chairman of the Board.
And also because he owned Reprise. The
rest, as they say...
Though Trini and his guitar certainly got
a ton of screen time, acting wasn’t really
his thing. His immense musical popularity
landed him a handful of screen roles, but
one of those was a juicy part in The Dirty
Dozen—and brother, that ain’t hay. Acting
may have been just a hobby for Lopez, but
those Dirty Dozen residual checks would buy
a lot of guitars. But so what? He got those for
free anyway. That’s because in 1964 Gibson
Guitars asked him to design a couple guitars
for them. He came up with two classics: The
Trini Lopez Standard and the Lopez Deluxe.
Both guitars are now highly desirable
to collectors. A good Sunburst Lopez
Deluxe, one like the guitar that became his
trademark, goes for around seven G’s these
days.
I’ve never been a big fan of Trini’s music,
and I don’t think he was either. What he
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really wanted to do was play rock and roll.
But it’s another fact of life that guys as sweet
and nice as Trini don’t have the edge it takes
to play good rock. But his music was at
least, like him, fun, positive and uplifting.
And he did learn to rock it a little bit in his
later years. His best album ever was his 2004
Americana release, Legacy: My Texas Roots.
One of the best cuts is ironically entitled,
Let’s Think About Living. And, hey, you can
check it out for free on YouTube. Is there an
echo in here? Adios, amigo.

CARL REINER
Carl Reiner once said, “Every morning, I
would actually look at the obituaries before I
had breakfast. And if I was not in it, I would
have breakfast.” No more eggs over easy
for Carl. On June 29, 2020, Carl Reiner died
surrounded by his family at his Beverly
Hills mansion. He was lucky enough to have
Carl Reiner created one of the most
enduring comedies in television
history. We would be remiss if we
did not mention that two of the
characters he created, Buddy and
Sally, pictured below with Dick Van
Dyke, have been enshrined in the
staff box of this publication since
our very first issue.

lived the good life all the way to the ripe old
age of 98. Thankfully, we can’t blame Trump
for this one. Carl’s death was officially ruled
to be by natural causes. Rather appropriately,
he fell while heading out of his TV room to
get a little sleep. Unfortunately, he got the
big sleep instead.
Carl Reiner was one of the true greats
of comedy, and, as such, his story and
accomplishments are well documented. So
rather than give you the usual mini-bio, I’ll
give you Carl’s words of wisdom instead. In
a 1981 interview with American Film, he had
this to say about comedy writing:
You have to imagine yourself as not
somebody very special, but somebody
very ordinary. If you imagine yourself as
somebody really normal, and if it makes you
laugh, it’s going to make everybody laugh.
If you think of yourself as something very
special, you’ll end up a pedant and a bore. If
you start thinking about what’s funny, you
won’t be funny, actually. It’s like walking.
How do you walk? If you start thinking
about it, you’ll trip!
And to be certain, Mr. Reiner never
tripped. (Although his alter ego, Rob Petrie,
did stumble over an ottoman every week.)
Carl never lost touch with his inner child,
an ordinary Jewish boy from the Bronx, and
for that he made us laugh...and laugh...and
laugh! Smoke me a kipper and I’ll be back for
breakfast, funny man.

KEN OSMOND
The year was 1957 when aspiring actor
Ken Osmond auditioned for and won a role
on Leave It to Beaver. The character was meant
to be for a one-show appearance. But it was
never that easy to get rid of Eddie Haskell.
And so it was that Osmond’s Eddie became a
JANUARY 2021
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DIANA RIGG

“Hey Wally, nobody’s
home. Let’s call up some
girls and pretend we’re
talent scouts.”

key component
of the series
throughout
its six-season,
234 episode run. The show’s demise was
disastrous for Ken Osmond. He found
his acting career at a dead end because he
was so hopelessly type-cast. No one in the
world could look at him without thinking,
Looky there! It’s Eddie Haskell! So he grew a
mustache and became an LA cop instead. In
1980 he was shot while chasing a car thief.
His bulletproof vest saved his life, but didn’t
save him from severe injury. He was put on
disability and retired from the force in 1988.
After Ken’s death by undisclosed causes, the
Beave, Jerry Mathers, had this to say about
him: “I will greatly miss my lifelong friend
Ken Osmond, who I have known for over
63 years. I have always said that he was
the best actor on our show because in real
life, his personality was so opposite of the
character that he so brilliantly portrayed.” To
which Eddie would have sneeringly replied,
“Aw, can the mush, Beave”. Catch you on the
rebound, Ken.
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Dame Diana Rigg was just as much
typecast as was Ken Osmond for her role
as Emma Peel in The Avengers. But unlike
Osmond, she overcame that obstacle and
went on to a brilliant, wide-ranging, and
award-winning acting career. A trained
actress (Royal Academy of Dramatic Art)
and a stalwart of the Royal Shakespeare
Company, she auditioned for The Avengers
on a whim. The overwhelming success of
the show in its first year caught her offguard and out of her element. First off,
she was uncomfortable with her sudden
forced transition from studious actress to
international sex symbol. She was further
dismayed that the show’s production
company blatantly treated her as a secondclass citizen—not something you got from
the Royal Shakespeare. When she held
out for a raise for the second season--from
Diana Rigg in The Avengers, fighting
crime with an umbrella and bowler
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£150 to £450 a week!—she was in for another
shock. The British press came after her for
it like rabid piranhas. Years later in 2019,
when gender pay inequality was at the news
forefront, she spoke out about that rush to
judgment: “Not one woman in the industry
supported me. Neither did Patrick (Macnee,
her co-star). I was painted as this mercenary
creature by the press, when all I wanted was
equality. It’s so depressing that we are still
talking about the gender pay gap.” Indeed so,
Mrs. Peel.
Here’s something you probably didn’t
know about Diana Rigg. She lived the first
eight years of her life in India while her
engineer father made his fortune building
railroads. As a consequence, Hindi was her
second language. Cheerio, old girl! And alavida
too!

HONOR BLACKMAN
By odd coincidence, Honor Blackman,
the other Avengers’ sexpot, also bought
the farm in 2020. Like Ms Rigg, she was
a finely-trained British actress (Guildhall
School of Music and Drama). And like Rigg,
she was an independent and powerful
woman, Although her filmography list is
long, lustrous and refined, she will always
be remembered most for her role as Bond
girl Pussy Galore in Goldfinger. At the time
of filming she was 38. That made her five
years older than Sean Connery and also one
of the oldest actresses to play a Bond girl.
Honor was particularly well-suited for her
action roles. For years she was a devoted
practitioner of judo at London’s famed
Budokwai dojo. I suspect that seeking a pay
rise was never problematic for her. She was
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fully capable of saying, “Show me the money
or I’ll break you in two.” My kind of lady,
she was.
Blackman also possessed a fine singing
voice, and in 1964 she teamed with Steed
(Patrick Macnee) to record Kinky Boots. The
song, based on the man-eating boots she
wore in The Avengers, lives up to its ludicrous
title quite nicely. Nonetheless, it was a
masterpiece of that wacky British humour
that only they think is funny. As such, it was
a surprise smash hit—but only in the Isles.
Kinky Boots found a second life in 1990 when
a daft BBC radio presenter began sending
it out relentlessly over the airwaves. By
popular demand, the song was re-released
and rose to number 5 on the British charts. It
almost goes without saying that you can hear
it for free on Youtube. Court is adjourned, your
Honor.
Academic journals endlessly debated
which was her greatest role, Emma
Peel on The Avengers or Pussy Galore
in Goldfinger
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Serenity now.

JERRY STILLER
Jerry Stiller was another version of Carl
Reiner. His prominent inner child was an
ordinary Jewish boy from the Lower East
Side with a wicked sense of humor. Funny
followed him like a friendly puppy wherever
he went. It followed him to his high school
stage debut in The Producers. He played the
part of Adolph Hitler, and you can bet he
nailed it. After serving in WWII, Stiller still
had the acting bug. He attended Syracuse
University and graduated with a BA in
Speech and Drama in 1950. He struck it rich
in 1953 when he met Anne Meara. They
married in 1954 and remained together for
over 60 years, separated only by Anne’s
death in 2015.
That pair went together like peanut butter
and jelly. Jerry started thinking Anne would
make a great comedy partner. A well-trained
actress (HB Studio with Uta Hagen), she’d
never even thought of doing comedy until
Jerry suggested it. She decided to give it a
try, and the world became a better place.
By 1961 they were a national phenomenon
and began appearing as regulars on The Ed
Sullivan Show. They went on like gangbusters
until they were forced to cut the comedy in
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1970. It was a case if lose the act or lose the
marriage.
Jerry’s career had a resurgence in 1993
when he was cast as Frank Costanza on
Seinfeld. That went rather well and led
directly to his riotously funny role on The
King of Queens. He was nothing less than
superb as Arthur Spooner, Doug Heffernan’s
nightmarish, sponging father-in-law who
lived in the basement. Yeah, just like a little
puppy, it followed him everywhere.
One final note: Jerry wrote the foreword
to the book Festivus: The Holiday for the Rest
of Us. Unfortunately, you can’t view that on
YouTube. Sieg Heil, Jerry!

SHIRLEY KNIGHT
Beautiful Shirley Knight was the daughter
of a Kansas oil man (they got oil in Kansas?)
who found her raw ambition early in life.
At the tender age of eleven she began
studying seriously for a career as an opera
singer. (Unbelievable. At that age I hadn’t
even begun
Shirley Knight looking
to shoplift.)
fantastic in ‘63.

RYDER

After graduating from Wichita State U, she
tried Hollywood. And there she found that
a pretty face won’t buy you nothin’ but wolf
tickets. So in 1959 she moved to New York
to study acting at HB Studio. Her instructors
were a Who’s Who list of acting coaches: Uta
Hagen, Lee Strasberg, Erwin Piscator and
Jeff Corey. Her movie career took off in 1960
when she won a major supporting role in
one of that year’s top films, The Dark at the
Top of the Stairs. The shone in the role and
earned Best Supporting Actress nominations
for both the Oscars and the Golden Globes.
To back that up, in 1962 she got those two
nominations again for Sweet Bird of Youth.
From there she went on to a lucrative screen
career, amassing a whopping 184 screen
credits that won her two Emmys, a Golden
Globe, a Laurel, a Satellite and a Volpi. She
also had a rich career in theater crowned
by the ‘75 Tony Award for Best Actress in
Kennedy’s Children. So you see, she became
much more than just a pretty face--though
hers would have been plenty enough for
yours truly. Farewell, My Lovely.

RAYMOND ALLEN
Raymond Allen was definitely a Nugget,
one of those faces you’ve seen a hundred
times but can’t put a name to. To jog
your memory, he played Uncle Woodrow
“Woody” Anderson, Aunt Esther’s husband,
on Sanford and Son. And he played Ned
the Wino on Good Times. And he played
the kooky mechanic, Merle the Earle, on
Starsky and Hutch. His too-brief acting career
ended was ended by illness after the 70’s.
He suddenly disappeared from television,
leading many to believe that he’d kicked off.
Turns out he was alive and living low profile
with his daughter in Lancaster, California.
JANUARY 2021

Raymond Allen: some believed he’d
kicked off 30 years ago
Anticlimactic for sure, but it had to beat
living with Aunt Esther. Peace out, Uncle
Woody.

WILFORD BRIMLEY
Unlike so many of our 2020 stiffs, Wilford
Brimley had absolutely no training as an
actor. Starting out life in Salt Lake City, he
showed little promise for the great things to
come. At age 14 he dropped out of school
to become a saddle tramp, working as a
cowboy in Idaho, Nevada, and Arizona.
Around 1950 he interrupted his carefree life
to join the Marines during the Korean War.
After that he went back to his kick-around
ways, working intermittently as a ranch
hand, farrier, and blacksmith. He crossed
65

paths with Howard Hughes, who sized up
Wilford’s hulking physique and hired him
as a bodyguard. That got him to Hollywood
and a job shoeing the horses of the stars. His
cowboy riding skills landed him work as a
stunt man in the oaters, and that’s how he
befriended the great Robert Duvall. It was at
Duvall’s urging and assistance that he hung
his acting shingle at the age of 35. His first
screen appearance was a little role in a very
big movie, the original True Grit (1968).
His big break came in 1974 when The
Waltons hired him to pretend to be what he
once actually was in real life, a blacksmith
named Brimley. When the gruff, burly,
but underneath it all kindhearted Horace
Brimley appeared on the show, it was
usually to work in community service. That
is to say, when some troublemaker messed
with one of the Walton kids, he’d have to
answer to Mr. Brimley’s ten pound hammer.
He appeared in only ten episodes, but that
big hammer made a dent. By the time the
Waltons wished one another good night
for the last time,
Wilford was one
Didn’t think Robert
of America’s most
Redford was a very
good baseball player familiar faces.
in The Natural
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He wore fame as comfortably as he
did his big walrus mustache, hammering
out a dandy film career that was heavy
on the heavyweights. In his first six years
post-Walton, he appeared in 27 Hollywood
feature films, including How the West Was
Won, The China Syndrome, The Electric
Horseman, The China Syndrome, Brubaker,
Absence of Malice, Tender Mercies, The Natural
and Cocoon. Not too shabby for a middle
school dropout!
Even so, the movies weren’t where
Brimley the blacksmith made his biggest
impact—or probably even made his biggest
jack. That came from commercials, and he
was in a gazillion of them, mainly hawking
for Quaker Oats, Liberty Medical Products
and the American Diabetes Foundation.
Using his gruff, provincial Horace Brimley
persona, he persuaded us that eating Quaker
Oats was “the right thing to do” and that
having Liberty deliver medical products to
your door just made horse sense. It was in
the Liberty commercials that America first
heard Wilfred mispronounce “diabetes”
as “diabeetuz”. Diabeetuz caught on, and
if going viral had been a thing back then,
diabeetuz would have gone it. Diabeetuz
made him the spokesman for the ADF,
which cleverly played off Wilford’s drawled
“diabeetuz” against a nerdy scientist’s
precisely-rendered “diabetes.”
Spoofing diabeetuz also became a thing.
If you never saw John Goodman’s amazing
Saturday Night Live spoof of the Diabeetuz
commercial, you’re not out of luck. It’s
viewable on YouTube (where else) under the
title Liberty Medical--Saturday Night Live. And
while you’re there, be sure to check out The
Diabeatles Greatest Hits for a guffaw or two.
It’s time to put the hammer to bed. Good night,
Mr. Brimley.
RYDER

MORGENSTERN
BOOKS

IS BACK
The return of Bloomington’s

iconic indie bookstore
10 million titles online
MorgensternBooks.com
@MorgensternBooks
JANUARY 2021

67

Taking
Census
in a Divided
America

The Brief and Adventurous
Job of an Enumerator
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by Mason Cassady
While perusing the stacks at the
Monroe County Public Library on
a brisk winter day in 2019, my eye
couldn’t help but be drawn to a
man in a makeshift booth, adorned
with a sign indicating he was hiring
for jobs that paid a $20-$25 hourly
wage, courtesy the US Department
of Commerce. He fit the bill for
what I’ve always imagined a U.S.
Government employee to be — age
somewhere in his sixth decade,
dressed casually in a plaid button-up
shirt and khaki trousers, and possibly
the whitest shade of pale a white
man can be. I decided to investigate
further, and the man — The Man?
— peaked my interest by enthusing
about a flexible schedule, low onthe-job oversight, reimbursement of
gas mileage, a higher hourly wage
than ever offered before (underscored
with a hand motion toward the large
sign)... and a chance to help the
country.
RYDER

Unlike the military, the job didn’t come
encounter with a vicious duck left her with
with combat pay, but for anyone who’s
fifteen bite marks and a battery of tetanus
volunteered to go join up in the once-everyshots) — as the alabaster bureaucrat made
decade Army of the Census, after you’re
no mention of itchy-trigger-finger residents
done, you surely feel like you’re due some
or surly waterfowl, I left the consultation
kind of special bonus.
feeling optimistic about my prospective
Every ten years, the US Census Bureau
Covid temp job. Later that day, I completed
hires hundreds of thousands of citizens
an online application to become an
as enumerators, a short-term position
enumerator for the 2020 U.S. Census. Some
whose tasking is to collect household
weeks later, I was hired, thus becoming
and demographic information from area
the latest in a long and distinguished line
residents. While much of the census data
of citizen-workers without whose work
is collected by mail, enumerators are
America couldn’t exist.
inevitably deployed to reach out to citizens
In 1790, George Washington’s
who, for whatever reason, didn’t get their
administration presided over the first
questionnaires back to Uncle Sam. This
national census, with Washington assigning
year’s census was especially problematic for
then-Secretary of State Thomas Jefferson
various reasons:
to marshal a
Due to Covid-19,
small cavalry
the 2020 count
of equestrian
started months
enumerators to
late, and due
saddle up and
to particularly
tally America’s
contentious
citizenry in
political
the name of
disagreements
establishing
and funding
our first
issues, it ended
Congressional
early. Though
districts. While
I remembered
Jefferson’s
hearing tales
mounted
during the last
tabulators had
census about
recorded a total
all manner
of 3.9 million
of craziness
people in the
enumerators
young nation, the
were forced to
numbers were
deal with —
disingenuous:
usually reports of
In addition to
rifle-brandishing
excluding Native
homeowners
Americans, the
or extremely
enumerators
defensive
also hewed to
animals (in 2010,
the letter of the
Census
Essentials
an enumerator’s
Constitution,
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which then included a sop to the South:
The experience of Census workers can
Designed to placate white racist sensibilities
be wildly different based on a number of
and ensure political power through numbers, variables, geographic location chief among
Virginia and North Carolina, with their large
them. Employees in metropolitan areas walk
slave populations and by way of example,
city streets and dodge traffic, while census
accounted for just over 20% of
the entire US population. The
“The Lord Giveth, The Government Taketh Away”
Three-Fifths Compromise,
though eliminated in letter
by the 13th, 14th and 15th
Amendments, has hung
around in spirit ever since, in
some places more than others.
Fast forward to 2020.
This year’s census estimates
a population of 330 million
residents (up 22 million since
2010) in the United States,
with census-related issues
such as district-packing and
citizenship questions as
contentious as others that have
come before and maintain. The
changes that have occurred
since that initial census are
mind-boggling; our world
would be unrecognizable to
those horsemen conducting
the census in the 18th century.
(We can but imagine how
those temporally closer to
the Second Amendment and
deadly epidemics circa 1790
might consider their ostensible
latter-day Tea Party-cumTrumpist inheritors in coviddefined 2020.) I wondered if
the census was more efficient
in Jefferson’s day of horseback riders on
takers in rural regions traverse backroads
dirt roads with old maps and landmarks, in
with their heads on a permanent swivel,
contrast to our efforts today, fueled by big
alert to potential sneak attacks from dogs
data, smartphones, and 5G connectivity. But
and other hidden dangers. The bulk of my
that’s like comparing the visuals of Atari’s
cases were found in rural areas, with the
Pong to the virtual reality of Star Trek on the
occasional visit to addresses in medium and
Oculus Rift.
small towns of southern Indiana — a mix
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that gave me a glimpse into different and
Stories from the Road
diverging demographics of modern America.
Prior to beginning the fieldwork, I
What I saw is a divide that looks a bit like
was required to complete 15 hours of
two icebergs drifting farther and farther
online training on how to do the job of an
apart — a reflection of political climate
enumerator — about 12 hours too many, but
change that, like it’s environmental cousin,
at $20 an hour, who was I to complain? After
seems only to be accelerating.
I finished training, I moved onto the next
In an era of information confusion,
stage: conducting the first handful of field
flooded with phone scams and social media
assignments under the supervision of my
misinformation and foreign disinformation
manager.
on the Internet — which can sometimes
My supervisor and I set out one morning
feel like a Wild Wild West of Trolls — upon
in her Toyota Prius to fight the good fight of
seeing my approaching figure, many of my
counting people in the name of democracy.
fellow citizens looked at me skeptically,
sometimes even with hostility,
as if I were some sort of
government operative actively
working to take away their
freedoms. Even with a badge,
a bag tagged with “U.S.
Census Bureau,” and a damn
good elevator speech about
the purpose of the census, I
nonetheless sometimes found
myself on the receiving end of
the hairy eyeball. In such cases,
I reminded residents that the
primary reasons for the census
is to reapportion the House of
Representatives and allocate
federal funding to communities
for things like infrastructure,
transportation planning, and
educational or community
facilities. Yet such words did
little to soothe the generic
seething Census cynic. When
the questionnaire prompted me
to ask a woman about home
ownership, she all but hollered,
DA N IE L L E K AY L U C A S g r a p h ic d e sig n s tu d io
“THIS INTERVIEW IS OVER!”
DA N IE L L E - K AY.COM
and proceeded, successfully, to
slam the door in my face.
Apparently I had found the
LOGOS & branding | PRINT | editorial | MARKETING MATERIALS
limits of Hoosier Hospitality.

Good design makes people
happy (I’ve heard).
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On our first home visit, the respondent
opened the door with a beer in hand at
about 1pm on a Tuesday. He was a middleaged man, balding head with a five o’clock
shadow and bags beneath his eyes. Rather
energetically, he invited us into his home
to complete the survey, but we courteously
declined the offer due to restrictions of the
job (among other concerns — is he just a
guy with a beer or a Hoosier version of
Leatherface?). The man was in a hurry and
said he only had about 5 minutes. I thought
to myself, But you’re drinking a beer... chill,
bro, and we told him a white lie and said
we could complete the survey within five
minutes (it really takes ten minutes or more)

and so I began firing questions from the
questionnaire his way.
About two minutes in, he said, “You
are not gonna complete this in 180 more
seconds, bud. Come on back another time.”
I agreed without hesitation. Demoralized,
my supervisor and I walked away, started
up the car and drove onward towards
new horizons, to new addresses, and with
determination not unlike Ash Ketchum in
the theme song to Pokémon. “Gotta catch em
all!” indeed.
Next up: I ascended a rotting wooden
staircase to attempt an interview at a house.
Knock knock. (Who’s there? I thought to
myself). No answer. Knock knock. Nobody.

Welcome Census Worker!
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Dejected again, I placed a Notice of Visit
(NOV) slip in the door and began to walk
down the wooden staircase. About nine
steps down my right foot, along with
the whole step, slid out beneath me. My
clipboard and all my papers took flight as I
fell backwards. My arms flailed, along with
my pride, as my supervisor witnessed the
whole shebang from the comfortable seat of
her environmentally-conscious automobile.
I instinctively hollered out, “I’m okay!” in
an act far too common among those with XY
chromosomes (hiding pain and acting tough,
this would be). There I was,
on the ground on my first day
of fieldwork, a fresh bruise
forming on my arm. Morale
was low, and I was losing my
optimism for my U.S. Census
stint.
Whether it was pity,
delusion, or a desperate
need for census workers,
my supervisor certified me
as competent, and gave me
the go ahead for solo census
expeditions.
Whenever I checked my
smartphone for caseloads
at the beginning of each
day, I never knew what
to expect. As I drove and
walked along rural roads
eerily resembling those in
Deliverance, I was frequently
reminded by locals of the
death of a census worker in
the year 2000. Outside a rural
cabin in Brown County, a
woman was killed by a pack
of dogs while on the job.
Each time someone brought
that incident up, I cringed
and carried on to the next
address, hoping I wouldn’t
JANUARY 2021

fall victim to a similar fate. I enjoyed both
the adventure and the novelty, which made
the job interesting to me; but the chance,
however slim, of getting shot, or attacked by
a canine while on the clock, gave my adrenal
glands permission to flood my system with
stress hormones.
One day, I pulled up to a house that had
a sign that said, DON’T WORRY ABOUT
THE GUARD DOG. WORRY ABOUT THE
HOMEOWNER WITH A GUN. Not much
to leave to the imagination there! Three dogs
in the area were barking in my direction;
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humans were nowhere to be seen. The dogloving side of me thought, “How cute, these
dogs are saying hello!”. But just in case I
was wrong — and remembering the great
admonition that discretion is the better part
of valor — I did a cost-benefit analysis of the
situation: multiple canines and an uninviting
sign vs. Helping the Nation.
Concluding that neither man, beast, nor
nation would ultimately be well-served by
any number of accidents that might follow
cracking my car
door to say “Good
doggies,” I fired up
the engine and got
back onto a gravel
road sandwiched
between deciduous
hardwood trees in an
Indiana forest. About
one hour later, my
caseload app led me
to an address on a
road I had lived on
in my diaper days.
I skimmed over the
case notes (prior
enumerators can
leave comments on
addresses that they
have visited) which
said something
about cats; I’m
cool with cats, I thought to myself, and so I
proceeded down a long driveway through
the understory of forest foliage.
At the end of the drive there was a house.
The yard was totally fenced in. Within that
fence, I saw about 25 cats lounging around.
I opened my car door and immediately
the cabin was permeated only to be nearly
overtaken by the overwhelming odor of
feline waste. As particles in the air shot up
my nostrils, I thought about toxoplasmosis, a
parasitic disease found in the cat family, that

can cause numerous unwanted symptoms,
including crazy cat lady syndrome (well, the
verdict is still out on that). With no car in the
parking lot, and a fence that basically said
“don’t even bother,” I closed my car door,
turned the key, put the pedal to the metal
and that banjo tune from Deliverance just
randomly popped into my head.
Down the road, I turned into a parking
lot of an address on my list. A woman stood
sternly by her house with a darting gaze in
my direction and her
hands tight to her
hips. I parked and
was momentarily
frozen — not unlike a
deer in the headlights
— as I wondered
how this woman
would receive me.
I opened my door,
stood up and, lest
I be taken for an
armed, jackbooted,
freedom-hating thug,
hollered, “I’m with
the Census!”
The woman took
a few steps in my
direction, lifted up
her right arm with
her pointer finger
sharply pointed to
the sky and yelled at the top of her lungs,
“GET OUT!!”
“But this is my job!” I yelped, my voice
suddenly cracking in a way it hasn’t since
puberty.
She advanced slowly but deliberately,
flames in her eyes. “You’re the sixth census
person to come to my house,” she fumed. “I
done did the interview!!”
I peered down at my government-issued
iPhone 8, asked for clarification on the
address, and then realized I was at the wrong

I closed my car
door, turned
the key, put the
pedal to the
metal, and that
banjo tune from
Deliverance just
randomly popped
into my head.
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address. I apologized for the blunder and, much
to my pleasant surprise, with that, she warmed
up. She told me her name, and I asked if it was
Italian. “It sure is…’’ she replied, as I informed
her of my own Italian heritage. She said with a
smile, and maybe a wink, “I can tell, we can pick
each other out from a crowd.” Then she went
on, sans prompting and in a quite Midwesternly
way, to unload the gossip on all the residents of
the entire block.
I decided she would be a good “proxy,”
enumerator lingo for utilizing a neighbor to
retrieve information on a resident that is not
home. Using the proxy always felt a bit like I was
speaking to a snitch or interrogating someone
to catch the ringleader of some nefarious group,
which is of course ridiculous; but for some
people, the combination of disconnect from and
distrust of society is so great I didn’t envy the US
Postal Service mail carriers working these rural
routes.
Not all interviews were tense, though. One
of the more benign, if not charming, interviews
occurred with a woman in her eighties. As we
went through the questionnaire at a leisurely
pace, she answered each question without
concern, in an accent as sweet as apple pie, and
then began to inquire about my life outside
of the Census. I shared a few stories from my
traveling life, and then she asked, “Do you have
any experience with house painting?” This was
Open for
more than a bit out of left field. “Very little,” I
DINE
INI and
CARRYOUT
replied,
“but yes,
do”
She then asked if I would
be interested (812)
in painting
the exterior of her
822-0694
home because, “I got a few estimates, and golly,
* Wood Fired Pizza
they are high!” I thought about the offer for a
* House
Pastaand
& Ravioli
moment,
kindlyMade
declined,
carried on with
Italian DeliHoosiers.
Sandwiches
my day* surveying
* Locally
& organic
fare wearing
Another
day,sourced
I’d glimpsed
a woman
* Authentic
to go! watching
a pink gown
with aItalian
floral pattern
me park nearby her home. She began walking
Check out our
toward my car.
She moved
at the speed of an
Pizza
of the Month
Eastern Box Turtle.
When she got to my car she
osteriarago.com
said, “Do I know you?” I replied, “I don’t believe
419 E. Kirkwood
so,” and then I informed her of my official
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enumerating duties. She too, went on to tell
me all about the area, and eventually told
me, with a giggle, that she was 92 years old;
or, as I thought, just over nine census’ old,
with her first being the 1930.
While conducting fieldwork, I was
impressed and frightened by the creativity
of No Trespassing signs. Two of my favorites
were: Trespassers will be shot. Survivors will
be shot again; Due to High Cost of Ammo,
There Will Be NO WARNING SHOTS FIRED.
Signs containing such contemptuous gun

on anyone else’s land. The only restrictions
are on hunting and cutting timber. Finland
is not unique in such right-to-roam laws;
other nations like Denmark, Norway and
Scotland have similar laws (with a few
more limitations compared to Finland).
Conversely, in the United States, we have
castle doctrines, or defense of habitation laws,
which in certain states gives homeowners the
protected right to shoot trespassers dead.
Each employee of the 2020 census was
issued an iPhone 8, which clearly indicates

“Make The Media Mad Again”
messaging toward other humans seems to
be unique to the American experience, and
one more thing to keep us — some of us,
anyways — up at night.
When I saw signs of that sort, I imagined
the contrast in experience of a census
worker in a place like Finland, where they
have jokamiehenoikeus, which translates
roughly as Everyman’s Right, written into
the law: it allows anyone to walk, forage or
camp, at a certain distance from a house,
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addresses where there have been dangerous
encounters in the past: a yellow symbol
indicates the need to yield caution while a
red symbol signifies danger, do not attempt.
The implementation of iPhone’s among
census workers might be the most effective
way to decrease incidents of violence while
on the job. And while conducting the census
in the year of a heated presidential election,
where one side is fuel for gun-toting, “get off
my land,” Americans, I was sure to give no
RYDER

trespassing signs full attention and respect as
I marked the address as un-attemptable, and
left the property swiftly with all my faculties,
limbs and organs intact and in working
order.
Counting the number of residents in a
country of 330 million people is extremely
complex. As noted previously, and without
shame, I repeat: the census is vitally
important for the allocation of funding to
communities across the country. But that
doesn’t stop conspiracy theories. Some
respondents, skeptical
toward any and all things
governmental, looked
at me as if I were a wolf
in government-issued
sheep’s wool, preparing to
use their information for
diabolical means. Contrary
to what some residents
may think, answering the
census is mandated by
the Constitution and is
imperative for any nation
that considers itself a
democracy.
Working as a census
enumerator can feel like
a thankless job due to
unpleasant interactions
with some residents. It had
similar tones to working
in the service industry,
but with the potential for
more guns and unwanted
interactions with furryand-not-always-friendly
animals. But there was
one moment, when I was
walking down the street,
and a woman across the
road cheered, “Yay! Go
Census!” That made my
steps a bit lighter that day,
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and reminded me of the value of the job.
If you meet a Census worker, now or ten
years down the road, give them a nod; the
work they do ripples out and affects us all in
innumerable ways. Counting the population
equates to fair representation in the House
and more equilibrium to the allocation of
funding for things like schools, roads and
health facilities centers in communities.
Which, to challenge a slogan I hope I never
hear again, are the things that actually make
America great.

Is This Real Life?
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PORTRAIT
O F
T H E
PANDEMIC
A veteran science and technology writer reﬂects on a year
of covering the human toll of Covid-19 and the
environmental onslaught of climate change
By John Schwartz

When people ﬁnd out my reporting beat at
the New York Times is climate change, they
often say that it must be a very gloomy
subject to write about. And it can be! But,
for the most part, what I do is not about
predicting the end of the world, but writing
about ways to prevent it – to head oﬀ the
worst eﬀects that rising greenhouse gas
levels will have on the planet, on us.
This year, when the coronavirus pandemic
hit, my bosses at the Times asked me to take
on a diﬀerent challenge for a while: helping
out the obits staﬀ with the crush of work
that had come their way as virus-related
deaths mounted. I actually love writing
obituaries, and have written dozens of
them during my two decades at the Times;
and, as with writing about climate change,
it doesn’t feel like an exercise in gloominess
to me. It’s about getting the story right,
which can be a delicious challenge when
you’re on deadline and can’t interview the
subject of your story. Indeed, trying to sum
up a life in 1000 words or so is inevitably
a failure. But it’s a noble one, and it’s a
privilege to tell the stories.
In considering the lives of the
coronavirus’ victims, the Times obit staﬀ
decided to take an innovative approach,
riﬃng oﬀ of the “Portraits of Grief”
series that the paper launched after the
terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001.
What emerged was “Those We’ve Lost,”
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The author 300 feet above the Permian
Basin, getting to know alternative
energy workers who quit big oil to
work a wind farm in Stanton, Texas.
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which obits editor Dan Wakin described as an
eﬀort “to convey the human toll of Covid-19
by putting faces and names to the growing
numbers of the dead, and to portray them in
all of their variety.”
My job would be to help the obits staﬀ with
“Those We’ve Lost” obits, and the usual
obituaries as well. Some of my Covid-19
subjects were so prominent in their ﬁelds

illegally; had built a home for his family in
the land of his dreams; and had worked as
a building foreman. Michael Armstrong, a
Democratic reformer in Brooklyn and publisher
of the The Phoenix Newspaper, died of the
coronavirus a month after his wife died of the
disease. I interviewed his daughter about his
eﬀorts to see his wife when she would take
trips from her locked-down nursing home for
dialysis treatments. When she was brought out
TRYING TO SUM UP A LIFE
to the medical transport van, she told me, “He
IN 1000 WORDS OR SO IS
would steal a kiss from his girl.” I teared up.
After the obits team had borrowed me for a
INEVITABLY A FAILURE. BUT
couple
of months, I made my way back to fullIT’S A NOBLE ONE, AND IT’S A
climate reporting, still contributing the
PRIVILEGE TO TELL THE STORIES. time
occasional obit about people with connections
that they would have been written up
to climate science. Suﬃce to say, my 2020 was
whatever their cause of death. Among those
deeply enriched by being able to tell readers
I got to write about were John Murray,
about these amazing people who lost their lives
an internationally recognized expert in
to a disease that they might never have gotten if
pulmonology and acute respiratory distress
our leaders had taken stronger action from the
syndrome; the condition he helped deﬁne
start to ﬂatten the infection curve.
led to his death. When John Houghton, an
Their stories seriously informed my work
expert on climate science who tried to warn
on the climate change beat, giving context to
the world of the perils of global warming,
the drumbeat of new studies and discoveries
also died of the coronavirus, I was able to
that tell us the need for action is powerful and
combine my usual beat with my temporary
urgent. Knowing that people like Houghton
beat to give readers a view into the scientist’s had been warning the world about the risks
remarkable life. It was an honor to quote
of climate change for decades helped me
his granddaughter, Hannah Malcolm, who
understand the ﬁghts of people like Denis
had written, “When I was younger, my
Hayes, who planned the ﬁrst Earth Day ﬁfty
consistent memory of him was warnings
years ago, and whose environmentalism had
over the devastation waiting for us if
expanded by the 1980s into a passionate call for
we didn’t act on climate change. And I
the world to deal with climate change. (Meeting
remember thinking how glad I was that
Hayes in Seattle in early March was my last
scientists like him were in charge. But of
ﬂight of 2020; when I got back to the Northeast,
course it isn’t the scientists in charge.”
my bosses had decided to close the newsroom
But I also got to tell the stories of people whose until the end of the pandemic.)
deaths would not normally have come to the
Climate stories aren’t just about the latest
attention of Times readers. There was April
discovery regarding ice sheets and permafrost.
Dunn, a Louisiana disability rights advocate
They also involve the kinds of weather
who was herself disabled, and who seemed to
disasters that are inﬂuenced by the eﬀects
charm everyone she met, including the state’s
of a warming world: the record-shattering
governor, John Bel Edwards. There was the
wildﬁres in Australia and the American
daughter of Orlando Moncada, an immigrant
West, say, or the hurricane season with the
from Peru, who wanted to make sure I included most named storms in the entire history of
the facts that her father had entered the country accurate recordkeeping. (I’m no stranger to
JANUARY 2021
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IN A YEAR WHEN MANY PEOPLE FOUND
THEMSELVES BEFUDDLED AND BENUMBED
BY THE ONSLAUGHT OF TERRIBLE NEWS;
WHEN A SENSE OF LONELINESS AND ANOMIE
UNDERCUT ANY FEELING OF FOCUS; I’VE FELT
FORTUNATE TO BE DOING SOMETHING FOR A
LIVING LIFTS ME OUT OF THE DAY-TO-DAY.
storm coverage: In addition to having spent much of late
2005 and 2006 covering the devastation in New Orleans
during and after Hurricane Katrina’s visit, among my
earliest memories of growing up in Galveston, Texas, is
surviving Hurricane Carla in 1961. So I guess I could say
that Carla made not just Dan Rather’s career, but mine,
too.) This year I was able to build on that understanding of
Clean atmosphere
(so important in these
times!), professional,
polite staff, and all
around wonderful!
The service was
fantastic, especially
with all of the COVID
precautions. I felt
safe the entire time.

-Tracey

- Liz

You can feel good
about feeling good.
See you soon!

506 W 2nd St.
812-339-8881
spaah.net
massage | facials | waxing | nails
7 days a week
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disaster to describe the inequality
at the heart of many natural
disasters. As Dr. Robert Bullard, a
professor of urban planning and
environmental policy at Texas
Southern University and cochairman of the National Black
Environmental Justice Network,
told me for a story about
the impact of environmental
damage after disasters, people
in fence-line communities near
industrial plants tend to suﬀer
the most. “That’s not to say white
people won’t get hurt.,” he said.
“Whoever is in the path will get
hurt.” But, he added, “It’s almost
predictable who will get the
worst of it.”
As the year ground on, I wrote
other obits about people whose
lives had a link to climate
change, including David Kaiser,
a Rockefeller family scion who
helped lead the family’s ﬁght
against the fossil fuel industry
and especially Exxon Mobil,
the company that stands as a
descendant of Standard Oil,
the giant created by John D.
Rockefeller. I also told of the
life of Robert Murray, the coal
baron who was one of Donald
Trump’s strong supporters, and
whose wish list of regulatory
loosening, delivered early to the
new administration, became its
road map.
But for the most part I was
writing again about climate
change in our lives, whether
about the inﬂuence of warming
on the growing threat of wildﬁres,
or the controversy that came out
of the conﬁrmation hearings of
Supreme Court nominee Amy
RYDER

Coney Barrett. Our newest
associate justice told senators that
she did not know much about
climate change, but did not want
to address such a contentious
issue – using locutions that echo
the language of climate change
science deniers, and that likely
herald tougher times ahead for
climate-related litigation.
Increasingly, Americans are
understanding that climate
change is real, and are seeing
and feeling the connections to
their own lives. In August, with
the election looming, I wrote
about a survey from a Stanford
University-led research team
that revealed the number of
Americans who feel passionately
about climate change has risen
sharply in recent years. This
was a ﬁnding and that helped to
debunk an earlier theory, which
held that climate change was the
kind of issue that people only said
they cared about but really didn’t
due to what’s been called a “ﬁnite
pool of worry,” in which citizens’
more abstract concerns get
shunted to the bottom of the list
of priorities in hard times. Despite
longstanding eﬀorts by industry
to muddy the waters about the
science of climate change and the
costs of inaction, public awareness
has in fact broken through,
thanks to some combination of
climate-linked weather disasters,
increasingly vocal scientists,
activists around the world, and,
yes, journalists who help make
the connections clear.
In a year when many people
found themselves befuddled
and benumbed by the onslaught
JANUARY 2021

of terrible news; when a sense of loneliness and anomie
undercut any feeling of focus and made one day like
another; I’ve felt fortunate to be doing something for
a living that always makes me learn new things. I still
want the coming year to be an improvement over the one
just ending, of course! But I also remain grateful to have
work which itself lifts me out of the day-to-day to fulﬁll
the working journalist’s obligation to help others see and
understand.
[editor’s note: John Schwartz writes about climate change for The New York
Times, where he has also covered legal aﬀairs, NASA, infrastructure and many
other topics. He is the author of several books, including Oddly Normal: One
Family’s Struggle to Help Their Teenage Son Come to Terms with His Sexuality
and, most recently, This Is the Year I Put My Financial Life in Order. He comes
from Texas, and is married to Jeanne Mixon, his college sweetheart.]
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IN THE SHOES OF MR. HAPPY MAN

THE
GREAT
JOHNNY
BARNES

(Author’s Note: There’s a delightful tenminute video on YouTube about Johnny.
He never won a battle, ran for office,
or founded a great corporation, but as the
hearse passed his familiar spot at the Crow
Lane roundabout, hundreds of people of all
races cried out, “We love you, we love you,
Johnny!”
At 93, Johnny Barnes had died, and the
island of Bermuda was in mourning.
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By John Linnemeier
For 40 years, every morning, rain or
shine, Johnny had brightened the lives of
thousands of commuters in this tiny country
as he cried out his joyful message with
big smiles, boisterously blown kisses and
repeated cries of “I love ya, I love ya, I love
ya,” to all those who passed him on their
way into the capital city of Hamilton.
A young mother told the story of being
rushed to the hospital for what would be a
very difficult caesarean birth. Passing the
roundabout, Johnny was temporarily looking
in another direction, so she demanded
that her husband turn around and go
back. She needed his blessing. That’s how
Johnny affected people. If he was ever sick
or delayed, the local radio station would
be deluged with frantic calls asking if
something had happened to him.
RYDER

Here are a handful of the 2000 or so
comments I found online in response to his
obituary in the local newspaper, The Royal
Gazette:
“He got up every weekday, rain or shine,
walked to his self-appointed post incredibly
early and stayed until well after rush hour.
He didn’t want to sell you anything, convert
you, or convince you. He wasn’t there so he
could get anything from you at all. No one
was paying him to be there. He wanted to be
there. Why? Just to tell you he loved you and
brighten your day.”
“He was the epitome of what makes
Bermuda special, and meeting him was one
of the highlights of my life.”
“May his legacy live on forever and the
love he shared in Bermuda continue. We all
can take lessons from his example….and he
made it look so easy too ;-)”
“The morning hurricane Emily blew
through. There he was at his post. RIP.”
“Mr. Barnes, thank you for sharing
your message of love for so long with

so many. You sir are a true goodwill
ambassador who voluntarily and faithfully
showed up through rain, blow or shine
year after year. It may have been only a few
fleeting seconds of contact with each passing
person, but it was enough to spread a ray of
sunshine to start the work or school day with
a smile on our faces and a bit of joy in our
hearts. You turned yourself into a remarkable
man, Mr. Barnes and we will love you for a
long time.”
“When Johnny Barnes first started his
morning wave at the roundabout, I confess
I thought it was contrived and a bit of a
gimmick. But as he persisted year after year I
appreciated that he was a very special person
and his heart was pure.”
“I was greatly saddened to find that
Johnny has passed. He was a joyous constant
during my time in Bermuda. I remember
when I was on call and had to go in and deal
with a problem at 5 A.M. There was Johnny
at the roundabout with an “I love you!”
called out as I went by.”
“Mr. Barnes done good for Bermuda – he
and we had something unique to the world
going on – and that was to show a word of
kindness, love to everyone each morning in
the main entrance of the city.”
“Ah beloved Mr. Barnes, I will still see
you every morning at the roundabout to tell
you……I love you too!”

For 40 years, every morning, rain or
shine, Johnny Barnes brightened the
lives of thousands of commuters in
Bermuda as he cried out his joyful
message with big smiles, boisterously
blown kisses and repeated cries of “I
love ya, I love ya, I love ya.”
JANUARY 2021
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Flying in on a 737 from
Drive through
Miami, I could see the
covid testing in
entire country stretched
Bermuda.
out beneath me, dotted
with candy-colored whiteroofed houses and come-hither fairways…a
verdant faraway land of gently rolling hills,
suspended in an uneven band of turquoise
water that darkened into the uniform deep
blue of the surrounding Atlantic. (Bermuda
isn’t a Caribbean island, as some people
mistakenly believe.) It was November, and the water from the Gulf Stream flowing up from
the Gulf of Mexico was several degrees warmer than the land. A plane designed to handle
162 passengers was only carrying 32, and most of them appeared to be locals. Covid-19 was
having its effect.
Admission to Bermuda
Pizza | Pasta | Calzones | Sandwiches | Salads
required a negative nasal
Italian Chicken Dinners | Gluten-Free Menu | Beer & Wine
Covid swab prior to my taking
wing, then another after
arrival, and still another four
days later. I figured it was
worth the hassle for several
reasons: It was on the list of
only 20 countries open to
Americans at this point of
the pandemic…It was a place
I’d always wanted to see…I
still had 49 countries to visit
if I was going to experience
all 193…The weather feels
spring-like this time of year…
and besides, I was here on
a mission. There was a big
pair of shoes in Bermuda I’d
long wanted to try to fill - if
only briefly, and however
unsatisfactorily - and I was not
about to let a rigorous anticovid regime deter me from
realizing my goal. (More on
this later).
East 3rd St next to Starbucks | 812-331-1234
The airport on St David’s
West 3rd St by Kroger | 812-323-0123
Island is at one end of this
Columbus in The Commons on Washington 812-348-7600
24-mile-long string bean of
Buccetos.com
British Overseas Territory,

Order
online!
DoorDash delivery
or curbside carryout.
Beer & wine also available!
Or dine in with us!
(When allowed)
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and the little pink cottage by the sea where
I would spend my week was at the other
end, in Somerset Long Bay. The taxi ride set
me back $100 (the Bermudian dollar and the
American dollar are interchangeable.) This
place wasn’t going to be cheap! It was a
gorgeous ride, though. Like so many other
absurdly beautiful countries (and at least
the four American states that value their
natural scenic resources), billboards are
forbidden. The whole island felt like a
garden, and even what my chatty driver Troy
called “the hood” didn’t look dangerous.
When I arrived at my destination, I was
informed that I’d be in quarantine till my test
results came in, which might not happen for
48 hours. In the meantime, I was confined
to quarters with no choice but to order out
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for meals. I was expecting heaps and gobs
of tranquility, but in this poor man’s resort
where I was staying, my place shared a thin
wall with an adjoining cottage and two, ah,
lively neighbors. Between trysts the lady sang
opera. (Go figure.) Fortunately, the view
from my balcony over a yacht harbor was
spectacular, the sunset was world class, the
white noise app on my phone worked…and
best of all, I got my negative test results back
before breakfast.
When it was
time to see the
Me and the great
sights, my driver
Johnny Barnes at the
Troy got back
roundabout where he
to me by email
informing me that
greeted Bermudans for
the going rate for
nearly 40 years
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a sight-seeing escort was an eyepopping $560/day. I bought a bus
pass. Bermuda is one of the world’s
tiniest countries…only 65,000
citizens, so it didn’t take long to
check it out. After that I spent most
of my free time reading up on the
Dominican Republic, a country I
hope to visit in January. Beneath
my balcony was a perfect pink
sand beach where gin-clear water
lapped softly only a few feet below
a long arc of bright blue reclining
deck chairs carefully lined up just
above the high tide line. All totally
deserted.
On my fourth day I needed to go
for my second test. Luckily, by then
I’d met Matt, an adventurous and
friendly young owner of a tourist
knickknack shop, who agreed to
take me around for the day for
$250. (In the end, this sweet guy
wouldn’t accept a dime.) Making
the acquaintance of Matt and his
girlfriend, Lucy, turned out to be
one of those delightful, kismet-like
events that makes independent
travel so rewarding. Lucy is
employed by a multi-national
insurance company as an actuarial.
With equal parts brilliance and
unpretentiousness, she was a joy to
hang out with.
Bermuda doesn’t like to be
seen as a tax haven, but let’s just
admit that corporate tax rates are
extremely low, and plenty of smart,
well-paid accountants and attorneys
have figured out innumerable
Byzantine schemes whereby profits
can show up to be taxed here
instead of in the US or Europe. A
lot of people on the island work for
big corporations, but plenty more
88
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just live here because they
When it was time to see the sights, my driver
like the place and can afford
the prices. There are some
informed me that the going rate for a sight-seeing
magnificent golf courses
escort was $560/day. I bought a bus pass.
hugging the seashore.
After breakfast and
a short visit to the local
drive-through nasal-reaming
up to the edge of the grassy area, stretched
facility, Matt showed me a tiny pocket beach
my arms out towards the oncoming traffic
where we collected little nuggets of colorful
and began shouting at everyone who
sea glass. Then it was time to visit holy
passed that I loved them. Suddenly I started
ground…There amidst a well-maintained
laughing uncontrollably. Rich people, poor
island of grass and ornamental bushes
people, black people, white people… they
stood a life-sized bronze statue of him,
smiled, they honked, they waved, they
with bearded smiling face and outstretched
laughed, they gave me a thumbs up!
arms garlanded
Johnny Barnes lives on!!!
with red paper
poppies.
View from the balcony of
With more than
my cottage while I was
a little trepidation
under quarantine.
I walked slowly
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What, Not Why
Playwriting And
Producing Through The
Pandemic of 2020

How lonely
(and comic)
we are
as human
beings

BY RICHARD BYRNE

1.

When the Covid-19 outbreak was on
the cusp of graduating from epidemic to
pandemic status, back in late February of
2020, I was in Virginia Beach, feverishly
trying to finish a new play.
[editor’s note: While Richard Byrne is not now,
nor has he ever been, a Bloomingtonian, he was
no stranger to Indiana as music critic for the
Riverfront Times of St Louis in the 80s and
90s. To this day, he still revels in listening to
Bloomington’s mid-90s burn-twice-as-brightfor-half-as-long alt rockers Sardina, whom
he watched upstage Arson Garden at the old
Fisherman’s Dock on 46 during an Association
of Alternative Newsweeklies Midwest
conference party in 1993. These days, he lives
in Washington, DC, where he writes plays
(Burn Your Bookes; An Evening with Lola
Montez; and Nero/Pseudo (with the Mekons’
Jon Langford and Tweedy’s James Elkington) and
edits The Wilson Quarterly.]
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ver the past few years, off-season Virginia
Beach has become a creative refuge for
me. I get a cheap room on the ocean and
write and walk. It’s one of the few East Coast
beach towns that don’t close up for winter.
It’s quiet. No one bugs you at all. Accessible
by Greyhound from Washington, D.C. So it’s
perfect.
My intention had been to take this trip
a month earlier. But the demands of my
day job editing The Wilson Quarterly, as
well as some family health issues requiring
my immediate attention, postponed my
journey. I was desperate to get there this
time, because I was very close to finishing
a work I’d been researching and writing for
awhile on Kristina Söderbaum – a Swedish
actress who became one of the luminaries
of Nazi cinema. (Her story is hopelessly
entangled with that of her equally-infamous
husband, Veit Harlan, who was one of Joseph
Goebbels’ go-to film artists and the director
of the flagrantly anti-Semitic film, Jud Süss.)
RYDER

The Soderbaum play had become a
personal mission, because I felt that her story
was really an opportunity to consider the
anatomy of complicity: How do sensible but
ambitious people end up serving horrific
political masters? Their help is essential to
maintain such regimes in power, of course.
But by what mechanisms are they enlisted?
How do they rationalize their choices? Can
they ever, in fact?
The week by the sea was extraordinarily
productive. I finished the play, which took
the title of The Drowned Girl. I was writing it
with an eye towards a Brooklyn staging later
in 2020 as a double-feature compliment to a
one-woman show I had written. (I worked
on The Drowned Girl with an extraordinarily
gifted actor already in mind. We had plans,
you see.)
Yet by the Thursday of my week in
Virginia Beach, the shadow of pandemic –
and the panic it begat – was already starting
to darken everything. I could feel that all
the little pleasures of such trips – sitting in
a coffee shop, having breakfast in a pancake
house, sitting in an Irish pub and watching
Liverpool lose while killing time before my
bus – were the last such simple pleasures I’d

experience for awhile.
I rode an empty bus to Newport News
where I next boarded a nearly-deserted
Amtrak car for the trip back to DC. The
Covid news had already made me queasy
about riding the train, but I was almost back.
I got home at about 10 p.m. on Saturday,
February 29.

2.

Less than a week later, I was told to work
at home. The pandemic had pushed its way
strongly into life in the Nation’s Capital.
All of us quickly took to what we
knew we had to do. Social distancing.
Hand washing. Finding masks. But the
gravitational pull of an artistic world now
imperiled by the coronavirus was still strong,
so much so that the idea of abandoning
works or projects in various stages of
progress was wrenching. My partner and I
had long and somewhat fraught discussions
about whether the show that she was stagemanaging should close. (It finally did.) With
a strange mix of enthusiasm and dejection,
I went to the two last concerts that I had
tickets to see, resolving that they would be
my last for the duration. Looking back, it
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SXSW Festival
– shutting
down entirely
mid-March. It’s
impossible to
calculate what
SXSW means to
Jon and Dean:
Both men have
deep connections
in Austin, and
between them,
their calendar of
appearances at
a typical SXSW
(and on the
way there and
back from their
hometowns of Chicago and Milwaukee) run
to almost thirty band or solo gigs. That’s
serious money.
The festival’s last-minute cancellation was
a bitter blow. There was rage and bluster. But
Jon and Dean did a thing that inspired me
greatly. They did what artists-in-crisis often
do well: Innovate.
On March 20, 2020 - the afternoon that
they would have played Bloodshot Records’
annual blowout party at the festival they
donned hazmat suits and played an ebullient
and brilliant set live-streamed from Jon’s
Chicago studio. (shorturl.at/lyV01)
That show was delightful. Brave. Defiant.
And it planted some powerful hope inside
me. I’ll admit to getting weepy as I was
watching. Doom’s shadow hung over it.
How much money would my friends be
losing? (Hell, yes, we broke the virtual
tip jar.) Yet there they were. Playing. No
surrender. ¡No pasaran, pandemic!
For me, that moment laid down a
blueprint for how we would survive it. Jon
and Dean have kept on going – releasing
new work, playing online. They aren’t
quitting. Almost a year in.
The Wacos
virtual
SXSW gig
in March
2020

was practically OK - but philosophically
reckless. A moment of weakness.
One can look back at the history of the
stage and say: “Oh, the theatres closed from
plague in Shakespeare’s time. They’ll be
back.” But that’s a much more complicated
story than it seems. The theatres were
closed for months at a time over a period of
seven years in the first decade of the 17th
Century. There was no rhythm to it. It was
chaos. Whether theatres opened or closed
literally depended on the plague rolls. City
artists suffered particularly. Many fled to the
country.
Musicians seemed to have the worst of
it – and quickly. Two of my collaborators
on music for theatre – Jon Langford of
The Mekons (Nero/Pseudo) and Dean
Schlabowske (a forthcoming play called
Congressman Davy) – are founding members
of the Waco Brothers. Brilliant and popular
working artists, with busy schedules filled
with gigs, who found their calendars
emptied overnight.
Their band faced the dismal and
immediate prospect of a key event in their
entire performing year – Austin’s annual
92
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That’s the gauntlet that my friends threw
down to me in their hazmat suits: What are
you going to do?

3.

Pandemic forces a pervasive paralysis
upon artists.
Artists don’t create in a vacuum. They’re
attention seekers, They need an audience.
Whether it’s making a living, or a desire for
self-expression, or both. There is immense
fulfillment and deep satisfaction in the act of
creation. But artists crave an audience for the
end product. Period.
Back to Jacobean plague. Has anyone not
heard that story about Shakespeare writing
King Lear in a pandemic? Yeah. Sure. OK. He
did. But he likely wrote it to play at court
in 1606-07 as a new play for King James in
the holiday season. He didn’t just sit around
writing theatre for no one. He always wrote
plays for an empty stage that needed filling.
Like, yesterday.
Our pandemic has obliterated so many
venues favored by audiences. The club, the
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theatre, the concert hall, the stadium, and
even (from fear) the open-air street corners
and parks. The spaces that are available –
filmed or streamed performance – usually
require technical proficiency, money,
institutional support, or all three elements.
The erasure of customary audiences (and
the means to pursue them) along with the
seemingly-insurmountable odds of accessing
new audiences, often leads artists to
succumb to despair. Go into fallow mode or
worse. Because the creative process, amazing
and fulfilling as it is, is not enough.
Those that do try to DIY it often run into
another sharp buzzsaw. As artists crowd into
the video space, they discover that audiences
have not abandoned their aesthetic criteria
for patronizing, enjoying, or even paying for
art.
Take the agonized and abusive reception
accorded to “Zoom theatre.” Of course it’s
not “real” theatre. It’s missing what makes
live performance in a room with an audience
so magical.
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Yet past that, there are other problems.
I was super busy. But I had an idea
The space is over-supplied – and overpercolating in my brain. So many of the
subscribed. Audience mileage varies. Quality Covid-19 stories I was reading and watching
is spotty. Performances featuring mastery of
– mostly from New York – were obsessed
the technology can still seem inert. Artistic
with data, numbers and macro-level analysis.
successes can be hobbled by poor technical
But what was actually happening in the
acumen. Ten months into the pandemic,
lived experience of New Yorkers? What
there is palpable fatigue.
was happening to those whose homes were
And no one gives you any points just for
suddenly offices, populated with equallytrying.
stressed spouses and children banished
I was immersed in remotely publishing
from day care? And there are so many
a magazine in the earliest days of the
things happening in New York City on any
pandemic. But I also had quietly resolved to
given day what happens when an earthuse my time without an audience to work on
shattering cataclysm interrupts our carefullya few long-term projects that had languished
arranged quotidian order?
over the past few years.
So I wrote a monologue called Day 21.
What changed for me? A few things. But
Quickly. Over a weekend in April. And sent
there was a definite beginning, thanks to
it off to Paula for her series.
Paula D’Alessandris, artistic director of New
4.
York City’s Mind The Gap Theater. Paula’s
It was June before Paula posted Day 21
brief is basically finding the best talent on
(shorturl.at/iBEWY). The thrill was palpable.
either side of the Atlantic to stage and reCathy Conneff, a wonderful actor from the
interpreting British plays for American
UK, performed it. It had a relatively high
appreciators, but with the coronavirus
viewership in the series. I felt that I was
taking the stage, the real-time material was
finding an audience.
so obviously rich that it was
the stuff of plays
to be written now,
with immediacy
Cathy Conneff in
and urgency. Paula
Day 21
decided early on
in the pandemic
to engage with
audiences through
video, and put
out a call for
playwrights and
actors to contribute
to an innovative
monologue
experiment she’d
produce. The title she
gave the series was,
if nothing else, apt:
“Housebound.”
94

RYDER

Also: I thought I had more to say in the
monologue format. One of the reasons Day
21 turned out so well is that I took the formal
constraints as a challenge and an opportunity.
The play was written as a Zoom call. It
was an attempt to articulate common lived
experience.
So I started writing more monologues
sparked by ideas about the pandemic. My
ground rules for myself were simple, but I

tricky current. Could we fully exploit the
possibilities in writing and filming theatre in
a socially-distant manner? Could we serve
the story and still keep our team safe?
We used TaskRabbit to ferry gear. Shot
with lenses that worked 12 feet away.
Rehearsed and worked remotely. In the
process of creation and collaboration, one
film got a new name. We re-created Florida
on a Brooklyn rooftop in November.
It’s better to
watch the plays
Artists don’t create in a vacuum. They’re
in the series than
attention seekers, They need an audience.
simply have
me describe
Shakespeare wrote King Lear in a pandemic.
them (shorturl.
But he likely wrote it to play at court in 1606-07 at/nDE01), but
as a new play for King James. He didn’t just sit
I’m proud of
how we worked
around writing theatre for no one.
through technical
problems,
observed them rigorously.
expanded our scope in filming and editing
First, I wrote these pieces as broadsides.
and music, and yet still made a series of
Short, sharp and aligned tightly with our
short films that were rooted in the theatrical
moment. No fuss. Clear lines. A thing to say,
power of direct address inherent to
but with energy and subtlety.
monologues.
Second, they had to be monologues in
Are they perfect? No. But these works
which form and technology were central
fulfilled our intentions and our vision. And
to the incident of the play. The technical
the viewership exploded our expectations.
distancing of video had to be woven
In fact, it’s easily exceeded the number of
inextricably with the content. A video lecture
people who’ve physically attended the
by a professor. A last message from a fired
staging of many of my works.
CDC researcher to her colleagues. An actor’s
I also felt that I was keeping faith with the
Zoom audition.
things that I learned from Jon Langford and
I was fortunate that my partner, Laura
Dean Schlabowske and Paula D’Alessandris.
Schlachtmeyer, was intrigued by the
We succeeded in making art in a dire
possibility of shooting these monologues.
moment. Telling stories that people needed
Her longtime film collaborator, Andrew
to hear at in that moment.
Bellware, was intrigued as well. We
We decided to ask what, not why – and we
made plans to shoot the first of four short
are richer for it. We hope our audience feels
monologues. Together with Day 21, they
that way.
would make a series of five snapshots of our
5.
moment.
Sometime in late November, a short film
Laura and Drew were as excited as
came across my path.
I was at the prospect of rowing with a
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It was the most hilarious thing I had seen
in the pandemic. Few films make me laugh
as hard the second time as they do the first.

the divide we feel between ourselves and
the technology that’s supposed to improve
our lives. How lonely (and comic) we are as
human beings,
even when
surrounded
by the most
dazzling
gadgetry.
The film
made me
ponder much.
It reminds, for
instance, that
despite the
havoc Russia’s
government
continues to
wreak across
the planet,
there are,
and always
have been,
delightful,
talented
people in that
Maduka Steady in
nation simply
A Pair of Shoes
making great
art. And just
as many
American
But as I shared this piece with friends, we
artists wouldn’t wish to be judged by our
were repeatedly convulsed by our violent
government of the last four years, many
laughter.
are the artists in Russia who, as artists
The film – Russian Cyberpunk Farm – was
most everywhere do, likely harbor similar
made by Sergei Vasiliev (shorturl.at/ehxLM). antipathies to their ruling classes.
It depicts a traditional Russian farm aswarm
But, more to my own experience of
with technological advances (robot milkers,
this pandemical year, it reminded me the
drones, and even alien spaceships), and
quest to replace “why do something?” with
yet still cannot seem to advance past the
“what shall we do?” is universal somehow.
perpetual pastoral challenges of late mail,
That we’re all struggling with our present
bad reception, bumpy roads.
situation to find a future and communicate
Russian Cyberpunk Farm is simply
with each other. That quest is what will
astonishing. It’s technically brilliant, and, yet, sustain us as we steer a course into the
at its core, is something so uniquely human:
uncertainties of 2021.
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the Radio
Revolution
will not be
televised.
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By Way of Midwest
Rock N’ Roll, Maybe
Country Music’s Best
Producer of 2020.
BY KENT JENKINS, JR.
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For Nashville, 2020 was the most
godawful year in living memory. In March,
a massive tornado tore through town and
left a trail of destruction more than a halfmile wide. On Christmas morning, a suicide
bomber blew up several blocks of the fabled
honky-tonk district off lower Broadway.
And for most of the year,
Covid-19 slammed the livemusic industry into silence.
So, how is it, in the midst
of this misery, that the
prolific and wildly creative
record producer Jay Joyce
had his most productive year
ever? No less than a half-dozen critically
acclaimed artists released music in 2020 that
they made with Joyce behind the console.
Many of these records were ubiquitous on
country radio. Every one of them earned
glowing reviews.
Joyce keeps an intentionally low profile,
ceding the spotlight to the performers with
whom he collaborates. But it’s undeniable
that his innovative production – which
brings a rock snarl, a rich sound and
distinctive instrumentation to all his records
– is a key factor in their commercial and
artistic success.
Which strikes Joyce as, well, weird.
A Cleveland native who grew up as a
shredding rock guitarist, Joyce has lived in
Nashville for decades, but still sees himself
as a resident alien on Music Row. (Despite a
years-long string of hit records as a producer,
he professes not to know how country
radio works.) He holes up in his studio, a
reclaimed church in trendy East Nashville,
and generally avoids the glitzy awards-show
circuit. His favorite hobby, painting, is more
solitary than making records. He doesn’t
have a website, and his Instagram feed
simply reposts what artists and others have
said about him, with no original commentary
whatsoever, on anything.
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Jay Joyce is one
of Nashville’s
most sought-after
producers. He jokes
about recognizing
some of his onceexotic studio
flourishes in country
records made by
other people.

In fact, Joyce recently told Chris Shiflett,
the Foo Fighters guitarist, on Shiflett’s
Walking The Floor podcast, that the genre he’s
now synonymous with is still a mystery to
him. “I don’t know fucking country music at
all, man,” he told Shiflett. “I mean, I love it…
I think I just kind of do shit I like,
and it kind of works out.”

What they all have in common with
Joyce is a rebellious streak and an eagerness
to redefine what a country record sounds
like. Joyce creates a clearly recognizable
sonic landscape, drawing on his mastery of
multiple instruments and studio techniques
to make standard country songs seem fresh
and contemporary. And he does it without
sounding gimmicky or showing off, always
making his artists – not himself – the center
of attention.
Take, for example, the Brothers Osborne’s
widely praised and radio-friendly Skeletons
album. The Brothers are naturally equipped
to rock out: John Osborne is one of
Nashville’s standout guitar players, while
his brother T.J. has a gruff voice that cuts
through air like Telecaster reverb. Joyce not
only showcases these strengths but gives
their sound a distinctive edge: The track
“Back on the Bottle” has drunk-breakup
lyrics and a bouncing bass line that traces
directly back to Waylon Jennings, but Joyce
ASHLEY MCBRYDE’S NEVER WILL

An Outlaw Bass Line
Here, A Old-Timey
Echo There...
In 2020, it worked out very,
very well. The artists who
released Joyce-produced new
work were a musically eclectic
bunch: Eric Church and Brothers
Osborne crank up the guitars
and draw inspiration from classic
rock. Miranda Lambert and
Ashley McBryde are closer to
traditional country, combining
great vocals with badass attitude.
Brandy Clark and Tenille Townes
are singer-songwriters who tell
great stories against a backdrop of
musical genuineness.
JANUARY 2021
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infuses it with a crisp energy that updates
and polishes the form, making it sound
Cadillac brand new.
Or consider Ashley McBryde’s Never
Will album, which features her traditional
heartbroken country vocals fused with a
very untraditional, don’t-fuck-with-me
persona. The song “Velvet Red” could as a
bluegrass ballad that’s been handed down
for a hundred years, complete with mandolin
and exquisite harmonies. But it’s an original
McBryde composition, enhanced by Joyce
with a simple haunting echo. McBryde’s
voice seems to be ringing down a mountain
holler.

Stick That In Your
Country Song
There’s no typical Jay Joyce record – he
says he’s happiest working with a wide
range of artists – but consistent production
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elements pepper his work. To get just
the sound he wants, he often deploys
an array of guitars and keyboards on
each project. (He fell in love with the
recording studio in high school, and
decades of audio experimentation
have seen him develop a formidable
array of technical skills.) And Joyce
knows how to use all the studio bells
and whistles in a way that enhances
his artists’ work without upstaging
them.
Joyce contends that his career has
happened more or less by accident.
In his native Cleveland, he played
in a couple of rock bands that flirted
or signed with major record labels
but never got famous. Eventually
he hit a creative dead end and
went looking for a change. His big
brother, a bass player, had become a
session musician in Nashville, so the
younger Joyce decided to visit.
“I saw him do a session – I had never
seen a session go down – and it just blew my
mind,” Joyce told Shiflett. “I’m like, “This
is how it’s done!’ So, I just wanted to come
back here and start getting real.”
Joyce made his living for years as a
successful session guitarist but never felt
like the Music Row guy from central casting.
“There’s a lot of players in town that, in that
world, they’re amazing at being, like, ‘I need
you to be Link Wray, I need you to be this,’
” he said. “They’re amazing at coming up
with parts. But they don’t have, like, ‘Who
are you?’ I’m not that good, to play like some
other player. That probably is, maybe, why I
have a style… I hit that lucky spot where all I
had to do was be me.”
Eventually, Joyce combined that style
with his studio skills to become a producer.
He started working with rockers because that
was his comfort zone, and despite his long
tenure in Nashville, he says, he remained
RYDER

largely ignorant of country music
history and tropes. But that started
changing about a decade ago, when
he met a hard-charging young
country artist named Eric Church.
“He just wanted to do something
different from the get-go,” Joyce
said. “You hear that a lot, but people
really don’t. He went after it, like,
right away.”
Joyce produced Church’s third
album, Chief, which included the
breakout hit song “Springsteen”
and was voted the Country Music
Association’s Album of the Year.
He’s done all Church’s studio work
since. This fall, they spent a month
sequestered in the North Carolina
mountains, writing and recording
30 songs in 30 days. Church has
already begun releasing singles
from that marathon. The first, “Stick
That in Your Country Song,” is a left-ofcenter political anthem that breaks virtually
all of Nashville’s unwritten rules regarding
career management.
But even in the age of Trump, it got
played on country radio.

Wherever It’s Going,
Make It Better
Joyce has assiduously avoided selfpromotion, on the theory that if he’s dubbed
this year’s “hot” producer, he might turn
cold next year. But Joyce’s work with
Church opened the floodgates, and as 2020
demonstrated, he’s now one of Nashville’s
most sought-after producers. He jokes about
recognizing some of his once-exotic studio
flourishes in country records made by other
people. Otherwise, he says, not much has
changed.
His workload has remained heavy
JANUARY 2021
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despite the pandemic, which means his 2020
didn’t feel all that different from previous
times. (“I’ve been social-distancing for 30
years,” Joyce jokes.) He hopes that, even
as the world and the music industry leave
the coronavirus behind, his life in 2021 will
remain largely the same.
“I really love the art of making records,”
Joyce says. “Not worrying about where that
record’s gonna go and who’s gonna listen to
it or anything, but just the art of improving
everything… I’ve been lucky enough to
do this shit for as long as I have, so I don’t
wanna push my luck and have people start
noticing I don’t know what I’m doing.”
A native of Cherryville, North Carolina, Kent
Jenkins Jr. has worked as a stevedore, a corporate
flack and a political reporter for The Washington
Post, among other things. He lives with his wife,
former CNN correspondent Eugenia Halsey, on
the Potomac in Charles County, Maryland.
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James McMurtry:
On Hazy Days With John
Prine And Reclaiming
a Lost Prine-Rosie
Flores Classic
During Covid-19

by Jason Vest
Given the unique relationship between
Indiana and John Prine - including through his
longtime guitarist and Bloomingtonian Jason
Wilber – as 2020 drew to a close, we reached out
to some of Prine’s collaborators in Bloomington
and elsewhere, asking if they’d care to contribute
any encomiums in writing or interviews. Many,
including Wilber, cited what might best be
characterized as profound lack of bandwidth
at the end of a truly wretched, emotionally
JANUARY 2021

exhausting year, and reasonably demurred to
embrace their deserved holiday downtime. But if
there was one grizzled, gimlet-eyed sonafabitch
who, even after Covid’s depredations, might still
have a few drops of piss and vinegar left in him to
fuel a brief discussion about a longtime influence
and fellow traveler – and one with whom he
participated in some memorable Bloomington
musical moments over the years – we thought it
might be James McMurtry.
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He did not disappoint.
If there’s some Texasisms you don’t get, look
‘em up. Ain’t like Austin and Bloomington ain’t
kin.
“He smiled a lot.”
Pause.
“I should have done that. I should have
picked up on that, even moreso offstage.”
The voice on the other end of the line
is unmistakable – you can almost hear the
wire-rimmed glasses and fedora, whatever
the facial hair might look like these days -
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and, appropriately enough, is coming from
the actual Texas Hill Country, if beyond the
Austin city limits.
Hell, it’s way past the outskirts of that
old familiar town he sang about on his
debut Too Long In The Wasteland, recorded in
Bloomington thirty-plus years ago with John
Mellencamp at the consoles and the onceand-future Mellencamp band backing him
up.
Lockwood, Texas, thirty miles down the
road from state capital sprawl and certified
by The Lege as the BBQ
Capital of the Lone Star State,
is where James McMurtry
makes his home and his
performance space these days.
(He can’t afford to actually
live in Austin these days - a
la his much-lauded 2005
hit, insert ironic “We Can’t
Make It Here Anymore” joke
here.) Whether it’s straight
up SR 130 or via some
other cross-stitch of county
roads to I-35, he should be
commuting twice a week back
up to Austin, where, if the
pandemic hadn’t interrupted,
you could see him live at
The Continental Club, every
Tuesday and Wednesday.
But along with musical
residencies, last year saw
no small amount of musical
talent silenced, some fatally,
by Covid-19. Depending on
your genre as a performer
or your tastes as a listener,
it’s not a stretch to say that if
one artist’s death in 2020 hit
music lovers hardest, it would
probably be that of someone
RYDER
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with whom McMurtry is often compared:
John Prine.
McMurtry will be the first to tell you that
not only did he really not know Prine all that
well, but that whenever they crossed paths,
they never talked about anything deep,
like, say, writing songs or politics. (“He had

voice – by turns smoky, twangy, gravelly,
each rendering uniquely sharp-eyed lyrical
considerations, unabashedly thoughtful,
cerebral, even. (Oh, the cognitive dissonance
to many on either side of America’s political
and culture wars caused by unabashed
erudition and empathy delivered in any
kind of a drawl.) So much
so that while Bob Dylan
can esteem them - in part
because he’s informed
them – Dylan’s done what
he’s done and they’ve done
what they’ve done, all part
of the same big family. But
not necessarily one that sits
down at the same dinner
table all that often.
But they’ve all got variations of The
Uniquely Ambiguously American Voice
in common, aspects of the Voice that,
in seeming to come from nowhere and
everywhere all at the same time, being
anything from inviting to off-putting, can
confuse.

If one artist’s death in 2020
hit music lovers hard, it
would be that of one of James
McMurtry’s heroes: John Prine.
stories, but I never heard him talk songcraft,
mostly, I think, because when I was around
him, he was surrounded by songwriters,
and I think he figured they already had their
own songcraft, y’know?” As for politics of
a bygone era: “Those were the elder Bush
years – we just kinda sloughed it all off,
man.”). He also decries any attempt by
anyone to cast him as a creative original on
par with The Singing Mailman (“I’ve never
really invented anything – I just follow in the
footsteps of Kristofferson and Prine, people
like that.”) But when the New York Times
sums up its appreciative review of your first
album, in 1989, with the line, “Not since John
Prine made his debut in 1971 has a musical
voice from the heartland offered such biting
images of ordinary Americans living and
dying in places far from the bright lights of
the big city” - and that’s only the beginning
of three decades of similar critical praise well, comparisons will be made.
There’s always been an enigmatic quality
to McMurtry, a trait he shared with Prine,
probably on account of each’s distinct
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I’m Not From Here,
I Just Live Here
Ask the casual fan where John Prine
hailed from and you’re likely to get a lot of
wrong answers, almost all of them guessing
somewhere in the South or the Border States.
(This may be only second to the confusion
one finds amongst casual listeners between
John Prine and John Hiatt: Twice I have seen
Hiatt gracefully disabuse over-enthused and
under-informed concertgoers of any notion
that he’s the one responsible for “Angel
of Montgomery”.) Though some judges
might accept Kentucky, from whence Prine’s
parents hailed and where he spent the
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youthful summers that inspired “Paradise,”
as a technically correct answer, many still
have a hard time getting their heads around
the fact that the trademark Prine raspy
twang that sounds like it’s hoboed from
Texas to Tennessee was actually born and
raised in Chicagoland.
But that really shouldn’t be surprising:
Cities have always drawn rural folk, looking
for better opportunities to raise the next
generations in, but without losing the
cultural staples of from whence they came.
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And in this sense, the Prine family was
unexceptional. Chicago, New York, Austin,
Washington, DC, Los Angeles: AAll big
cities that have nurtured blues, rock, folk,
bluegrass, gospel and country (especially
in registers alt- and Outlaw) – the mix that,
however hazily, can be broad-brushed or
mixed as “roots” or “Americana”.
Prine and McMurtry had more than a
little in common this way.
Between James and his dad, the
McMurtry surname is now about as
synonymous with Texas as
it gets: When your father’s
Larry McMurtry, who
basically created a Lone
Star literary renaissance in
1961 with the publication
of Horseman, Pass By, and
who would go on to gift
readers everywhere with
devour-worthy, brilliantlyscreen-adaptable tales of
Texas like The Last Picture
Show and Lonesome Dove;
and you yourself have made
Austin home base for decades
(another shot at McMurtrian
irony vis a vis economic exile
in Lockwood: James’ face has
been in the middle of a South
Austin mural for years, fer
chrissakes); it’s not wrong
for anyone to think that the
McMurtry boys have never
strayed far from between the
banks of the Canadian and the
Rio Grande.
But the McMurtry family
history also includes a long
late 20th century stint in
and around Washington –
as dedicated a bibliophile
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James McMurtry
as he is writer, for years when Larry was
professoring at American and George Mason
Universities and tinkering with screenplays
on the side, he also co-owned a beloved DC
used bookstore that was as unpretentious
as the Georgetown neighborhood it was in
was posh, while his Shakespeare scholar exwife (James’s mother) taught English farther
south at the University of Richmond.
So if one wants to imagine a young James
McMurtry, circa the Dazed and Confused era,
listening to the music of the guy he was
destined for comparison with – perhaps
while frolicking in the buff at Hippy Hollow
or in contemplation amidst the Texas oaks
and mesquites of Enchanted Rock - steel
yourself for disappointment.
Where James McMurtry got hip to John
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Prine was at the exclusive Woodberry
Forest boarding school, just south of
Culpeper, Virginia.
“I was in a room with a guy named
Will Bates from Coushatta, Louisiana, who
said he was an anomaly in his hometown
because musical tastes down there…well,
y’know, maybe Styx or Dire Straits was about
as good as it got,” McMurtry says. “He had
Prine records in his collection. Prine wasn’t
that far out of the vein of what I had been
listening to – I was a big Kris Kristofferson
fan - so I was happy to find another guy like
him. I was already going in that direction
from listening to Kristofferson, who was
a Rhodes scholar and with very, y’know,
impeccable phrasing, so that you could sing
or talk the lines with equal effect.”
Pause.
“Not being a great singer, that was
important to me.”
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Singer, Songwriter
and, Sentry of the
Prine Winnebago
Not everyone agrees with McMurtry’s
self-deprecating assessment of his vocal
skills, then or now. Around the time a postboarding school James was sussing himself
out in Austin after an extended (if assertively
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unmotivated) stint at the University of
Arizona at Tucson, John Mellencamp had
taken a fancy to a short story-cum-screenplay
Larry had written about the paradoxical
relationship between success and coming
home. That would later become 1992’s
Mellencamp-directed Falling From Grace, shot
almost entirely in Seymour. James had just
placed in an Austin songwriting contest, and
at some point in 1989 an early McMurtry
demo was conveyed to
Mellencamp, who was quick
to discern that even if the
form was different, the talent
apple did not fall far from
the family tree. Thus was
James invited to share both
Mellencamp’s producer’s ear
and his band at the Belmont
Mall studio to cut his first
album.
As always, a lot of musical
talent, established and
ascendant, was in and out
of Bloomington at the time:
REM’s summer sessions at
Belmont weren’t far in the
rearview mirror. Larry Crane
and Steve Earle were in a
good groove circa-Copperhead
Road. Dylan was through
to shoot the Mellencampdirected video for “Political
World” at the Radio and
Television Building. The
likes of Lou Reed and Bo
Diddley were dropping in to
guest lecture to Glenn Gass’s
History of Rock ‘n Roll class.
Up-and-comers from The
Replacements to The Pixies
to Uncle Tupelo were coming
through as the local likes of
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Arson Garden, Antenna, the Mysteries of
Life and others gelled and caught traction.
Talent would descend, as always, to the
annual Bill Monroe Bean Blossom Bluegrass
Festival.
The late 80s and early 90s found
McMurtry if not exactly a local, a familiar
presence in the local musical movable feast.
In between Too Long In The Wasteland and
Candyland, he got the invitation to contribute
to Mellencamp’s Falling From Grace project,
which would produce what many consider
to be a remarkable, if neglected, moment
in musical history: John Prine, Dwight
Yoakam, Joe Ely, McMurtry
and Mellencamp all became
a supergroup, the Buzzin’
Cousins – albeit, for only one
track.
“Hey, do you remember…
Ok, me and Prine and Ely,
we’re all at the Best Western,
I guess it’s still on 46 on
the Eastside…the highway
that goes to Gnawbone and
Nashville…”
Yup.
“…like, I checked in and a little while
later there’s a knock at the door and I open
the door and it’s John Prine and Joe Ely. And
Prine had like half an empty bottle of vodka,
like a pint bottle, and some kind of mischief
must have ensued…”
He had met Prine not long before, at
Nashville, Tennessee’s Bluebird Café, while
hanging out with a mutual friend, the great
Fred Koller. “Fred was a very successful
songwriter at the time, he and Pat Alger had
a string of country hits for Kathy Mattea,
other people. He and Prine co-wrote a song
called “Let’s Talk Dirty in Hawaiian” – you
might have heard it, I dunno how well it
would fly today…”

Perhaps echoing the Buzzin’ Cousins
line about “hazy days and memories,”
the early McMurtry-Prine encounters are
at best opaque, though with a common
denominator of nightclubs and alcohol: “I
can’t remember why all of us were at the
Bluebird Café…come to think of it, next time
I saw him was at a Joe Ely show at Lounge
Ax in Chicago, but I really don’t remember
why we were there, either…”
Well, no forgetting what occasioned
the next Ely-Prine-McMurtry meeting.
Mellencamp had scrapped the idea of doing
the Falling From Grace soundtrack as a near-

“I’ve never met a hippie chick
who didn’t have a mouthful
of rotten teeth.”
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John Prine

solo affair and decided to call in some more
friends. By this time Prine was not only on
the soundtrack with a cut of his own, but,
along with Mellencamp-orbiting musicians
Larry “It might get complicated” Crane
and Toby “I cannot go, I can’t go, I will
not attend” Myers, even had a part in the
damn film as a hangdog family retainer to
Mellencamp’s Bud Parks character. (Don’t
read anything into something that isn’t
there, but James had been an extra in the
iconic Robert Duvall-Tommy Lee Jones
television rendering of Lonesome Dove, to
say nothing of taking a moment’s direction
from Peter Bogdanovich at age 11 in 1974’s
Daisy Miller.) “So Prine and Ely and Yoakam
and myself and John all gathered and are
basically re-singing vocals on some of John’s
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old outtakes from various records that he
had done and he was going to use that for
a soundtrack, and we all sang on that song
‘Sweet Suzanne,’ which somehow got the
CMA nomination for Best Vocal Group…”
It is pointed out that McMurtry would
seem surprised, even in retrospect, by this
turn of events.
“Well, I never thought – Yoakam was the
only one of us that was really considered
‘country,’ and I don’t know that he really
considered himself ‘country’ in the Nashville
style, his style is more Bakersfield, but he’s
from Ohio, I guess, or somewhere outta
Kentucky…I mean Yoakam’s style was very
anti-Nashville at the time, guitar players
plugged straight into their amps and they
didn’t use pedals - it just wasn’t done….”
The youngest of the bunch at the Falling
From Grace sessions, no one treated James as
anything less than an equal. “Prine and Ely I
kinda knew already, and I had worked with
John [Mellencamp] on the Wasteland record
– everybody was perfectly friendly, don’t
remember any one upmanship going on….
Ely’s manager showed up at one point, and I
think Yoakam had some kind of rep around,
who had to make sure he has his cowboy
hat for the press picture – he was wearing
ballcap [during recording] and his manager
objected to that. It made a good picture,
anyway…”
It was around this time, he thinks – once
again, that Bermuda Triangle of Prine,
Nightclubs and Alcohol clouds things a
scootch - he caught part of an impromptu
Bloomington Prine show - at Jake’s, maybe?
- and got tasked with what he considered a
high honor by the Best Thing Ever To Come
Out Of Maywood, Illinois.
“He had a Winnebago he was traveling
in and he asked me to watch it,” McMurtry
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remembers. “So I went out there and got
in the Winnebago, and I remember his
refrigerator was stocked full of Bass Ale.
Which was good for me, because it’s what I
like. “

“Painted On The Inside
Of My Eyelids”
McMurtry never saw Prine get down
on anyone. Maybe because Prine found
the humor in just about anything, all the
while striking a balance between “wry” and
“lacerating.”
Sometimes, McMurtry recalled, repeating
a variation of a gem of a moment he’s shared
with others, Prine “would get a tickle in
himself and it was like he couldn’t keep the
teeth in his mouth. One of the most vivid
times I remember was at the Newport Folk
Festival, like maybe about 92 or 93. It’s
after hours, everybody was hangin’ out in
Prine’s room, because that’s where the party
was. And he’s lookin’ at the TV and they’re
showing clips from the festival that day.
There was a shot of the audience, everyone
in headbands and tie-dyes, and John looked
at the TV and says, ‘Look at them out there
tryin’ to be hippies – there’s not a cavity in
the whole crowd. I’ve never met a hippie
chick who didn’t have a mouthful of rotten
teeth.’”
(It’s a helluva thing listening to a voice as
distinctive as McMurtry’s perfectly capture a
voice as distinctive as Prine’s.)
But that night in Newport wasn’t just
about drinks and jokes. Though none of the
principals knew it at the time, it was also the
beginning of a one-off dream collaboration
that - if not quite as expansive as the Buzzin’
Cousins, or as conventionally realized – was
certainly packed with as much talent.
RYDER
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Rosie Flores with John Prine, 1979
Among the revelers in Prine’s room
that night was rockabilly chanteuse Rosie
Flores, who McMurtry found with Prine,
harmonizing a beautiful song he’d never
heard before. The song’s backstory is the
stuff of lore: after meeting Prine for the
first time at a 1979 show she was doing
at LA’s Palomino Club, the duo repaired
to Prine’s hotel room and started swilling
whiskey around midnight, and in between
drinking and waltzing until dawn, almost
completed writing a song. But they never
actually finished it. It became, as the Austin
JANUARY 2021

American-Statesman’s Michael Blackstock first
unearthed, something between a joke and
a bit of post-show jam nostalgia whenever
Prine and Flores ran into each other on the
road over the years.
Memories of the song stuck with
McMurtry. And if you were lucky enough
to catch a livestream event on the last day of
March, 2020, you’d have been particularly
grateful for McMurtry’s powers of recall.
When news of Prine’s catching Covid-19
broke in March of 2020, McMurtry was
getting ready for a one of Austin’s first
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necessarily-virtual concerts – an occasion, he
thought, especially given the circumstances,
was right for a cover of the would-be FloresPrine song. “I heard John and Rosie sing that
song in the same hotel room in Newport
years ago, thought it was a really pretty song
- but I didn’t know it wasn’t finished,” he
says. “So we were gonna do an online virtual
show with [Austin music fixture] Betty Soo,
‘Girls Who Do Boys Who Do Girls’ - what
she would do, she would have like, the girls
do the boys’ songs and the boys do the girls’
songs; whichever writer was before you’d
have to do her songs, and she’d have to do a
guy’s song. You got to pick, and I picked that
song of Rosie’s, but when I went through her
catalog, I couldn’t find that song.
“So I called her up and she said, ‘Well,
you know we never finished that – we
were supposed to finish it for that record
he did with Howie Epstein.’ [ed note: “That
record,” as produced by Tom Petty’s late longtime
bassist, being Prine’s landmark 1991 album The
Missing Years.] At that time Rosie was living
somewhere in LA, and they’d sent a courier
over from Epstein’s studio and she gave him
the only cassette [of the only demo] – just
sent it over there and never heard about it
again.”
Lost to the ages, along with Howie
Epstein, who in 2003 departed this vale?
Not quite: Having only heard the song
performed once almost three decades ago at
that Newport after party, McMurtry wrote
down as much as he could remember of the
lyrics as Prine and Flores had sung them that
night, and then added some new lyrics of
his own. On March 31, 2020, the rest of the
world finally got to hear, in an online-benefit
blink-and-you-missed it reveal, “Painted On
The Inside of My Eyelids,” as written across
time and space by the trio, with McMurtry
affectionately giving all due credit and
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respect to his elders. “Their lines are still the
best lines of the song,” he told the livestream
audience that day. “Maybe these verses will
stick, maybe they won’t. If John and Rosie
want to get together and tear it apart after
this is done, that’s fine.”
That didn’t happen, of course: By April
7, Prine was dead. The next day, on her
“3’s a Charm Happy Hour Wednesdays,”
Flores teased a hook line and then gave an
appreciative reading of McMurtry’s lyrics.
“Thank you, James McMurtry, for finishing
our song,” she said. “My only regret is that
I didn’t get to play it and show it to John
and let him put his two cents in on it and
see if there was a bridge that we could have
done.” (To hear Flores’ endearing account
of the song’s history and how she and Prine
became “really good friends, and almost
more one night,” the “3’s a Charm” episode
can be viewed here, with the Prine stuff
starting at about 12:50 in.) Unless you were
among those lucky enough to see that March
31 livestream (or know someone who was
handy with a smartphone), “Painted On The
Inside Of My Eyelids” may only forever exist
in imaginations, a Covid-19 musical Hail
Mary of songwriting and hope. “I haven’t
performed it since,” says McMurtry, with a
slight falter and a hint of a pause. “When I
did before, John was still alive.”

So That’s How It Is,
That’s What We Got…
“Y’know, we didn’t see the Covid coming.
I guess he got it going to Paris, on a plane to
or from there…he, he wanted to play Paris.
Even though he said he was going to spend
more money on the gig than he was going to
make right here...”
Not that anyone’s making much these
RYDER
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days as a musician, in Austin or anywhere.
Ground truth via McMurtry about the
Austin club scene right now feels like it’s on
the razor’s edge of elegiac and optimistic.
“We’ve lost a few,” he says of Austin
clubs, adding that as a now-former Austin
resident during Covid, “I don’t go in to town
much…I go in and out for very specific tasks.
I mean, nothing is open, the Continental
Club is closed…it’ll probably hang on, I
think we got a pretty good grant from the
city, and y’know, we continue to the online
charity benefits, y’know, where the money
goes to the club staff, and are always doing
our best to save whatever clubs we can…”
Fifteen years have passed since McMurtry
penned an eruditely damning screed
against the administration of George W.
Bush, a guy who, among other things,
wasn’t aces in emergency management,
and who Trump’s Republican party has all
but retconned as a dreaded Republican In
Name Only, a betrayer to the faith of a freemarket cargo cult for whom, let’s be honest,
the banana republic model has always
been aspirational. Well, “timelessness” has
always been a standard in considering what
makes a classic, so with that, let’s consider

The bar’s still open but man it’s slow
The tip jar’s light and the register’s low
The bartender didn’t have much to say
The regular crowd gets thinner every day
So let ‘em eat jellybeans, let ‘em eat cake
Let ‘em eat shit, whatever it takes
They can join the Air Force or join the Corps
If they can’t make it here anymore
So that’s how it is, that’s what we got
If the president wants to admit it or not
You can read it in the paper, read it on the wall
Hear it on the wind if you’re listening at all
Get out of that line, look us in the eye
Call us on the cell phone tell us why
In Dayton, Ohio or Portland, Maine
Or a cotton gin out on the great high plains
That’s done closed down along with the school
And the hospital and the swimming pool
Dust devils dance in the noonday heat
There’s rats in the alley and trash in the street
Gang graffiti on a boxcar door
We can’t make it here anymore

Austin’s Sixth Street and beyond,
and every artist’s
livelihood, are
existentially imperiled
by Covid-19. Shit,
so is every working
artist’s life, should
they choose to tempt
James McMurtry fate beyond the livingroom livestream.
Prine dying under any
if there’s absolutely any difference between
circumstances was almost unthinkable, but
reality as assayed by McMurtry in 2005’s
to go out this way…
“We Can’t Make It Here Anymore” and as
A chuckle that segues into the rueful. “I
contextualized by his same words today:
don’t expect musicians to live that long. The

“I don’t expect musicians to
live that long.”
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last time I saw Doug Sahm…
[This would be the ridiculous Austin
talent that was Doug Sahm, of, among
others, the seminal Sir Douglas Quintet and
Texas Tornados, and the subject the 2015
documentary Sir Douglas and the Genuine
Texas Cosmic Groove]
“…I don’t know if he was even 60. I
guess he was over 60, but he always seemed
young. I ran into him at a convenience
store up on I-35 called the Czech Stop, in
a Czech farming region and you get good
kolaches there. Doug was just standing there
and walked up and I’m under the hood of
my van and he asks, ‘What’s wrong with
it?’ He just didn’t seem himself and about
two weeks later he passed away of a heart
attack…
“The last time I saw John was in Toronto.
We were on this music cruise-type thing
together but I don’t think I saw him the
whole time I was on the boat. But I did
see him there at the Leonard Cohen thing,
big hall in Toronto. And I got to go out
there and sing ‘The Letter’ for this tribute
to Leonard, who was there getting some
kind of award. And I stopped and talked to
John. He was just standing in the door of
his dressing room. I don’t remember what
we said or anything – it just seemed he was
still recovering from the operation, I guess –
but he seemed fine…I guess laughter really
probably does help your health….”
Forward. Horizon. There’s a new album
in the works, with the mix having started
after pre-pandemic tracks were laid down
at Jackson Browne’s studio in Santa Monica.
Should be turned in sometime in January,
for whatever that’s worth, in or out of
lockdowns. “I don’t know when it’ll come
out, because you never know anyway – I
went to turn my second record in in 1990
and it didn’t come out until ‘92. Other than
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that I got two Facebook streams a week, I do
8 Central on Wednesday and 1 Central on
early Sunday to try to catch the Europeans
that are still awake…”
(Insert ever-less-wry, ever-more-poignant,
“We Can’t Make It Here Anymore” joke here.
But maybe with a ittle dirty talk in Hawaiian,
in honor of the crooked piece of time we live
in.)
If you want to catch a McMurtry
“Wednesday Night Bunker Hunker” or “Sunday
Go To Meetin’” livestream, point your browser to
www.facebook.com/jamesmcmurtry. If you
can’t make a show but feeling like supporting the
artist because he’s just that good, McMurtry’s
virtual busking guitar case is always open: His
PayPal is wreckedtheelcamino@gmail.com, his
Venmo is uncleslaytonholstein. All the proceeds
from his new exclusively-digital album, the foursong Soundcheck at the Gallery, released on
December 20, 2020, are going to help support The
Continental Club and its staff.
Like James McMurtry, Texas-born Jason Vest
first came to Indiana during the Bush 41 years by
way of the DC Metro area and still recurs in the
Hoosier state, these days when paroled from the
California county adjacent to the one that gave us
the Bakersfield Sound. About ten percent of his
existing library comes from Larry McMurtry’s
late, lamented Booked Up in Washington, DC,
all purchased decades ago after a way-cool
cousin first introduced him to store (and, once, if
fleetingly, to Larry) in 1982. He saw John Prine
and Jason Wilber for the first time at Assembly
Hall in 1991 opening for Bonnie Raitt, and was
the only person in the audience who correctly
answered Bonnie’s question as to who wrote
“Thing Called Love,” and where he was from.
RYDER

IU CINEMA
COMING SOON IN THE IU CINEMA VIRTUAL SCREENING ROOM

INTERACTIVE VIRTUAL EVENTS
JAN 21

JAN 26

LES ENFANTS DU PARADIS
(CHILDREN OF PARADISE)

ELEVATOR TO THE GALLOWS

FEB 9

JAN 28

TWO MOON JULY

ALICE RAHON: THE BLACK BEE w/Q&A
FEB 18

8 1/2

WOMANHOUSE w/Q&A
MAR 9

INVISIBLE ADVERSARIES
JANUARY 2021

MAR 2

MAR 11

QUEEN OF HEARTS: AUDREY FLACK w/Q&A
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VIRTUAL CINEMA FILMS
THROUGH JAN 28

WORLD OF WONG KAR WAI FILM SERIES* NEW 4K RESTORATIONS
10 YEARS. 10 FILMS. 10 PERSPECTIVES. CELEBRATING 10 YEARS OF TRANSFORMATIVE CINEMATIC EXPERIENCES
JAN 13–27

JAN 20–FEB 3

A GIRL WALKS HOME
ALONE AT NIGHT

TASTE OF CHERRY

JAN 27–FEB 10

BEAU TRAVAIL
FEB 17–MAR 3

FEB 10–24

FEB 3–17

GREY GARDENS

THE HITCH-HIKER

THE GENERAL

Join us in the IU Cinema Virtual Screening Room each week for interactive and engaging events
with filmmakers, students, and scholars. 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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