
• In the Dark-
by George McCartney 

Exhibitionists 
Actors are exhibitionists. They feel com­
pelled to show us themselves. So do 
writers, in their rather more circumspect 
manner. For proof, consider two recent 
films, In the Cut and Shattered Glass. 

If we e\'er needed an illustration as 
to why the Hays Office was invented in 
1934, In the Cuf would more than suffice. 
It was once thought that someone had to 
keep the wraps on film performers. Now 
that there is no enforcer, nudity reigns at 
the multiplex—so much so that it has lost 
all shock value. Well, not completely, as 
director Jane Campion demonstrates in 
her adaptation of Susanna Moore's nov­
el. She hired America's perky sweetheart, 
Meg Ryan, to wow us by appearing stark-
ers. Ryan is a 42-year-old mother who 
made $15 million for appearing clothed 
in each of her last tvvo films. Naturally, 
the question arises: Why is she baring all 
today? To show us that she is in good 
shape? (She is.) Or, perhaps, to prove 
herself an artist? The test of thespian se­
riousness is no longer how well an actress 
emotes but rather how well she looks au 
natural. Consider what it did for Halle 
Berry. Who wouldn't strip for Oscar? 

I do not think pornography was Cam­
pion's intention, but there is no other 
word for what is on the screen. F'ollow-
ing Moore's novel. Campion orches­
trates Ryan and her costar Mark Ruffalo 
through various erotic exertions to illus­
trate her feminist misgivings concerning 
the supposed inequities inherent in het­
erosexual relations. The audience, how­
ever, must be forgiven for not attending 
to the political lesson while the perform­
ers are making such a convincingl)- libid­
inous spectacle of themselves. 

Although Moore collaborated with 
Campion on the screenplay, the film 
never registers the creepily compelling 
power of her novel, which reads like a 
low-grade fever dream. Its woozy, unin-
flected narrafive voice belongs to Fran-
nie, an adjunct writing instructor at New 
York University. She is a deeply confused 
young woman whose masochistic neuro­
sis perfectly matches the predatory expec­
tations of the several men with whom 
she has been foolishly involved over the 
years. When a woman's dismembered 
body turns up in her low-rent Manhattan 

neighborhood, Frannie meets Malloy, a 
detechve on the case, who becomes her 
new Mr. Wrong. 

Frannie graphically reports a sordid se­
quence of misadventures in her nearly af-
fectless \oice, as though no new outrage 
against women could possibly surprise 
her. As the plot unfolds, more women are 
murdered offstage, all presumably by the 
same man. Meanwhile, Frannie finds 
herself becoming Malloy's willing sex toy. 
The juxtaposition between murder and 
sex is, of course, not accidental. Frannie 
begins to suspect several of her male ac­
quaintances of being the serial killer: the 
boyfriend she dumped who now stalks 
her in a desultory manner; her black stu­
dent who wants to write a paper on John 
Wayne Gac); Mallo}''s lascivious part­
ner who makes vulgar passes at her; and 
Malloy himself, arrogant, foul-mouthed, 
and tirelessly priapic. Moore's multipli­
cation of suspects is not just a matter of 
artfull\- deployed red herrings. We are 
to understand that the murderer, who­
ever he turns out to be, is not different 
in kind from other men, just in degree. 
Although onl\- the extreme fellow would 
insist on literal dissechon, the male ani­
mal, Moore suggests, takes its pleasure in 
figuratively anatomizing women. Hence 
the title. In the Cut, with its play on a vul­
gar word for vagina, an anatomical cut, a 
wound that marks women as weakened 
prey. Womeir—at least women such as 
Frannie —accept this perverse dynamic, 
mindlessly succumbing to male aggres­
sion. The consequences are quite ugh-
and are fully meant to be. 

IntentionalK' or not, Moore's novel 
indicts a culture that has deliberately 
turned a blind eye to the differences be­
tween men and women and has, there­
by, put women at risk. It was once un­
derstood that courtship and marriage 
were institutions designed to allow the 
sexes to live in relahve harmony while 
they went about the important business 
of begetting and rearing the next genera­
tion. It was also understood that this in-
stituhonal channeling of otherwise un­
ruly desire could only be sustained by 
the full force of both moralit)- and law. 
To say this aloud today in certain enlight­
ened circles is to invite open mockery. 

In the Cut 
Produced by Pathe and 
Red Turtle Productions 

Directed by Jane Campion 
Screenplay by Jane Campion 

and Susanna Moore 
Distributed by Screen Gems 

Shattered Glass 
Directed by Billy Ray 

Screenplay by Billy Ray 
from an article by Buzz Bissinger 

Produced by Cruise-Wagner 
Productions 

Distributed by Lions Gate Films 

Hence the plight of Frannie, a well-edu­
cated woman only too willing to accept, 
in lieu of more delicate courtship, Mal­
loy's crude descriphon of how he plans 
to handle her in bed. Frannie's intellec­
tual sophistication gives her the illusion 
that she is in control of her life when she 
has actually rendered herself quite help­
less before the sway of impulse. 

There is no question that Moore push­
es at the boundary between literature and 
pornography, but, in doing so, she uses 
the obscene against itself. She powerfully 
illuminates the pathology of our pornogra-
phv-saturated culture, in which men are 
encouraged to behave as though wom­
en are appliances, using them as long as 
they fulfill sexual expectahons and then 
trading them in for newer models when 
they cease to funchon according to spec­
ifications. 

As a filmmaker. Campion has cho­
sen to make this point as explicit as pos­
sible by adding a sequence of scenes not 
in the novel. This is easily the best ele­
ment in her film. In hallucinatory black-
and-white flashbacks, Frannie recalls the 

56/CHRONICLES 

LICENSED TO UNZ.ORG
ELECTRONIC REPRODUCTION PROHIBITED



story of her parents' first meeting. Her fa­
ther was skating with his fiance when he 
noticed Frannie's mother, a lovely young 
blonde. Without a moment's reflection, 
he skated away from his betrothed to skim 
the ice with this new, delightful creature. 
The problem was that he made a habit of 
skating away. He left Frannie's mother a 
few years after her birth to skate with an­
other lovely creature. And he continued 
to skate into four more marriages. Cam­
pion visualizes the damage the father in­
flicted on his wife and daughter with a 
close-up of his skate making a cut in the 
ice that oozes blood. 

Unfortunately, Campion has not been 
as adroit throughout her film. Elsewhere, 
she indulges in the ver)' pornography that 
has helped to create the conditions she 
seems to deplore. It is one thing to read a 
first-person narrator's description of what 
has happened to her; it is quite another 
to show it. hi the novel, Frannie's voice 
controls our response to what she is re­
porting, distancing us from the erotic as­
pect so that we focus on the abusive. The 
film's images, on the other hand, o\er-
power its well-meant but finally feeble at­
tempts at such narrative nuance. True, 
Campion shot these scenes in a claustro-
phobically cluttered room under murky, 
unflattering light in order to convey their 
sordid, dehumanizing nature. Neverthe­
less, what we are left with is not Frannie, 
but an exhibitionist Meg Ryan nude and 
still nubile at 42. Yowsa! 

Shattered Glass is about another kind 
of exhibitionism —the journalistic. As 
I watched it, I was reminded of Rob­
ert Frost's mock hysteria concerning 
ice-encased birch trees thawing in the 
sun. "Shattering and avalanching," the 
ice falls from the trunks, leaving "such 
heaps of broken glass to sweep awav / 
You'd think the inner dome of heaven 
had fallen." The heaven in director Billy 
Ra\'s film is the New Republic; the shat­
tering inner dome, Stephen Glass, the 
kid reporter who unaccountably tricked 
his angelic editors into publishing 27 or 
more articles he had fudged, cooked, 
or cut from whole cloth. How sham­
ing! And to do this at such a prestigious 
journal! As Ray presents the story, )'ou 
would think Glass had threatened life as 
we know it in our United States. To put 
things in perspective, however, we need 
to know this: When interviewed about his 
new film, Ray told the New York Times 
that he is convinced Woodward and Ber­
nstein's Watergate production "saved 
our country." Such faith in the heavenly 

power of journalism is touching but per­
haps not entirely sound from a practical 
standpoint. 

Most of us know that it is a good idea 
to read journals of opinion with our 
b.s. meters set to high. Such publica­
tions are by nature tendentious —and 
some more than others. There can be 
no better example than the New Repub­
lic itself When Martin Peretz used his 
wealth (courtesy of his marriage to the 
Singer Sewing Machine heiress) to pur­
chase the journal in 1974, he gave its ed­
itorial policy an almost fanatical Zionist 
twist and has been arguing ever since for a 
nearly total alignment of U.S. policy with 
Israel's every wish. Why would anyone be 
surprised, then, that his hired help would 
follow his lead, assuaging rough facts un­
til thev smoothly conform to their own 
pet causes? Glass just took this policy a 
few inventive steps further. 

The film gives an insider's view of the 
Glass case —literally. Ray retained the 
services of several TNR staffers, most no­
tably Chuck Lane, Glass's last editor at 
the magazine before he . . . ah . . . left 
to pursue other interests. (Glass recent­
ly brought out a novel errtitied Fabulist. 
What else?) It comes as no surprise, then, 
that the film stinks with the disease en­
demic to journalists: self-importance. As 
portrayed by Peter Sarsgaard, Lane is no­
bly, even doggedly, loyal to truth. Once 
he sniffs falsehood in Glass's articles, he 
will stop at nothing to corner the vicious 
weasel who has crept into the virtuous 
henhouse of journalistic probity. The sto­
ry that undoes Glass concerns a fictitious 
software company, Micronics, that is sup­
posed to have paid off a teenage hacker 
to cease tampering with their products 
across the internet. When a Forbes On­
line reporter blows the whistle. Lane does 
some overdue digging and disco\ers an 
alarming paucity of traceable fact. He 
hounds Glass for his sources, and the 24-
vear old makes the mistake all liars do: 
He heaps one lie on top of another to cov­

er the original falsehoods. Soon, he is 
printing phony business cards for nonex­
istent executives, inventing a Micronics 
website, and having his brother call, pre­
tending to be the CEO. Lane is impla­
cable, how ever, undermining each ruse 
until Glass hangs himself. 

Played convincingly by Hayden Chris-
tensen. Glass comes across as the kid you 
alwa\s hated in school: the clever, calcu­
lating one who got good grades by telling 
the teachers what they wanted to hear and 
then snickering behind their backs. Even 
more infuriating, he was often a genuine­
ly talented student who nevertheless in­
sisted on taking short-cuts to top his class­
mates. Glass had perfected the .s/iric .̂ As 
he tells us in a voice-over, "If you're a little 
bit humble, a littie self-effacing or solici­
tous, you stand out." You certainly do in 
the company of the driven, self-regarding 
Young Turks at TNR, each metaphorical­
ly waving a frantic hand to get tlie atten­
tion he craves. 

Among this crowd. Glass seems dis-
armingly modest about his abilit)'. Ask­
ing a colleague to review his work, he 
says, "It's the worst thing I've ever writ­
ten." Overheard talking to Vanity Fair, 
he shrugs and savs, "It's just probably 
nothing." When called on his dishones­
ty, however, he turns petulant. "I feel re­
ally attacked. You're supposed to support 
me," he whines. Despite all this. Lane is 
so gluml)- self-righteous that my sympa­
thies began to shift from Ray's program. 
In the last scenes. Glass is alone in an 
empty classroom where he was supposed 
to address students at his former high 
school. Meanwhile, Lane is surround­
ed by his editorial staff, cheering him for 
having purged TNR of such a noxious in­
fection. I am afraid I felt far more sympa­
thy for Glass than I did for Lane. Publich' 
orchestrated rehabilitations always bring 
out the worst in me. And I admit I slipped 
into an unholy mood upon discovering 
that the New Republic's website has been 
proudly touting Rav's mo\ie. c 
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STOP SMOKING FAST read the advertise­
ment on the subway car, and it is probably 
good advice for people such as my father, 
who continues to smoke even after hav­
ing had two stents inserted into his badly 
clogged arteries. I wanted the opposite, 
however: I wanted to start smoking fast. 

There are no 12-step programs for 
would-be smokers. I assumed the to­
bacco industr)' v\'ould offer support, but I 
was wrong; Even they insist on warning 
would-be smokers about the hazards of 
addiction and stubbornK' aim their adver­
tising at those with preexisting habits. "If 
you do smoke, trv . . . " hi other words: If 
you don't smoke yet, you 're on your own. 

Since I recently turned 30 and had 
never so much as held a lit cigarette, my 
decision to become a smoker strikes a lot 
of people as bizarre. But there are, I have 
discovered, good reasons to smoke. Cig­
arettes offer real benefits for the elderlv, 
the clumsy, the forgetful, and the easi­
ly distracted. (These benefits ha\-e been 
intentionally underplayed by the public-
health communit}'.) My decision to smoke 
was much less sound. It was based on a 
phenomenon too recent to have been the 
subject of statistical studies or biological 
analysis: New York City's ban on cigarette 
smoking in indoor public spaces. 

I bought my first pack of cigarettes 
on a Monday. I knew I wasn't going to 
smoke lights: There's no point in going 
halfway. I also knew I wasn't going to 
roll my own or smoke unfiltereds: This 
is the 21st century, after all. But how to 
choose? I decided to let qualiti,' be m\' 
guide and ended up with a pack of Nat 
Sherman Classics, which came in a dap­
per crimson box and had a gold band 
around each filter. 

I know others who have started smok­
ing, or given up on quitting, in a fit of lib­
ertarian rebellion against the ban. But 
just as campaign-finance reform has not 
driven me to send bags of cash to the 
RNC, the smoking ban alone would not 
have driven me to smoke. 

Mv smoking project arose from a sec­
ondary effect of the ban: the birth of the 
front-door smoking scene, hnmediately 
after the ban was imposed, all ni)- usual 
drinking holes sprouted new appendag­
es—clusters of smokers gathering togeth-

The Best Revenge 
by John Carney 

Smoke-easy 
er just outside tiie bar. Between drinking, 
even during drinks, smokers step outside 
to mingle among their ov\ n. As time went 
on, I sensed the smokers bonding in their 
shared exile, while the crowd inside be­
came increasingly irrelevant. The in-
sides of bars, from dives to places people 
once struggled past velvet ropes to get in­
to, were becoming superfluous. Outside 
is the new inside. 

I planned to debut my new interest 
outside a bar on Avenue A that has a de­
cent pool table, a great jukebox, and an 
active smoking scene. But I didn't want 
to go unpracticed or risk getting caught 
insomc/dar/)(3.s—choking, not inhaling, 
or otherwise revealing luy smoking inno­
cence. So, on my wa}' home that eve­
ning, I lit m\' first cigarette. It took four 
matches. I learned not to try to light the 
cigarette in the sulfur but to wait until 
the flames caught the cardboard match 
stem, and I learned to cup my hands just 
so against the wind. 

Mv lungs felt as if they were being 
pulled apart. My eyes watered. I kept 
spilling ash on my lapels and had trou­
ble not burning my jacket. I experiment­
ed with a few different grips, settiing on 
a cupped-in-the-hand st}'le that not on-
Iv kept the tip away from my clothes but 
made me feel like Steve McQueen. Best 
of all, I didn't cough. 

I soon discovered that smoking conveys 
a privilege denied other New Yorkers; the 
privilege of littering. A nonsmoker who 
throws something as inconsequential as 
a soda-straw wrapper on the street risks 
invoking the furious glares of passersby, 
but, as a smoker, I can throw cigarette 
butts on the streets v\ ith licensed aban­
don. (Some smokers even throw empty-
packs on the sidewalk, but, like Antigone 
mourning her brother, I thought the Nat 
Sherman hardcase deserved a more de­
cent final resting place.) 

I smoked one cigarette that night out­
side the bar. Caught up in a game of 
pool, I almost forgot to smoke until one 
of the women I was with announced 
she was stepping outside. This was mv 
chance. I grabbed my pack and followed 
her out. I lit m\ cigarette and hers with 
one match. The smoke still pulled at m\-
lungs, and I'm afraid my eyes watered a 

bit, but otherwise m)' initiation was with­
out incident. 

That night, I applied the patch be­
fore falling asleep. The habit of smoking 
takes time to acquire, and I thought an 
overnight dose of nicotine would speed 
the process. Actually, I recommend that 
even those who are not seeking to be­
come smokers experiment with patched 
sleeping. It poured color and abstraction 
into my dreams—blue trees, women with 
square legs, skies with wood-grain pat­
terns, and conspiratorial plotting. When 
I awoke, I tore off the patch, hoping the 
sudden nicotine deprivation would send 
me scurrying for a smoke. The sought-
after nic fit did not arrive. In fact, the 
thought of smoking first thing in the 
morning turned my stomjch. ~ " 

At work, I took hvo smoking breaks out­
side my office building, but both were 
fake — cued by my Microsoft Outiook cal­
endar rather than by responses to physio­
logical cravings —and my smoking proj­
ect was still far from becoming a habit. 

I had drinks at a pub near work with 
three voung men and a silver-haired sage, 
all employed b\ a local tabloid newspa­
per—all smokers, of course. When the 
moment arrived to stroll outside and light 
up, however, I felt a panic: I had forgotten 
to bring my cigarettes. Luckily, smokers 
are a generous breed, and one of my com­
panions let me "bum" one. "^'e were a 
fellowship of smokers. I was arriving. 

I kept working at it throughout the 
week. Patch overnight. One smoke with 
m\' morning coffee. Two smoking breaks 
during the day. A cigarette after dinner. 
At least one trip out with the smokers in 
front of the bar. I didn't have the habit, but 
I had the pace, the rhythm, of smoking. 

Late in the week, I went with friends to 
a g)psy-punk dance part}' in a small East­
ern European bar in lower Manhattan. 
The crowd was young and smoking—not 
outside the bar but inside. The place was 
a smoke-easy. This posed a dilemma — 
without an outdoor separatist scene, my 
smoking impulse vanished. But the real 
smokers were lighting up, and I had to de­
cide whether I was one of them or simply 
a poseur. I struck a match and, for the first 
time, enjoyed a cigarette beyond all rea­
son. This might work out. c 
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