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This week’s crossword: School’s In

P eter Gundling doesn’t know where the time
goes. He’s been trying to finish his first film, a
stop-motion animation called Toys, for almost

eight months now. He tries to work a couple hours
every day, more when he can swing it. And every day
it’s the same thing. Just when he really gets going, and
the lighting is just right, and the frames start clicking
like clockwork, the doorbell rings downstairs and one
of his friends tramps up to his attic studio. Or dinner
is waiting on the table. Or, worst of all, his mother
shouts from the stairwell, “Peter, time for bed!” and
the day is snatched from his hands altogether.

For the most part, Peter looks like any third

grader in suburban Lake Forest. His only immedi-
ately unusual feature is his glasses. They have dark
plastic rims and thick lenses that enlarge his dark
brown eyes, as though someone were holding a
magnifying glass up to his face. He isn’t stick thin
like his best friend Jack, or tan and trim like his
other best friend Samuel. With the glasses, he
looks like a miniature professor dressed in his
weekend clothes. Samuel thinks Peter might be
more popular at school without them.

Peter watches a lot of movies (he’s big on The
Birds, lukewarm on The SpongeBob SquarePants
Movie), but not just for fun. continued on page 18

Peter Gundling

ON THE COVER: JIM NEWBERRY (“BOY WONDER”); CARL HAMMER GALLERY, CHICAGO (UPHUES)

Boy Wonder
Peter Gundling’s just your average third grader. He goes to
school. He likes Abba. He’s got a movie studio in the attic.

By Tasneem Paghdiwala  |  Photographs by Jim Newberry



2 CHICAGO READER  |  SEPTEMBER 9, 2005  |  SECTION ONE



CHICAGO READER  |  SEPTEMBER 9, 2005  |  SECTION ONE   3

m

f

@

Chicago Reader, 11 E. Illinois, Chicago, IL 60611

312-828-9926

letters@chicagoreader.com

Fools for
Finkelstein
Dear Reader,

Norman Finkelstein [“Whose
Holocaust Is It Anyway?”
August 26] is famously part of a
group of people who are official-
ly known by mainstream edu-
cated, intellectual, and authori-
tative Jewish organizations as
nothing less than virtual neo-
Nazi, self-hating Jews, whose
main goal in life is to dismantle
Israel and destroy Judaism,
which is only one reason why
contemporary Nazis adore their
writings, which Dershowitz
rightfully calls “serial fabrica-
tions,” as were Mein Kampf and
The Protocols. Is there any other
nation, race, or religion that has
a built-in enclave of psycho-
guilt-ridden self-destructive
lemmings? As if the Jews don’t
have enough enemies.

It would be the greatest
mitzvah (good deed) if
Dershowitz succeeds in having
Finkelstein removed (fired?)
from DePaul. Having someone
on their faculty who is so
incredibly dishonest is truly a
blight on an otherwise fine
institution. The fact that
Harvard honors Alan
Dershowitz, one of the world’s
great law professors, is only
one factor in making the
defrocking of Finkelstein seem
like such a good idea. I’m sure
that among Finkelsteins’
mourners would be bin Laden
and Zarqawi.

Although the article made
Finkelstein seem, for a split sec-
ond, like the innocent underdog,
the truth came through in the
end, and the unmentioned
necessity of hiring more credible
educators who are more highly
regarded by mainstream accept-
able organizations should be a
red flag to the human resources
office and the dean and his staff
at DePaul.

Robert Harris 
Chicago

Dershowitz
Snowed You
To the editor of the Reader: 

After we introduce some
controls over the pissing-match
variable around which so much

revolved in Jeffrey Felshman’s
“Whose Holocaust Is It
Anyway?” (August 26), what do
we find? Overwhelmingly,
smears of Norman Finkelstein
running in parallel with the
free rein that the Reader gave
to Alan Dershowitz to get away
with pretty much whatever he
wants.

Notice that in no less than
three different places in
Felshman’s article somebody
uses the phrase neo-Nazi in
association with Finkelstein.
Twice Dershowitz does this, and
the third by Felshman.

Dershowitz calls Finkelstein
an “anti-Semite” and believes
that DePaul University “should
dump him.” In Dershowitz’s
exact words: “He’s a Jew and
an anti-Semite—and a neo-
Nazi supporter, and a
Holocaust trivializer, and a liar,
and a falsifier of quotations
and documents.”

Strong words. Indeed, fight-
ing words. And yet all of this
(with the exception of the very
last three words—they spilled
over onto page 26) the Reader
managed to squeeze onto page
one. Imagine that!

Let’s continue—acknowledg-
ing that for reasons of space, I
am bypassing a lot more.

“Israeli new historians such

as Tom Segev, Avi Shlaim, and
Ilan Pappe have taken similar
positions without being vilified
in Israel the way Finkelstein
has been in the U.S.,” Felshman
writes, referring to Finkelstein’s
The Holocaust Industry and to
Finkelstein’s contention (as
Felshman puts it in the prior
paragraph) that the rhetoric of
the Holocaust (i.e., with a capi-
tal H) has at times been exploit-
ed “as an excuse to mistreat
Palestinians and as a justifica-
tion for repressive policies in
Israel.” But then Felshman
quickly adds, “Finkelstein’s
work is cited admiringly on
neo-Nazis’ Web sites, and
that—along with his tendency
toward overstatement and
intemperate language—proba-
bly explains some of the hostili-
ty he’s faced.”

Felshman’s mention of neo-
Nazi is a smear by association.
Nor does it explain why
Finkelstein’s work generates so
much hatred in the States.
Instead, the passage serves the
same role within Felshman’s
article as does the author’s focus
on Finkelstein’s relationship to
his parents—particularly to his
mother—and on the “dirty”
question that Felshman cannot
resist raising, following

David
Peterson:
"Strong words.
Indeed, fight-
ing words. And
yet all of this
the Reader
managed to
squeeze onto
page one."
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“Rambling Gleaner,” to the op-ed
page. He’ll go on gleaning while
he revamps the Web site.

What about bells? I ask him. 
When big breaking stories

rolled into newsrooms on the
UPI teletype, bells went off.
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Hot Type

By Michael Miner

M anaging editor James
O’Shea went on a little
when he announced

Charles Madigan’s new assign-
ment. He called Madigan a “sea-
soned veteran,” one of the
Tribune’s “premier writers,”
someone whose new job will
“capitalize on his staggering
skills as a fast and graceful
writer.” The point is, Madigan’s
56, yet O’Shea was asking him to
be the paper’s new futurist.

As O’Shea told the staff by e-
mail in mid-August, Madigan
“will head up a new continuous
news desk” that will carry the
paper “into the next generation
of newsgathering.” He means
24-hour gathering for the
Internet, something Madigan’s
capable of thinking about in
terms so old they’re new. If the
Internet is a maw with an insa-
tiable appetite, well, so was
United Press International,
where Madigan once cranked
out stories for the UPI radio
wire and where the motto was “A
deadline every minute.” 

Madigan says, “Where do you
find people who can look at a
story and think ‘50 words’ and
tell almost the whole story in 50
words—and turn around and do
it for another story and do it all
day long?” 

In the Tribune newsroom, he
hopes. “This means turning a
small part of the Tribune into a
very aggressive newswriting and
gathering operation,” he says. “For
the most part, it’s not going to
affect how people do their jobs as
journalists here. The diligence
and expertise remain where the
Tribune’s value is, and that you
can’t get in the way of. But it will
speed up immensely the idea of
how quickly you have to get the

“There could be bells,” he says.
“There are a lot of things you
could do, and what’s going to
happen will be dictated by your
interest in news. Some people
will not want to be completely
awash in news—and there will

be versions for them. But we’ve
got to compete with everybody.
As for revenues—it’s not in my
pay grade to worry about that.” 

Not Very
Intelligent
Design
Everybody’s writing about intelli-
gent design. “It’s sweeping the
nation, and no wonder,” said my
pal A.E. Eyre. “It combines sci-
ence and religion, the best of
both worlds. What’s not to like?”

Some say it’s a little light on
the science, I replied. 

“They don’t say that in
Kansas,” he said. In Kansas the
board of education knocked evo-
lution down a peg and urged
teachers to add ID to the cur-
riculum. “When I was a kid,” he
went on, “my wildest dream was
a comic book where Superman
and Batman—joined by Robin,
the Boy Wonder—fought crime
together. Intelligent design is
almost the same thing. When
you think of everything that faith
accomplished in the first millen-
nium and everything rationalism
accomplished in the second, 
imagine what they could do if 
they teamed up in the third.” He
concluded with great force:
“Kansas is a state that dares to
dream those dreams.”

The problem, I said, is that
intelligent design calls itself a
scientific theory, but it can’t
be tested.

Eyre snorted. He said he’d
heard that a million times and
never understood it. “God didn’t
give us science,” he snapped.

Back to the Future
Charles Madigan, the man charged with turning the Trib into a 24/7 Internet news
machine, says he got the skills for the job back at UPI.

news out. That hierarchy
process—where you make a deci-
sion late in the afternoon and
evening about what’s going on in
the paper—this does away with it.
You make decisions immediately.
People on the Internet are gener-
ally not going to be reading long
stories about anything. You can
link to longer stories, illustrate
with other stories, whatever you
need to do. But the writing has to
be severely compressed—as you
wrote for the radio wire—and
have personality but be informa-
tive at the same time. The idea
behind this is very old-fashioned.
The values behind this are very
old-fashioned. What’s new is that
now it’s on a computer.”

The current Tribune home
page is a listless place. Ideally an
Internet news site should be as
protean as the world is. Madigan
says that’s possible, though
months away. “If you think about
the whole newspaper when it
comes to you in the morning, it’s
a big smorgasbord of things—
wire stories, other papers’ sto-
ries, in-house stories, features,”
he says. “The challenge will be to
take that smorgasbord and serve
it up as rapidly as possible. . . .
We have all the facilities to do
that now and probably should
have gotten into that aggressively
a long time ago, but we didn’t.
And now we are.” 

Madigan’s career is a tribute to
his ingenuity. After working for
UPI in Pennsylvania and
Moscow, he joined the Tribune
in 1979 and has held more jobs
there than it makes sense to list,
reinventing himself whenever he
felt pigeonholed. For the last five
years he’s edited the Perspective
section, and he recently added
his blogging personage,

hottype@chicagoreader.com
www.chicagoreader.com/hottype

Charles Madigan
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The Straight Dope®
by Cecil Adams

Some background: When I was a kid growing up in the late 50s-early 60s, one of the
things we used to do was induce ourselves to fart by sticking the nozzle of a bicycle
hand pump into our behinds and giving ourselves several pumps of air. We would
then get close to another kid and open the floodgate. Although the scent wasn’t
potent, the sound was still funny. After we’d done this a few times, we learned to
generate different kinds of sounds, ranging from a sudden burst like a sonic boom to
high-pitched sound like that of an out-of-tune trumpet.

Now my question. I heard that some kids or maybe grown-ups got daring and
instead of a hand pump used a compressed-air hose. The sudden injection of high-
pressure gas at hundreds of pounds per square inch into the intestines caused rupture
and internal bleeding. I heard there were documented cases of deaths from this type of
dangerous entertainment. Tell me it’s not true! —Bill Sabalburo, San Juan, La Union, Philippines

Comments, questions? Take it up with Cecil on the Straight Dope Message Board, www.straightdope.com, 
or write him at the Chicago Reader, 11 E. Illinois, Chicago 60611. Cecil’s most recent compendium of knowledge, 
Triumph of the Straight Dope, is available at bookstores everywhere.

W hat do you want to be told
isn’t true? That nobody has
died from injecting high-
pressure air up their bums

for the purpose of inducing farts? If so,
you’re in luck—I couldn’t find any fart-
induction fatalities in the case reports.
Fact is, I couldn’t find much on recreation-
al flatulence, period. However, if we turn
to the wider question of whether a keister-
ful of compressed air can kill you, it sure
can. The first case reported in the medical
literature, in 1904, involved a 17-year-old
UK male who was brought to the infirmary
in pain after having “got blown up with an
air force-pump.” The account is not very
informative on how this occurred, and you
probably don’t want to hear a lot of details
anyway. Suffice it to say that the guy’s guts
ruptured in multiple locations, spilling the
intestinal contents into the abdominal 
cavity; peritonitis presumably set in, and
three hours after admission he was dead.

That happened quite a bit in the old
days. One review of 44 cases published in
1931 found that more than half the victims
died. Most incidents were industrial-
workplace pranks involving males fooling
around with an air hose. In many, perhaps
most instances the hose wasn’t forcibly
inserted; on the contrary, the victim was
fully clothed and the hose held to the seat
of his pants or otherwise directed at him at
close range, the topography of the buttocks
acting as a funnel. In a few cases no
prankster was involved; the fellow was just
trying to blow dust off his clothes. However
it happened, the victim’s belly typically
became painfully distended; after insertion
of a hollow needle into the abdomen or ini-
tial incision on the operating table he
deflated like a popped beach ball, provid-
ing welcome but only temporary relief if no
attempt was made to repair the internal

damage and stave off infection. The 1931
researcher, an MD named Burt, was suffi-
ciently alarmed about the situation to
devote a 28-page treatise to the subject,
among other things establishing that the
pressure required to rupture the intestine
was a mere four pounds or so per square
inch. The pressure generated by a com-
pressor is many times higher, on the order
of 50 to 150 psi, and I venture to say you
could push the limit with a bicycle pump.

A 1980 review totted up 93 cases of
pneumatic intestinal rupture, but there-
after things seem to have quieted down.
Possibly that’s because of rising maturity
and intelligence in the workforce but more
likely in my opinion because the industrial
jobs affording access to air hoses were
being exported overseas—the first Korean
case was reported in 1996. The latest U.S.
case I can find, as usual involving a practi-
cal joker, is from 2002; his victim, a Georgia

carpentry shop employee, survived, but
was out of work for three months and ran
up medical bills totaling close to $70,000.

To be sure, a key difference between
these folks and you is that you filled 
yourself up willingly whereas the prank
and accident victims didn’t. Only a handful
of intentional self-inflators have been
reported, one of whom, interestingly, 
used a bicycle pump and seems to 
have suffered no damage, although 
his doctors certainly freaked. (A later
account describes the fellow as mentally 
unbalanced; while I can understand 
jumping to this conclusion, the original
report expresses no opinion on the 
man’s sanity.) I don’t mean to be
alarmist—your experiments along these
lines were a long time ago, and surely
Xbox offers today’s youth less perilous
ways to amuse themselves. Still, some
things one wants to nip in the bud.
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“God gave us tablets with Roman
numerals on them. Science is
something we humans cooked
up on our own. It’s fraught with
imperfections. If a sensible idea
like intelligent design can’t be
tested under the rules of science,
we need to change the rules of
science. That’s what Kansas pro-
poses to do.”

Was he saying science could
have one set of rules in Kansas
and another in Illinois? 

“It’s what federalism is all
about,” he said. “And we’ll see
which state invents the perpetual
motion machine first.” He said
he’d put his money on Kansas,
since the best minds in that state
have been working on it so long.

Intelligent designers, he
explained, are merely saying
that the world as we know it is
no accident. As an illustration,
he said he’d never understood
why people don’t all speak the
same language even though
monkeys speak the same lan-
guage. Then he realized some-
one must have stepped in and
gummed up the works.

Someone with a certain intelli-
gence, I ventured.

He nodded. “There was a 
kid back in middle school
named Benny Caswell who
broke into the principal’s office
and dumped out all the files and
poured ketchup on them,” he
said. “I’ve always thought of 
language as something that
might have been cooked up by
Benny Caswell.” 

What about disease? I said.
“Poor Elvira Johnson!” Eyre

said. “She was two years older
than the rest of the class, and
she left her boogers everywhere.
Whenever I read about an epi-
demic I can’t help but remem-
ber Elvira Johnson.”  

And war?
Eyre asked if he’d ever told me

about Donald Kazoryk. “He was

really mean. He beat me up. But
when he repeated eighth grade I
never saw him again.”

So the thing to understand
about intelligent design, I sur-
mised, is that the designer’s intel-
ligent but not very. Adolescent
maybe, or borderline retarded.

Eyre looked puzzled. “Is some-
one claiming anything else?” 

High Hopes
The August 29 Sun-Times made
a troubling prediction. Trying to
imagine the downtown of tomor-
row, it said “Fordham
Spire. . . . Outlook: Unlikely.”

Surely this can’t be true.
Architect Santiago Calatrava has
called out Chicago. The city has
three good reasons to build his
megatower. 

1. It’s cool. The Tribune’s
Blair Kamin wrote four stories
about it, with headlines like
“Scaling Aesthetic Heights” and
“Spiral Tower Harks Back to
Babel.” He’s got the kind of
crush on Calatrava’s tower that
back in high school was visible
halfway down the corridor. But
who doesn’t?

2. It’ll shut up Donald Trump.
No one in Chicago pretends to be
happy Trump came here. He’s an
alien and a goof. 

3. Calatrava’s tower is what
Chicago is about. Or used to 
be about. Look at Marina City
and then at Lake Point Tower.
They’re part of the tower’s
bloodline.

OK, traffic will be a nightmare,
and developer Christopher Carley
is in over his head. So what? He
can go bankrupt building
Calatrava’s tower and dine out on
the experience the rest of his life.
The follies of some lives are vastly
more noble than the triumphs of
others. (See North Bridge.)   v

If you’ve been “synagogue shopping” lately, you know that this is a
revolutionary program. But we at KAM Isaiah Israel know that once

you experience the community, the lifelong educational program, the
music, and spirituality that we offer, you’ll want to become a

permanent part of the KAMII family. We are located in Hyde Park,
only 15 minutes south of the Loop.

High Holiday tickets include a 
one-year family membership

High Holiday tickets are $250 per family and include all family members in the household;
synagogue membership for one year is included. This program is available for those who apply
before Rosh Hashanah. It does not apply to religious school or nursery school fees and is 
offered to those who are new to KAMII or have not been a member of KAMII at anytime dur-
ing the past five years.

KAM Isaiah Israel
1100 East Hyde Park Boulevard, Chicago, IL 60615

773.924.1234  •  Fax: 773.924.1238
info@kamii.org  •  www.kamii.org

Call 773.924.1234
Ask for Sandy Lieberman, Executive Director

Come for the 
High Holidays.
Stay for the Year.



hole that allows assessments for
many taxpayers to go up way
more than 7 percent. About 20
percent of taxpayers have seen
their tax bills double since the
bill was signed, even though

For another, Blagojevich’s bill—
which was supported by Daley,
house speaker Michael
Madigan, and senate president
Emil Jones—also includes a cap
on the cap, essentially a loop-

Cook County assessor James
Houlihan sent out a separate
cheery note telling them the
new law was “good news for
Cook County homeowners.”
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The Works

By Ben Joravsky

A t the September 1 annual
city budget hearing, held
at Falconer Elementary

on the northwest side, Mayor
Daley was doing what he does
best: telling people what they
want to hear while promising
nothing. To the activist who
asked for more money to allevi-
ate overcrowding at a local
school, Daley said, “You got my
ear.” To the woman who com-
plained about a rude city
employee, he said, frowning, “Is
he in this room?”

Then Barbara Head pleaded
with him to support her group’s
proposal to change the property
tax system, and he said, “I’m
working with you.” It wasn’t
clear whether he was actually
endorsing a revolutionary plan
that would cost the city tens of
millions or simply offering one
more platitude.

Head, a Lincoln Park real
estate agent, and several of her
allies from the north and north-
west sides have been pushing the
proposal since 2000, when they
founded the Tax Reform Action
Coalition (TRAC). As they see it,
the current property tax system
is so confusing it’s easily manip-
ulated by politicians looking to
avoid accountability for rising
taxes. In very basic terms, the
property tax is determined by
multiplying a property’s assessed
value by the tax rate. But since
property values are rising, the
county and city keep collecting
more in taxes even if the rate
stays the same. And Daley and
the aldermen can claim they’re
holding the line on property
taxes because they haven’t raised
the rate.

For example, last year on my
north-side house I paid
$5,761.33, up from $3,456.58 in
2003—an increase of almost 67
percent that’s entirely the result
of the rise in my house’s
assessed value. Yet in a recent
press release heralding this
year’s proposed budget, Daley
claims, “City property tax

Is a Wink as Good as a Nod?
It’s hard to tell, but Mayor Daley may support a change in the property tax system.

increases have been kept below
the rate of inflation.”

How can Daley make such a
preposterous claim? “It’s easy—
the city hides behind the assess-
ment,” says Head. “The rising
assessments do the dirty work of
increasing taxes. People get
upset at the assessor. They’re not
looking at the whole picture.”

This system is becoming
increasingly unstable because it
leaves the city dependent on a
tax fewer and fewer people can
afford to pay. As Head points
out, the average home price in
the city has tripled over the last
decade—which is great if you
want to sell your property but
not if you want to stay there.
“Every time someone sells their
property for a big price,” she
says, “the assessment of their
neighbor’s property goes up, no
matter whether your income
goes up or not.” Moreover, she
says, “Your rising bill doesn’t
reflect your ability to pay it.”

In short, Head says, the prop-
erty tax is becoming more
regressive. “I see it happening all
over the city,” she says. “People
can’t afford to pay the taxes on
property they’ve owned for
years. Our property tax system is
forcing people to leave the city.
It’s out-of-date, and it needs to
be changed.”

Last year Governor
Blagojevich signed a bill that, in
very simplified terms (the com-
plicated version is in my
October 29, 2004, column),
temporarily caps increases in
property tax assessments in
Cook County at 7 percent, so
that, for example, a house
assessed at $100,000 one year
could be assessed at no more
than $107,000 during the next
cycle. At first TRAC endorsed
the bill, but Head and her allies
now concede they made a mis-
take. For one thing, the cap
applies only to residential prop-
erty owners, leaving commercial
owners exposed to huge hikes to
make up the inevitable shortfall.

works@chicagoreader.com

continued on page 8

Daley and tax-reform activist Barbara Head at the annual city budget hearing
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because your neighbor sold his
house.” Obviously this would create
a huge drop in revenues, so TRAC
proposes to base future assess-
ments on property bought before
2000 on the 2000 assessment.

City Hall officials say the
TRAC proposals put Daley in a
difficult position. On the one
hand, he doesn’t want hordes of
angry taxpayers to think he isn’t
sensitive to their concerns. On
the other hand, he knows what
the city could lose if TRAC’s pro-
posals were adopted without
more money from sources such
as the state income tax to fill the
gap. So lots of behind-the-scenes
wheeling and dealing has been
going on among Daley,
Blagojevich, Madigan, and

8 CHICAGO READER  |  SEPTEMBER 9, 2005 |  SECTION ONE

The Works

Jones. According to City Hall
officials, Daley wants Blagojevich
and the legislative leaders to
increase the state income tax—
and send more money for the
city’s schools—before he agrees
to endorse TRAC’s proposals.

Publicly Daley has had little to
say on the matter, which is why
Head confronted him at last
week’s budget hearing, one of
three the city holds every year in
the early fall. “It’s one of the few
times you can directly ask the
mayor a question and hear what
he has to say,” says Head.

During the three-hour meeting
Daley sat at the front of the audi-
torium at the center of a long
row of tables, flanked by com-
missioners from every city

department. Along the wall in
the rear of the room stood a long
line of bureaucrats. Daley
opened with a short speech in
which he reminded people of all
the good things the city has
done—built police stations,
planted trees, repaved sidewalks
and streets. He also apologized
for the recent slew of scandals. “I
take full responsibility for these
problems,” he said. “I am not
afraid to say that.”

Head spoke relatively early on.
When she pointed out that soar-
ing property taxes force people
to sell, Daley said, “You’re
right—it will chase people out of
the city.” When she called for
extending the 7 percent cap to
commercial owners, he said,

continued from page 6

Over the past few months
Head and her allies have been
pleading for relief before the next
assessment, which is in 2006. In
the short term, they want to elim-
inate the cap on the cap, extend
the 7 percent cap to commercial
property owners, and make that
cap permanent. “If the city thinks
they will need more money, they
can raise the tax rate,” says Head.
“It’s time they stop hiding behind
the assessment.”

TRAC’s long-term goal is to
persuade the state to adopt an
“acquisition-based” assessment.
“That would freeze assessments at
the level they were when people
bought their properties,” says
Head. “You wouldn’t be penalized

“We’re trying to get a compro-
mise on that.” He even nodded
sympathetically when she called
for acquisition-based assess-
ments. “I’m working with you on
long-term assessment,” he said.

Afterward officials told me
privately that Daley wasn’t offi-
cially endorsing any of TRAC’s
proposals. Instead he was mere-
ly offering sympathy to taxpay-
ers and reaffirming his intention
to press for more state money.

Head and her allies say they
plan to hold Daley to the sub-
stance of his statements, even
though he made no concrete
promises. “I think the mayor
realizes he has to take action,”
she says. “Sitting on the side-
lines is not an option.”   v
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On TV

Does
Rehabilitation
Work?
For his latest PBS docu-
mentary, Tod Lending
spent three years following
two ex-cons as they strug-
gled to stay straight.
By Jeffrey Felshman

D ocumentarian Tod Lending
has crossed the line between
observer and participant a few

times in his career, most recently a
year and a half ago. He was in the
middle of shooting his latest film,
about two men who’d been in and out
of prison, and one of his subjects,
Leon Omar Mason, told him he was
$85 short on rent. “I thought, well, if I
don’t do anything I’m going to want
to go and film him getting kicked out
of his house and show that this is part
of the struggle of reentering the com-
munity, trying to make it, blah blah
blah,” Lending says. “But on the other
hand I’m thinking, how can I do that?
What’s he gonna think of me going
there filming him getting kicked out
of his house?” He gave him the $85. 

Journalists aren’t supposed to do
things like that. “I’ve been in a room
filled with traditional journalists, and
I’ve been reamed,” Lending says.
“They can’t believe it.” He doesn’t see
himself as journalist, calling his work
a “hybrid of moviemaking, of story-
telling, of journalism.” As he explains
it, “I believe that a journalist can be
very objective by standing back,
observing a subject, and yet not cap-
ture the truth of the subject’s story—
because he didn’t get inside the sub-
ject. You want intimacy, and you
want them to reveal some of the
deeper stuff. You can’t just deal with
them as film subjects. You have to be
their friend, you have to be a coun-
selor at times.”

Lending, who’s 46, admits he some-
times gets a little too involved with
his subjects. While filming heroin

addicts in Pilsen ten years ago, he
was so intrigued by their rituals that
he asked a case manager with a nee-
dle exchange if there was a way to
experience the feeling of getting high
without actually shooting up. The
case manager, a recovering addict,
offered Lending his dose of
methadone. “I was blotto for weeks,”
he says. “I realized later, what the
fuck am I doing taking his dose? This
is a guy who’s been a heroin addict for
20 years!” He says it took him two
months to get back to normal. 

Much of Lending’s filmmaking
career has been spent chronicling the
lives of the poor and desperate, most
of them African-American. He grew
up middle-class, in the second-floor
apartment of a three-flat in Evanston
just north of Howard Street. He says

the landlord, who lived on the first
floor, was black, and as a child he
thought that whites paying rent to
blacks was the norm. “I really was
color-blind to a large extent,” he says.
“Not by education but by circum-
stance.” His father, an illustrator,
gave him a camera for his 12th birth-
day, and one of the first places he
took it was to the streets south of
Howard. “I was interested even at
that time in hanging out in neigh-
borhoods and taking stills of low-
income people,” he says. 

Lending started his career as a free-
lance editor in New York, working on
a TV show and a feature, then shifted
to researching, writing, and produc-
ing documentaries in LA. In 1991 he
moved back to Chicago and worked
on a Harpo Studios documentary

before deciding it was time to start
filming projects he chose. Three years
later he had his own company,
Nomadic Pictures, and had finished
an hour-long video for PBS titled
Growin’ Up Not a Child, which exam-
ined the lives of children growing up
in Chicago’s “war zone” neighbor-
hoods. Among the people he inter-
viewed was Dorothy Jackson, who
talked about her 14-year-old grand-
son Terrell Collins. Shortly after the
interview Collins was shot to death
on his way home from school.

The following year Lending started
work on another documentary fea-
ture, about the three generations of
women in Collins’s family. He spent
five years following them as they
grieved over Terrell’s death and

[snip] And the winner is ... Iran! So says
University of Michigan historian Juan Cole
in Salon: “The Shiites of Iraq increasingly
realize they need Iranian backing to
defeat the Sunni guerrillas and put the
Iraqi economy right, a task the Americans

have proved unable to accomplish. And
Iran will still be Iraq’s neighbor long 
after the fickle American political class
has switched its focus to some other
global hot spot.” —Harold Henderson |
hhenderson@chicagoreader.comOur Town
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Tod Lending

continued on page 13

Omar and Pete
WHEN Tue 9/13, 
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struggled with living in the Henry
Horner projects. During that time he
also helped Terrell’s mother, a recov-
ering addict, get into a counseling
program. “I was just a bridge,” he
says, “and once she’d crossed that
bridge she didn’t ask me again.”

The documentary, Legacy, was
nominated for an Academy Award in
2000, and the Collins women
accompanied Lending to the awards
ceremony in LA, where they waved
to passersby through the sunroof of
the limo HBO had paid for and
walked up the red carpet. “It was a
hoot,” says Lending.

He says he’d wanted to include the
Collins men’s stories in Legacy, but
“most of them were incarcerated.” For
his next documentary he decided to
find one or two guys who were about
to be released from prison and had
signed up for a recovery program. “I
didn’t want to tell a story of guys that
were just dumped out on the corner,”
he says. “I wanted to see what would
happen when you gave a repeat
offender the best chance to make it.” 

Lending had hoped to shoot in
Chicago, but he says the response
from the Illinois Department of
Corrections was “lukewarm.” The best
program for ex-offenders he found
was in Maryland, and after interview-
ing 95 prisoners there, he began
shooting video footage of Leon Omar
Mason at the Metropolitan
Transitional Center in Baltimore in
late 2001, a few weeks before he was
released. The residential manager at
the transitional house where Mason
was sent turned out to be William
“Pete” Duncan, who’d been friends
with Mason since childhood. The two
men had remarkably similar histo-
ries. Both were 47 years old, both
were former drug addicts who’d been
in and out of prison for more than 30
years—neither out longer than a year
at a time—and both were now
Muslims, with shaved heads, skull-
caps, and long pointed beards.
Duncan had been out of prison for

only ten months when Mason was
released. But as the shooting pro-
gressed, differences in their character
became apparent. Mason quit his job
to start two businesses, which soon
failed, and he struggled to stay clean;
Duncan hung on to his job, taking
pride in his ability to help others. 

“I had to be really careful how I
approached these two guys, the lan-
guage that I used,” says Lending.
“They’ve done so much time, their
space has always been invaded, they’ve
been out of control. To get as intimate
as I did with Omar took a lot of sensi-
tivity, and it took a lot of patience.”

During the years Lending shot
Legacy he and the Collins family had
formed strong ties, but his personal
relationship with Mason and Duncan
was pretty much a one-way street.
Even though it took nearly three years
to make Omar and Pete, neither man
knew that Lending was going through
a divorce. He says that’s partly
because Mason and Duncan lived a
thousand miles away, partly because
they didn’t ask. “I didn’t want them to
get distracted with stuff that was
going on in my life,” he says. “They
really appreciate the attention and
focus that’s being put on them. They
know I’m there to learn about them,
and that feels good to them.”

Lending finished shooting this past
January. At that point Duncan was
still working as a manager and coun-
selor, and Mason was insisting he
was going to start over, though peo-
ple who saw Lending’s first cut didn’t
think he’d make it. Three months
later Mason held up a cashier at a
Goodwill clothing store with a bro-
ken umbrella handle that looked like
a gun—the same Goodwill store that
had given him his first job out of
prison. Because he’d been in prison
so many times, he was sentenced to
25 years without parole. The docu-
mentary now ends with a statement
that he’s back in prison.

“It was a blow,” says Lending. “I’m
very depressed by it.” But he says he

Our Town
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William “Pete” Duncan, Leon Omar Mason 

continued from page 10

continued on page 14

[snip] “All chefs should have gardens,” Rick
Bayless of Frontera Grill and Topolobampo tells
Organic Gardening magazine. “My garden gives
me a sense of how fragile our relationship to
nature is.... When we plant a crop and lose it, it
shows us we are not completely in charge.” —HH
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thinks Mason is actually more com-
fortable in prison than outside. “He
knew he does another robbery or
anything like that and he’s in for a
long time. So he made that decision.
Pete made a different decision. He’s
not going back. He really believes
that if he goes back he’ll die. Omar’s
a big man in prison. He’s got respect,
he’s a natural leader, he’s got follow-
ers there—he leads the Muslim com-
munity.” Lending says he’s tried to
stay in touch, but Mason hasn’t
responded. Duncan hasn’t heard
from Mason either. 

Lending says Duncan will be part of
an effort by the Reentry National
Media Outreach Campaign to show
the documentary to community
groups, government agencies, and for-
mer inmates across the country. “He
wasn’t half as open to me as Omar
was,” he says, “but now he’s so much
more engaged with the film.” Duncan
will even be flying for the first time. “A
person from outreach will be going on
the plane with him—if somebody
stopped him at security he could freak
out, he could have flashbacks to being
in prison.” But Lending says Duncan
is committed to going: “It’s opening
up the world to him.”   v

Public Works

Jitterbugging
and
Gentrification
What StoryCorps learned
about Chicago
By Jessica Hopper

E veryone asks Rani Shankar the
same question: do she and
Nick Yulman sleep in their big,

silver StoryCorps trailer, recently
parked for two weeks on the lawn of
the Field Museum? Yulman answers:
“These seats do fold out—I mean, we
could sleep here if we had to. But
thankfully our hosts are putting us
up at a hotel.” The two have worked
together for the last few years at the
StoryCorps home base in New York,
but they’d never labored in such
close proximity until mid-May, when

this project took to the road, its first
stop Washington, D.C. After Chicago
they’ll spend several more weeks
together, traveling to Saint Louis and
Tuscaloosa. “The first two weeks are
sort of like a really long first date,”
Shankar says. “But then you get over
it. Now it’s more like summer camp.”

This oral-history venture, spon-
sored in part by NPR, is modeled in
spirit and scope on the Works
Progress Administration projects of
the 1930s. Shankar and Yulman have
been working six days a week, ten
hours a day, engineering and logging
40-minute recordings of interviews
by everyday citizens who believe they
know someone with a story to tell—
or at least someone whose experience
merits space in a library. “Mostly it’s
people who are related,” says
Shankar. “Sometimes it’s a coworker,
or an elder, a mentor.” The recorded
stories are then turned over to
StoryCorps, which prepares them for
the Library of Congress archives. In
Chicago, they’ve also been culled for
broadcast on WBEZ, which is host-
ing Shankar and Yulman’s visit here.

“The most surprising thing about
Chicago is the diversity of the people
who’ve signed up, who’ve all found
out about it from NPR,” says
Shankar. The 50 spots allotted to the

StoryCorps visit here were claimed
much faster than the spots in other
cities: people sign up online for
interview appointments, and all of
them in Chicago were reserved with-
in two hours of a midnight posting
on August 5. Shankar and Yulman
put in extra hours almost every day,
trying to sandwich in exceptional
stories and keeping waiting lists in
case of last-minute cancellations.
Lots of people just showed up at the
trailer, hoping to get a spot. 

One afternoon, a woman from
Schaumburg stopped by to add her
name to the list. “I could be here,
with my mom, in under two hours,”
she said as Yulman penciled her
name into the margin of the schedul-
ing book. “Right now, we are booked
solid,” he said. “But if that changes,
we’ll let you know.” Some Tilden
High School students on a field trip
were outside the trailer, some exam-
ining the StoryCorps literature while
others gathered around a listening
post to hear selected interviews on
headphones. After listening, one
young man stuck his head in the
trailer’s open door. “Y’all got a
recording studio in here?” he asked,
then suggested the story facilitators
free up five minutes so he could “lay
down a track.” (“I wish we could

accommodate everyone,” said
Yulman.) Inside the trailer Tinamarie
Hernandez, 34, was discussing fami-
ly history with her great-aunt Tillie
Gonzalez, 79: Gonzalez talked about
everything from how the two World
Wars changed her brothers to the
generational divide between Sox and
Cubs fans. Next up was Lali Watt, 45,
of Wilmette and her father, Pranab
Lahiri, 73, visiting from Atlanta.
They packed their 40 minutes with
tales of the family’s move from India
to Africa and finally America aboard
the SS Laos. After finishing the
recording and requisite paperwork,
father and daughter posed for a pic-
ture outside the trailer. 

After two weeks here, Shankar and
Yulman were able to identify the
Chicago narratives’ dominant theme.
“Gentrification,” said Yulman.
“Loosely, gentrification. A lot of the
older people talk about how much all
the neighborhoods have been rede-
veloped and changed. People have
also talked a lot about Chicago as a
destination. And racism.” Shankar
added with a laugh, “We’ve heard
quite a few stories about couples that
met jitterbugging at the Aragon
Ballroom. Oh! And Fluky’s! Families
from all over the city were built up
from dates to Fluky’s.”   v

[snip] Doctors in Baghdad “are now autho-
rised to carry firearms after some were
killed by angry relatives of dead patients and
after threats by police officers demanding
immediate treatment for injured colleagues,”
reports the Australian newspaper the Age.

“Dr. Tariq Bahjat, who became a hospital
director after his predecessor was killed
and ... a radiologist was recently shot dead,
said: ‘No one can provide doctors with pro-
tection. I am afraid the same will happen to
me; that is why I will go abroad.’” —HH

continued from page 13
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The StoryCorps trailer



In the print edition of the Reader this page is occupied by a Chris Ware comic. 
At his request, we do not make his work available online.
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Lawn Work

Beverly Rogers Park

Beverly Roseland

Keepin’ It Green
Photographs by Lloyd DeGrane
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He’s hunting for tips on charac-
ter development, shot composi-
tion, and narrative arc to use in
his own filmmaking. “My charac-
ters have to learn something in
my films,” he says carefully.
“That’s important when you’re
making a film, to have a vision,
then stick with it. It’s OK to
make funny, quirky movies that
are about nothing. That’s called
experimental. But I have to make
films with real stories.”

In May a short version of Toys
was chosen from 130 entries as
one of 30 films shown at the
Future Filmmakers Festival,
organized by the Chicago
International Film Festival to
showcase work by filmmakers
under 20. Peter was the youngest
entrant by a wide margin, and
Toys won an honorable mention.
“We almost never get stop-motion
submissions, because it’s not the
kind of thing that a kid is usually
going to be interested in. For one
thing, it’s surprising that they
would be patient enough to do
it—it’s not an immediately satisfy-
ing process,” says Kris Williams,
the festival’s coordinator. “I could-
n’t believe how good it was.”

If Peter were to write a textbook
for beginning film students, it

would say the point of making
movies is so people can enjoy
themselves, and understand who
they are, and also make good use
of their television sets. Keep the
camera steady, he would advise,
or the audience will get queasy.
Use sticky tack on your props and
they won’t fall down. Make sure
your hands don’t get in the way of
the camera. Be nice to the people
you work with. Use suspense, like

that scene in The Godfather where
the horse’s head is chopped off
and the guy wakes up and blood is
dripping down the whole bed.
Romance is when these two peo-
ple are in love and kiss, and the
movie will probably be PG-13
because it will have inappropriate

scenes. Slasher films are about
teenagers going in the wrong
places. A producer is the person
who makes or breaks the film.
The most important directors of
all time are Alfred Hitchcock,
Steven Spielberg, and Art Clokey,
creator of the stop-motion ani-

mated character Gumby. When
you make a film, people can see
your dreams, which can be kind
of embarrassing.

Every morning Peter wakes up
at seven. “I don’t like sleeping in,”
he explains. When he doesn’t
have to go to school he heads

straight to the attic of the tall yel-
low house where he lives with his
father, Jerry, who is a research
scientist, and his mother, Lucy, a
freelance makeup artist. Jerry
likes to say that their house is on
the side of town where the
firemen and police o∞cers live.

Boy Wonder

continued from page 1

Jerry, Peter, and Lucy; Peter at work on Toys; Peter’s Gumby
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Peter started showing his par-
ents little sketches and drawings
when he was three, like any other
three-year-old might, but his sto-
ries had words in them that most
kids wouldn’t know from gibber-
ish. His teenage second cousins,
who are from Italy, visited recent-
ly. When they went back home
they informed their parents that
Peter is genio—a genius.

Before he started preschool, he
was evaluated by a child psycholo-
gist, who recommended that he be
placed in a school for gifted stu-
dents in Evanston. Jerry and Lucy
weren’t surprised to hear that
their son was unusually advanced
but decided to enroll him in the
public elementary school. “We
don’t want him to think he’s too
‘different,’ ” Jerry says. They’re glad
his public school offers advanced
classes and he goes to a day
camp for gifted students in the
summer, but beyond that, they
say, Peter is his own boss.

Peter thought up the story of
Toys in the winter and asked if
Jerry knew how to make stop-
motion animations like Art
Clokey. His friend Samuel had
given him a bendable Gumby
figurine for his last birthday, and
at first he didn’t know what to
make of it. “Do you eat him?” he
asked Lucy. She brought home a
DVD collection of The Gumby
Show from the 1950s, and Peter
was enchanted. “I don’t like Fred
Quimby’s frustrating Tom and
Jerry cartoons, where they run
around and hurt each other for no
reason,” he says. “In Gumby, it’s all
magic. You learn about him,
where he lives, about his mother.”
Peter wanted to tell some stories
of his own, using Clokey’s frame-
by-frame technique.

Jerry showed Peter how to take
a picture of an object with their
digital camera, then move the
same object a fraction of an inch
and shoot it again. For sets and
actors they used Peter’s prized
collection of Legos from the
1960s and ’70s, which his father
buys for him on eBay. He’s into
things from the 70s. His favorite
bands are Abba and Queen, and
he cherishes a small blue type-
writer in his bedroom that his
mother used in college. Lucy did
the voice of one of the characters,
and Jerry edited the images in
Apple’s iMovie program, under
Peter’s direction.

Jerry was thrilled to watch his
son’s meticulous movies with him.
Still, he hopes Peter will consider
sports, too. He knows it can be
painful and alienating being the
smartest kid in class, and a sport
could add some balance.

“Just wait till you’re a teenager.
You’re gonna be so dorky!” Jerry
teases Peter across the dinner
table one night, shaking his head
in mock sadness.

Peter giggles, his mouth full of
buttered corn. “A geek!” he offers.

“That’s right! You’re gonna be
a geek!”

Peter laughs harder at this, his
voice rising to a high falsetto.

“A nerd?”
continued on page 20
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“Yes! You’re going to be so
nerdy!”

The Gundling’s attic is a pleas-
ant, homey muddle of books,

toys, and half-finished craft proj-
ects. Two parakeets twitter from a
wire cage in the corner, and a
handful of red guppies tumble
mindlessly in a small tank. An
electric keyboard rests against the
far wall. “I don’t have time for that
anymore,” Peter says with a shrug.

Peter’s film studio is a small
drafting table with a bright yellow
sheet of poster board taped to its
surface, which serves as the set.
Two floor lamps tower over either
side, their strong beams heating

up the peach carpet below. A 
digital camera with an attached
cable release sits on a tripod in
front of the set. No irrelevant
toys or books encroach on the
surrounding floor space; these
have been bulldozed into little
piles that line the adjacent walls.

“Quiet on the set,” Peter cau-
tions. Lego policemen from 1975
stand around on the poster
board, waiting for their cues. He
turns on the camera and arranges
the police so they appear to be
standing in a group and talking.
He squeezes the cable release in
his plump fist. The image of the
gabbing cops is displayed in the
window at the back of the cam-
era. He shuffles each figure a cen-

timeter to the left and takes
another shot. “You have to care
about what you’re making, really
think about it, make it important,
and then you can do it,” he says. 

The story of Toys came to
Peter in a dream. He gets a lot of
work done while he’s sleeping.
“It’s about a Lego family from

Toy Town that has to leave their
home because the dad loses his
job, and the kids are getting bul-
lied at school, all because their
kind isn’t accepted in the town
anymore. They get chased by the
police with big dogs and escape
to a new home in Lego City. They
think it will be OK there at first,

but then they know that their
problems have followed them to
this new land. That is what my
film is about. Learning to con-
front your problems, not to run
away from them, because that
isn’t wise. If you run away, you
will get haunted,” he says sadly.

He begins moving and shoot-

Boy Wonder

continued from page 19

Peter wasn’t able to shoot the whole story before the
Future Filmmakers deadline in the spring, so he
mailed in what he considered a woefully incomplete
submission. He believes you can’t have a good film
without a good story, so he was disappointed to
learn that his DVD had been accepted.
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ing the policemen as though run-
ning on automatic. He shoots ten
frames. The group of o∞cers has
moved across the set some two
inches. “That will be one second
of the whole movie. I think the
final version will be 20 minutes,”
he says, sitting back.

Peter wasn’t able to shoot the
whole story before the Future
Filmmakers deadline in the
spring, so he mailed in what he
considered a woefully incom-
plete submission. He believes
you can’t have a good film with-
out a good story, so he was disap-
pointed to learn that his DVD
had been accepted. “I didn’t want
them to think it was good,
because I didn’t get the lesson of
the movie across. I didn’t have
enough time,” he says softly.
“Didn’t have enough time.” 

Shooting at a rate of roughly
ten frames to one second of film,
Peter will need to take 12,000
pictures for a 20-minute film.
This seems an impossible under-
taking, until he points out that
Gumby: The Movie is 90 minutes
long. “Do you know how long it
took them to make that?” he asks.
This is not a rhetorical question.
He really needs to know.

Kris Williams guesses the
average age of an entrant to

the Future Filmmakers Festival
is 16. That’s why the submission
form that came in with Toys
caught her eye: the handwriting
obviously belonged to someone
much younger. Peter had includ-
ed his signature at the bottom of
the form, an unsolicited touch
that made her laugh.

“The next youngest person
who sent us a film was 12. I
couldn’t understand where he
had even learned to make a
movie. Most people would never
give a camera to an eight-year-
old,” Williams says.

The film opens with a shot of a
smiling family of Lego figures,
the titles dancing above their
heads. Abba’s “The Name of the
Game” plays in the background.
The credits acknowledge the
director, sound artist, and anima-
tor, who calls himself PTR. G.,
the director’s father for his help
on the computer, and the Lego
characters for their acting roles. 

As the story begins, the family is
standing outside its house—mom,
dad, grandma and baby, and two
young kids. “Children, it’s time to
go now,” says the mother pleasantly
as the camera closes in on her ever-
smiling face. Rain falls as they pile
their belongings into a baby car-
riage and set off. The next scene is
in the dining room of what appears
to be the family’s new house in
Lego City. Mom comes in jug-
gling hot plates of food as the lit-
tle boy mumbles grace. “Let’s
watch Gumby!” squeals his sister
as they chow down. The camera
zooms in on the television set in
the corner of the room, then cuts
to a short film-within-the-film in
which Gumby and Pokey save
their town from a band of
marauding clay widgets. 
continued on page 22
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This is Williams’s favorite
scene. “My friend came in while I
was watching this part, and she
got mad because she thought
some kid had just recorded an
episode of the real Gumby car-
toon and sent that in to us. I tried
to explain that a kid had re-creat-
ed his own Gumby episode, but it
was so good that she wouldn’t
believe me. It was that well done.”

The kids are scooted off to bed
after the cartoon ends, and their
dreams play out on-screen: flying
through the clouds like Superman,
ice skating to “Dancing Queen.” In
the morning they relate their
nighttime adventures to their par-
ents and grandma at the breakfast
table, until it’s time to catch the
school bus. “Buh-bye! Have a nice
day at school!” trills the mother.

“Honestly, kids that young have
no concept of a realistic project,
no concept of the elements of
filmmaking,” Williams explains
enthusiastically. “And then most
kids want to get in front of the
camera and perform. They go
crazy. He produced something he
doesn’t even appear in once. You
almost never see that.”

Sonoma and a Marshall Field’s.
Jack’s blue jersey hangs like a
deflated balloon over his thin
shoulders. Samuel has the par-
ticular blond hair of surfers and

lifeguards. They gape quizzically
when asked if they thought it
was cool that their friend Peter’s
film played in a festival.

“I don’t know about any festi-

val,” says Jack, his eyes narrowing
under their dark spidery lashes.
“Peter didn’t say anything about a
festival to me,” Samuel concurs.
He hops off the bench and kicks

Boy Wonder

continued from page 21

The attic studio, scenes from Toys

Jack and Samuel are each
perched on the arm of a

wooden bench in Lake Forest’s
central Market Square, a bosky
courtyard flanked by a Williams-
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an invisible ball around on the
grass-lined walkway.

“Is this something about where
you put the people where you
want ’em and take the picture
and make ’em take small steps
and take another picture?” Jack
asks. When he goes over to the
Gundlings’ house, he often finds
Peter up in the attic messing
around with the digital camera.
Sometimes Jack helps out with a
few shots before they put the
camera away and play race cars
or light sabers. He appreciates
that Peter is never bossy or impa-
tient when they use the camera.

“Oh yeah, that he does with his
old Legos and Gumby and his
lion friend?” offers Samuel.

“His horse friend!”
“Whatever. Peter talks about

that sometimes, but not a lot. He
didn’t show it to me, ’cause he
thinks it’s not that good.”

“He doesn’t?”
Samuel’s favorite movies are the

Wallace & Gromit shorts and the
Indiana Jones series. Jack’s favorite
movie is the one Peter made, a
loyal sentiment considering he’s
not sure if he’s ever seen it. Most
cinema talk eludes them. When
asked to define the words “sus-
pense,” “producer,” and “story line,”
they merrily shout, “Don’t know!” 

“Drama—I know what that is.
Like, you can be a drama queen,
and that’s when you’re really
crazy,” Samuel says. He’s made
some films himself, with his
dad’s digital video camera, three-
minute recordings of his baby
sister doing somersaults. He
thinks he can give a definition
for “plot,” too. “Like, they’re mak-
ing a plot to steal the bank. No?
OK, they’re making a plot to
steal . . . the eggs? I don’t know.”

As the opening credits of his
film played on the big screen

at Columbia College’s Film Row
Cinema, Peter covered his face
with his arms so he wouldn’t
have to watch. He says he was
“humiliated” when the festival
coordinator announced, after all
the films were shown, that they
were awarding a special
unplanned prize to his film.

“I think you mean you were
embarrassed, Peter. Humiliated
is a very strong word,” says Jerry,
a smile in his voice. Peter insists
later that humiliated was 
what he meant.

“I got the honorable mention
because I was the youngest one,”
he tells his parents firmly.

“It was because you made a
very good film, and you put a lot
of work into it!” they protest.

“It was because I was the
youngest,” he says, shaking 
his head.

Williams sums up Toys as “a
day in the life of a Lego family.”
Which, according to Peter’s
intended vision, is accurate. It’s
just not the whole story. The way
he wants to tell it, that particular
day was bookended by grim
events—harassment, forced exile,
longing for a lost home. The ver-
sion of Toys that played in the
continued on page 24
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festival is a “mirage,” he says. He
isn’t interested in making tidy,
agreeable films. “My characters
have to learn something. My
audience has to learn something,”
he says, clenching his hands. 

I f Peter never finishes Toys, the
cosmos will be to blame. He is

an Aquarius and believes his per-
sonality is in lockstep with the
characteristics of one born under
that sign. “According to the zodi-
ac, I sometimes manage to start
things, but I don’t manage to
finish them,” he says.

Tonight Peter is finishing up
production on the big chase scene,
in which the family flees Lego City

under cover of night, the police
hot on its heels. He lifts the plastic
arm of a Lego police o∞cer from
his 1965 collection. The attic is
quiet save for the bubbling of the
fish tank in the corner; the para-
keets are asleep on their perch.
The moon glows in a small win-
dow, one night shy of a perfect
sphere. The sounds of clanking
dishware rise up from the kitchen.

Peter’s soft voice climbs rapidly.
“I have to fight against what the
zodiac says for me. Sometimes I
think, I’m getting tired, I’d like to
stop now. No! I have to have
patience and confidence. I need
lots of things. I need to think of
everything. I really have to hold on.” 

Peter invented two new charac-

ters today, exchange students
named Samuel and Jack who
befriend the family and help them
on their quest to get home. He’s
thinking of recruiting the real
Samuel and Jack as codirectors
for Toys. He predicts he’ll be
embarrassed at first to show them
his work, but he’s not as shy about
it as he was before the festival.
With three sets of hands instead
of one, the frames would fall into
place faster. “I’ll tell them about it
on the next playdate,” he says. His
short fingers move deftly, almost
mechanically, around the minia-
ture set. The plastic cop rouses
the other o∞cers in the station
and they all rush out into the
street, one frame at a time.   v

Boy Wonder

continued from page 23
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By Kerry Reid

Director Sean Graney man-
ages to make Death of a
Salesman young again,

freeing it from the burden of
audience fatigue with the
familiar speeches. It’s a script
well suited to the Hypocrites’
artistic director, addressing the
ephemerality of success and the
dangers of seeking it at any
cost (Graney was recently
awarded a prestigious career
development grant in directing
from the National Endowment
for the Arts). Where many pro-
ductions of Arthur Miller’s play
focus on the dashed dreams of
middle age, Graney locates its
tragedy in Willy’s original sin:
insisting on molding his elder
son, Biff, into a big man on
campus. Cast adrift, incapable
of seeing himself whole in the
world, Biff is alone with his
hazy but aching desire for free-
dom and authenticity.

Graney weaves together Willy
Loman’s past and present with a
tensile intelligence and visual

elan, thanks
in large part
to the clever
metaphorical
set he
designed with
Jim Moore.
Mismatched
doors hung at
odd angles

encircle the small playing area,
representing all the missed
opportunities and badly con-
cealed lies that plague Willy and
Biff. The Loman kitchen is a
white-tiled oasis of reality in
Willy’s rapidly deteriorating men-
tal world. And thanks to Charles
Cooper’s graceful lighting and

Michael Griggs’s increasingly
uneasy sound cues, the shifts
between Willy’s memories and his
present-day life are seamless. 

The design isn’t the only ele-
ment that makes this production
fresh. Graney cast real-life cou-
ple Bill and Donna McGough as
Willy and Linda, a choice that
might have backfired: not all
married actors are as good
together onstage as the Lunts.
But the McGoughs bring a lived-
in believability to the script’s
small domestic moments. When
Willy pulls Linda onto his lap for
a brief canoodle before heading
out to what he (mistakenly)
believes will be a great day, it

allows a glimpse of why Linda
fights so hard for him. Though
Willy is sometimes harsh to
Linda and stinting with his emo-
tions, he’s also capable of reveal-
ing his vulnerabilities in a way
that she alone understands, and
McGough’s Linda makes it clear
that she treasures that intimacy,
giving the famous “attention
must be paid” speech a natural
fire and clarity.

When Dustin Hoffman played
Willy on Broadway in 1984, he
restored the character to Miller’s
original vision: the playwright
described him as “a very small
man who wears little shoes and
little vests.” Still, the dominant

image of Willy as a slouching
behemoth was established by
Lee J. Cobb on Broadway in
1949 and recently reinforced by
Brian Dennehy. McGough is tall
but not broad, and he looks
younger than Willy’s 60 years.
Still, the actor’s thinning hair,
pinched voice, and beginning of
a stoop signal Willy’s waning
pride and ultimate defeat. When
Willy complains about their
overbuilt Brooklyn neighbor-
hood, saying “You gotta break
your neck to see a star,”
McGough can barely rotate his
head skyward. Donna
McGough’s Linda is smaller and
more patrician than “the big and

broadchested” aunt Miller used
as the model for Linda (a model
demolished when the birdlike
Mildred Dunnock played oppo-
site Cobb). But many of
McGough’s readings have a spit-
fire intensity, and her cata-
clysmic second-act confronta-
tion with the anguished Biff and
his callow younger brother,
Happy, is remarkable. So
remarkable, in fact, that
Graney’s decision to repeat it as
a dumb show immediately after-
ward, as a backdrop to Willy
wrestling with the impulse to
kill himself, doesn’t feel precious
or self-indulgent. Instead this
choice allows the play’s two
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Death of a Salesman, Poor Man’s Amos

WHEN Through
10/16: Thu-Sat 8
PM, Sun 3 PM
WHERE Athenaeum
Theatre, 2936 N.
Southport
PRICE $20
INFO 312-902-1500

The Hypocrites’

Death of a Salesman
REVIEW BY KERRY REID

Bruised Orange 
Theater Company’s

Poor Man’s Amos
REVIEW BY KELLY KLEIMAN

Relocate the Tragedy
Sean Graney’s intelligent rethinking brings Death of a Salesman back to life.
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worlds to coexist and collide.
If McGough is a little young

for Willy, Robert McLean
seems a little old for Biff. And
in his first scene with Ryan
Bollettino’s comically pathetic
glad-hander Happy, he doesn’t
make it clear enough how close
to a breakdown Biff is, under-
cutting the way Miller and
Graney mirror Biff ’s and Willy’s
lives. But McLean builds the
character with precision, par-
ticularly in the second act. The
supporting cast is seldom short
of excellent, with lovely under-
stated turns by Kurt Ehrmann
and Christopher Meister as
Charley and Bernard, the
father-son duo whose easy
affection stands in stark con-
trast to the tension between
Willy and Biff.

The emotional palette of the
Hypocrites’ production tends to
be muted and strained rather
than expansive, which makes the
play’s spiky outbursts all the
more effective: there are many
riches scattered throughout this
vital, imaginative show’s three
hours. But it’s in the final 15
minutes that Graney’s vision of
Miller’s world comes together
with breathtaking force.   v

original, reflecting a sensibility
more humane than either Albee’s
or Mamet’s. 

Two men headed in opposite
directions meet on facing el plat-
forms. Reggie is an artist trying
desperately to maintain his street
cred (“I prefer ‘painter,’ it doesn’t
raise so many false expectations,”
he says), strutting his south-side
working-class roots and masking
his adoration of fellow art stu-
dent Chrissie with crude lan-
guage and displays of a portrait
he’s painted of her vagina. At
first blush Seth seems more
intellectual: wrapped in a trench
coat, he’s grading papers from
the class he’s teaching on dream
interpretation when Reggie
interrupts him. But over the
course of the play the two men
trade status, once Reggie pub-
lishes a graphic novel and Seth
loses his job. They also trade,
and ultimately share, an obses-
sion with Chrissie, who’s never

seen. Though her actions, espe-
cially her choice of bedmate,
drive the plot, the play is less
about her than about the men’s
idea of her. Roughly a
Madonna/whore, she also seems
more complicated and textured
than that thanks to Sheffer’s
writing. Whatever else they
might be doing, Reggie and Seth
are always hauling around the
concept of Chrissie, and the
weight of that baggage gives the
play its title: Amos was the bibli-
cal prophet whose name means
“burden bearer.”

What saves this odyssey from
grimness is Sheffer’s wit, less a
matter of slinging funny lines
than appreciating absurd situa-
tions, like Reggie’s cell-phone
call to Chrissie in which “you’re
breaking up” morphs into “we’re
breaking up.” Though the play
sinks into melodrama in the last
two scenes, with a shade too
much bonding between the men,

Sheffer’s genuine emotion is bet-
ter than the sterile cleverness he
might easily have fallen into. The
melodrama is a shame, though,
because it undercuts the power
of the final scene, in which the
two men find the compensatory
power of male friendship.

In Mary Foster’s directorial
debut, Andy Schoen as Reggie
captures perfectly the person
who’s so busy complaining about
what he didn’t get that he loses
the things he has. Sheffer as Seth
is nerdy and defeated without
being maudlin, and as the men’s
friendship grows, he’s adept at
conveying the character’s battle
between discomfort and relief.
Anthony Churchill’s simple set—
two huge boxes serve as el plat-
forms, pews, tables, and every-
thing else that’s needed—is com-
pletely suited to the lean text and
direction. The entire enterprise
is bare-bones in the best sense,
tight and flawlessly shaped.   v

The Invisible Woman
In Clint Sheffer’s new play, two men connect over a mutual love interest.
By Kelly Kleiman

P oor Man’s Amos could have
been a disaster: one man,
Clint Sheffer, is the play-

wright, one of the show’s two
performers, and Bruised
Orange’s artistic director. Instead
it’s a terrific evening, impeccably
paced and balanced between
humor and pathos. One of the
show’s many strengths is that it

doesn’t go in
any expected
direction. It
begins like a
poor man’s
Zoo Story,
with a ran-
dom hostile
encounter

between two strangers. Later it
resembles David Mamet’s work,
complete with snatches of
unlooked-for erudition as well as
profane, inarticulate speeches
that communicate more than the
characters realize or intend. The
play’s ending, however, is wholly

WHEN Through 9/25:
Thu-Sun 8 PM
WHERE Oracle
Productions, 3809
N. Broadway
PRICE $15
INFO 773-329-1088
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Art

By Bert Stabler

When commercial and
fine artists in the West
discovered Japanese

art, Westerners became interest-
ed in clean lines and simple
forms evincing “good design.”
Almost 150 years later, in the
1990s, seekers of a similar mid-
dlebrow visual common denomi-
nator borrowed Japanese ideas
again and added the spicy edge
of youth culture and boutique
marketing. Japanese artists
Takashi Murakami and
Yoshitomo Nara, who are popu-
lar almost exclusively in the
West, drew explicitly on
Japanese comics, making not

only trippy
Technicolor
paintings and
sculptures
but artist-
approved
mouse pads,
action fig-
ures, hand-
bags, and
journals. In
the United
States, artists
like Barry
McGee and
Margaret
Kilgallen in

San Francisco adopted the aes-
thetics of graffiti, skateboarding,
and surfer culture as well as
comics, painting on junk that
evokes urban decay. Meticulous,
hard-edged illustrations of cute
cultural themes can be found in
the most recent wave of mer-
chandise/haute eye candy by

artists like Megan Whitmarsh,
Maya Hayuk, Chris Johanson,
and Chicago’s own Cody Hudson. 

Local artist Chris Uphues,
whose work appears this month
in the 12 x 12 space at the
Museum of Contemporary Art, is
clearly an exponent of this recent
trend, especially in the two of his
four works here using found
objects. One of them, Swarm, is
a supernova of small plastic lids
of various sizes affixed to the
wall. On these lids Uphues has
pasted facial features cut from
comic books and other print
images, giving each one a per-
sona of sorts. Many of the lids
are dented, punctured, or other-
wise mangled, which adds
pathos and maybe an element of
sadistic glee. Among many other
recognizable images are
Pinocchio and beloved Japanese
cartoon cat Doraemon, reconfig-
ured in new colors, proportions,
and patterns. Playful juxtaposi-
tions lend the piece a slight sur-
real uncanniness, but even with
the dings and holes, these mini-
portraits can’t be said to have a
theme, sinister or otherwise.

Like Swarm, Uphues’s
Rainbow is a modular piece
composed of painstakingly con-
structed tiny elements. He’s
drawn animals, people, and their
surroundings in colored pencil
on bright three-color Behr paint
swatches. Often he’s directly
inspired by the names of the col-
ors—for “sun-dried orange” he
drew a shriveled orange—but he
also finds visual and symbolic

Cutting-Edge Without the Edge
A young artist featured at the MCA this month has style to spare. 
But whatever happened to substance?

CHRIS UPHUES MUSEUM OF CONTEMPORARY ART

Swarm (detail), Deathstar (detail)

WHEN Through 
Sun 10/2
WHERE Museum of
Contemporary Art,
220 E. Chicago
PRICE $10 suggested
admission; $6 stu-
dents, seniors; kids
12 and under free.
Free Tue 5-8 PM.
INFO 312-280-2660
MORE Chris Uphues
leads a tour of his
work Tue 9/13, 
6:30 PM.
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rhythms within and between the
swatches. His sense of color is
pleasing, his lines are confident
and clean, and the overall feeling
of the piece is warm. There’s also
an appealing cleverness to
deploying the cheap, mass-pro-
duced ephemera of home beauti-
fication to create a unique, care-
fully handcrafted object whose
aim still seems to be domestic
tranquility. Deliberately or not,
the characters and objects in
Rainbow look every bit as prefab-
ricated as the swatches them-
selves, giving the work a light,
inoffensive irony. Together the
bits create one Donald Judd-like
horizontal spectrum traversing,
of course, the colors of the rain-
bow. Showing the requisite
entrepreneurial zeal, Uphues
has also self-published Rainbow
as a book, just as he published a
volume on what is perhaps his
most ambitious piece, a series of
giant cartoon features painted
on grain silos in Montana and

documented by a photographer.
(Both books are available at the
MCA gift store.)

Uphues has had a couple of
shows at Carl Hammer, a gallery
that remains firmly dedicated to
work evoking the heyday of ima-
gism, a local school revered by
local collectors but long forgot-
ten by everyone else. An MCA
press release compares Uphues
to revered Chicago artist Karl
Wirsum—and it’s true that
Uphues and the imagists both
favor cartoons and found objects.
But trying to connect Uphues’s
tasteful palette and smooth line
work with the imagists’ vomitous
color orgies and clueless

mechanical draftsmanship isn’t
easy. Uphues gets some distance
from them, as well as from the
San Francisco kids, in the other
two works here, both large paint-
ings. Sticking to his line-art
vocabulary of geometric shapes,
cartoon features, and clip art, he
assembles almost monochromat-
ic thickets of obsessively painted
forms that stretch on for square
inch after hypercompressed
square inch. Deathstar is a circle
of tiny fractured cultural icons
resembling the exquisitely tight
line work of hand-painted
Himalayan mandalas, an influ-
ence Uphues acknowledges.
Happy Shower is similar in exe-

cution and style but rendered on
paper rather than canvas. Its
larger form resembles a fire-
works blast. Though as usual
Uphues’s individual lines are
flawlessly drawn, there’s some
welcome awkwardness in the
blast shape and some incon-
gruity between it and the star-
spangled cone it emerges from:
Happy Shower and Swarm have
more formal range than the
other two works. In their simul-
taneous density and transparen-
cy, Happy Shower and Deathstar
also hint at traditional abstrac-
tion, suggesting Picasso and Paul
Klee, though both these mod-
ernists added some violent, eso-
teric mysticism to their semifigu-
rative wallpaper.

I have to admit I wish
Uphues’s work was about some-
thing—bitterness, love, French
theory, fart jokes, whatever. His
art is almost aggressively vacant
and complacent, and his sym-
metrical compositions get a bit

boring. On the other hand, he
doesn’t use the edginess of teen
aggression or libido as a crutch,
the way many similar artists do.
His technique and care are com-
mendable, and ultimately his
delicate formalism is impressive,
soothing to contemplate, and
entertaining. It forms an interest-
ing relationship with Dan Flavin’s
equally blank, vivid, and arresting
retrospective of fluorescent-light
minimalism, situated nearby at
the MCA. Uphues’s work is cer-
tainly worth showing. I just wish
that the big local money—that is,
the MCA and the River North gal-
leries—would turn its attention to
Chicago art that doesn’t bear
some incidental relation to ima-
gism, outsider art, or the other
local hang-up, Mies van der Rohe.
There are great small shows here
all the time that take chances and
explore ideas, and it’s about time
Chicago got recognized for new,
relevant work instead of remem-
bered for times gone by.  v

I wish Uphues’s work 
was about something—
bitterness, love, French
theory, fart jokes, whatever.



Dershowitz’s lead.
“[Finkelstein] charges his own
mother with being a Nazi col-
laborator,” Dershowitz tells
Felshman. This is low indeed.
And quite sick. But the sickness
here is Dershowitz’s, not
Finkelstein’s. As well as
Felshman’s for having served 
it up.

On account of this alone,
Felshman owes both Norman
Finkelstein and the readers
some form of emendation.
Whether any will be 
forthcoming is the Reader’s busi-
ness. Still, I’ll wager that the
Reader won’t place it on page
one. Such privileged space is
reserved for people who want 
to call Norman Finkelstein an
anti-Semite. A neo-Nazi. A
Holocaust trivializer. And worse.

Finally to page 28, the only
page on which Felshman comes
close to dealing with something
important. The fact of the mat-
ter is that Alan Dershowitz
spent the better part of the 
past 12 months employing
repressive, thuggish tactics,
including the threat of litiga-
tion (How many times do you
suppose Dershowitz can remind
the people he’d like to silence
that if he sues them he’ll “own”
them?), to frighten two
American publishing houses
away from the manuscript that
became (even with its lawyerly
deletions and revisions) 
Beyond Chutzpah. And what
did Jeffrey Felshman and the
Reader make of it?

Rather than taking Alan
Dershowitz to task for resorting
to these tactics, it is Norman
Finkelstein whom the Reader
makes answer for himself—
Finkelstein being the “equiva-
lent of a neo-Nazi,” as the
Reader permits Dershowitz to
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call him one last time.
Quite the contrary. In

numerous interviews and com-
mentaries, as well as in the
book Beyond Chutzpah,
Finkelstein has emphasized
that his abiding concern is
“Israel’s shameful human rights
record in the Occupied
Territories and the misuse of
anti-Semitism to delegitimize
criticism of it.”

Clearly the list of the intel-
lectual and emotional weapons
used to intimidate critics of the
Holy State needs to be extend-
ed—as Jeffrey Felshman’s
“Whose Holocaust Is It
Anyway?” attests. If the Reader
were worth what it costs to 
purchase a single copy at the
newsstand, this publication
would have done something
dramatically different with the
conflict between Alan
Dershowitz and Norman
Finkelstein than to follow
Dershowitz’s lead.

David Peterson
Evergreen Park

Ink Well by Ben Tausig

School’s In
ACROSS 
1. One of Chekhov’s “Three Sisters”
5. Converted Baath house?
9. Unmoving

14. Place
15. Half a sitcom send-off
16. Loverboy
17. Character in shorts
19. Hans Blix, e.g.
20. Informal cafe
21. Court decision
23. Some conjunctions
24. Barbecue leftovers?
25. Montana’s long-time target
28. Second or reverse
29. Whence some rabbits
30. Interview With the Vampire

vampire
31. Go by
34. Surgeon’s opening?
35. Web feed letters
38. She’s a sheep
39. Scored, so to speak
41. Spirited Away heroine
42. Wagner work

44. DJ’s transitions
47. Pacers brawler Ron
49. Even so
50. Short cut
54. Former Christian Coalition leader
56. Twinkie filling
57. Second person person
58. Networker’s pursuits
59. Swarmed
60. Enteric bacteria
62. “The Da Vinci Code” (2006) director
64. En _____
65. Penguin scourge
66. Just beat
67. Twisted expression?
68. Gas on the Strip
69. Act

DOWN 
1. Insult to grandma
2. Be a go-between
3. Kyoto entertainer
4. No-frills
5. Subcontinental prefix
6. Indian author Santha Rama _____
7. Low socks
8. See 40-Down
9. Org. with an April deadline

10. Just as good
11. Honored retiree
12. Paranoid period
13. Third X, in a game
18. Decade divs.
22. The Daly show?
25. Pokes fun
26. Big name in matchmaking: var.
27. School founded in 1440
29. Hem’s partner
32. Boxer’s necktie?
33. Like a certain prank victim’s house
35. Wrigley din

LAST WEEK: CROSSING THE FINISH LINE

53. Formed a union
55. Fortune named it “America’s

Most Innovative Company”
from 1996 to 2001

56. Lay position at 55-Down
59. The Smiths’ Louder _____ Bombs
60. Minimal pair?
61. Comparative ending
63. Certain GI

36. Tagger’s tool
37. Free
40. 8-Down, publicly
43. Nauseate
45. Navy Pier, some say
46. Exploited, slangily
48. TNT part
51. Shot again
52. Surface




