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unfold—as a younger guy, I just
knew it was interesting. It wasn’t like
I had some big overarching question
in mind other than ‘How can I get
out of Hyde Park?’”

In ’94 Lloyd moved to River West
and began spending a lot of time at
Urbus Orbis, a storied Wicker Park
coffeehouse that had at that point
been open five years. His first inter-
views were with Urbus owner Tom
Handley. “When he first started
showing up, Wicker Park was going
through its first big upheaval,” says
Handley. “We talked a lot about things
that I had ideas about, that were a
part of the general conversational
milieu anyway—artist communities
and their positive social impact on
neighborhoods, why they’re inevitably
drawn to low-income neighborhoods
and why they inevitably spell their
own destruction. . . . A portion of that
whole conversation with Rich ended
up being a seed of what he did.

“What was ironic,” adds Handley,
“was that he was such a straitlaced

at age 19), and Nothing Serious, here trans-
lated by Charlotte Mandell, is a brilliant,
painful story even if you don’t know the
principals from Adam.

Louise Lévy has been dumped by her
husband for a gorgeous and vain model
(Carla Bruni, in reality), who also happens
to have been the lover of her husband’s
father. Overwhelmed by self-hatred, rage,
and fatigue and fueled only by drugs and
cigarettes, she sinks into a deep depres-
sion, describing herself as “broken into a
thousand pieces.” Soon she embarks on a
series of meaningless affairs, all the while
popping her famous father’s “brain pills”
(amphetamines) in an effort to be as wor-
thy, intelligent, and courageous as she
perceives him to be. 

Of course none of this helps. Ultimately
she surrenders and acknowledges that
“loving doesn’t mean being the same, act-
ing like two twins, thinking you’re insepa-
rable. . . . To love someone is to accept
falling, all alone, and getting back up, all
alone.” Writing in a very confessional first-
person, Lévy masterfully gets across how
hard it must be to be a woman some-
times—even one who’s beautiful, talented,
privileged, and French. | Jerome Ludwig

ON BEAUTY | Zadie Smith | Penguin |
White Teeth, Zadie Smith’s precocious
2000 debut, may have been a trifle, but it
sure was a blast—a shaggy, freewheeling
romp of a tale. But by the time I got
through her latest, On Beauty, the hyper-
active maximalist spirit of the former
seemed like genius.

Both books concern themselves with
the foibles and misadventures of a pair of
interlocking families. But while White
Teeth unfurled on the raucous multicultur-

intellectual nerdy type, and there’s all
these drug-crazed artists in Wicker
Park at the time. You wondered what
the guy was all about. To certain peo-
ple he got labeled a narc right away,
and he never forgot. I think being
thought of that way colored his
engagement with the community.
But he found a safe haven with some
folks who would become central to
the Urbus thing in later years.”

In 1996, when a scholarship ran
out, Lloyd left grad school and “went
native.” He’d moved to Bucktown by
then, went to galleries, plays, and
parties, and was a regular at the
Borderline, the Blue Note, and the
Rainbo. He soon got familiar with a
cast of locals, from waiters, bouncers,
and bartenders to theater producers,
Web designers, and “facile posers.” 

He thought he saw a pattern. If
Wicker Park was a bohemia, he
thought, it was a newfangled one
whose commercial cachet was tied in
with the reinvention of cities—
including Mayor Daley’s—as centers
of culture, entertainment, and
tourism. He observed that many
artists made their rent in the trench-
es of such enterprises, catering to a
new class of consumers perpetually
in search of the next cool thing. He
watched as businesses like Quimby’s
and Earwax became good neighbors
for trendy boutiques, restaurants,
clubs, Web designers, and, eventually,
luxury lofts and condos.

“It’s this transformation that dis-
tinguishes what I’d call ‘neobohemia’
from the Left Bank or Greenwich
Village,” says Lloyd. “There’s always
that tension, where you want to be
pure, resist the market and the
philistines, but you also want to sell
your art—have it both ways. But cap-
italism works differently now than
the way it did 150 years ago.” 

Lloyd went back to the U. of C. in
1999, got his master’s, and, while lec-
turing full-time at Saint Xavier, con-
tinued his postgraduate work. “I was
more focused,” he says. “What the
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borhoods. Social science tells us that
that’s why they have chances to get
into the mainstream. The reverse is
true for the poor blacks—75 percent
of them live in poor neighborhoods. 

You’ve said this is two books—the
story of the case and your ideas for
getting rid of the black ghetto.
I think that’s playing out in the
America of today. I think ghettoiza-
tion has led to a change in character
in America. In the three decades pre-
ceding Nixon’s election social justice
was in play in society. What hap-
pened in 1968? We became an uncar-
ing nation. Very deliberately, very
successfully, Nixon used the efforts of
blacks to break out of ghettos—and of
whites to protect their neighborhoods
against black “invaders”—to change
the organizing principle of American
politics from class to race. Reagan
built on that, as illustrated by his
ghetto-targeted war on drugs. In
1980 there were over three times as
many black men in college and uni-
versity as in prison and jail—463,000
as against 143,000. Twenty years
later the number of black men in col-
lege and university was actually less
than the number behind bars—
603,000 compared with 791,000.

What’s your prescription?
First let’s do the Gautreaux program
for 10 to 20 years in all the metropol-
itan areas where we have severely
impoverished black areas. Second—
and this is absolutely crucial—we
make it clear that no more than a
small number of families would
move into any given community
annually, so that no neighborhood
feels threatened. If we do these
things, then I believe we have a
chance of ending the black ghetto in
one to two decades, treating a dis-
ease that’s been festering untreated
for over a century. I suggest 50,000
vouchers a year be earmarked for
this program. If we did this for ten
years it would be 500,000 families.
Simple arithmetic tells you 500,000

is nearly half of the black poor fami-
lies who are living in “severely dis-
tressed” urban census tracks.

Surely there are objections to this?
There’s lots of nitty-gritty objections
about cost and feasibility and other
matters, and in the book I try to
respond to them.

Isn’t the main objection that this is
more of the usual starry-eyed-liberal
stuff?
You mean what makes me think that
the country that’s treated blacks the
way we have throughout our history
would ever do what I’m talking
about? Isn’t this an indulgent fanta-
sy? Well, here’s my answer. I’m not
sure, but history is full of close calls
and surprises.   v




