
HEARING WITH THE HEART

OSCAR CATCHES UP WITH UNCLE ELI
THE ACADEMY IS HONORING ELI WALLACH, RIGHT, IN “THE GOOD, THE BAD AND THE UGLY.”

DAMASCUS, Syria

IN a leafy neighborhood of this 
city, where crumbling housing 
developments give way to 

gated embassies and idling BMWs, 
Janet Moore, a high-end travel 
agent from California, stopped 
one recent day into the cool sleek 
quarters of the Ayyam Gallery on 
a scouting mission. She wanted to 
set up studio visits with the “hot-
test young artists in town,” she told 
Sharon Othman of the gallery. 
The plan was to organize a trip for 
a dozen or so contemporary art 
collectors, the sort, Ms. Moore said, 
who, on hearing that Syria is the 
Next Big Thing, would reach for 
their checkbooks and head straight 
to the airport, few questions asked. 
 “Syria is moving toward 
a very bright future,” Ms. Othman 
said, happy to accomodate. 
 This is one face of Syria 
now, the one that lately has been 
making the pages of glossy 
lifestyle magazines and art-world 
tip sheets. But just before the 
travel agent arrived, Ms. Othman 
had been saying that the gallery 
couldn’t publish some of its fancy 

catalogs here, because the nudes 
in them didn’t pass muster with 
Syria’s omnipresent censors. 
 That’s the other face of 
life here. A corrupt and oppresive 
regime still rules, and newfound 
economic prosperity for a well-
connected class, while useful as 
propaganda, has only reinforced 
a deeper culture of political 
stagnation. Stagnant social politics 
in this part of the world tend to 
preclude much of an artistic life. 
That’s the classic historical para-
digm. Around here commercial 
globalization and the Web, having 
promised to erode the power of 
authoritarian regimes and foster 
new cultural riches, mostly have 
just concerntrated more wealth in 
the hands of those close to power. 
And, aside from a proliferation of 
usual chain stores, boutique hotels 
and restaurants that are today’s 
fashionable excuse for “worldly” 
culture, they have produced among 
Syrians only a climate of greater 
unease. 
 So say many Syrian 
artists and intellectuals, anyway. 
Syria’s economic role models used 

to be East Germany and North 
Korea, Now the model is China, 
never mind that Syria has 23 mil-
lion people, and is about the size 
of North Dakota. But economic 
opportunity for the elite clearly 
hasn’t brought cultural liberaliza-
tion to the many. If anything, Syri-
an artists, writers and intellectuals 
complain that liberties have been 
only further curtailed by a regime 
still trying to grasp the challenges 
of the Web. Every book, art catalog, 
film script and television prog
ram, big or small, still runs a gant-
let of government censors. Fifty 
Syrians can’t congregate in public 
without getting official consent. 
When Bashar al-Assad took over 
as president in 2000, he ushered 
in a brief period of openness that 
came to be called the Damascus 
Spring. But those gains are long 
gone, and now, despite the influx 
of first-run Hollywood movies 
and the token appearance by a 
pioneering Western dancer or 
musician for the odd arts festival,
the situation has got to grasp the 
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MY midlife obsession with 
Stephen Sondheim began 
on a Friday night in April 

14 years ago when my daughter Kate 
persuaded me to take her to school’s 
spring musical. She was 12, a seventh 
grader dreaming of the day she would 
be cast in one of the school’s produc-
tions. I was 44, a lifelong jazz snob 
who viewed the prospect of watching 
teenagers perform a musical with 

dread. We were going to see some-
thing called “Sweeny Todd.” I’d never 
heard of it. Music and lyrics by Mr. 
Sondheim. I had no clue. I can’t 
recall the exact moment, but at some 
point during the first act I turned 
to my daughter with an astonished 
grin. The melodies were so rich, the 
harmonies so gorgeous, the lyrics so 
inventive and lush. I had never heard 
anything likeit in my life. (And this 

was a high school production!)
 I soon learned that the 
Godspeed Opera House in Chester, 
Conn., was also staging  “Sweeny 
Todd.” I practically ran to see it. I 
didn’t quite trust what I’d heard with 
Kate But at the Godspeed I was once 
again dazzled, transported, besotted 
witht the experience of seeing – and 
hearing –”Sweeny Todd.” When I fall 
for something, I fall hard. Yet I don’t 

think I’ve ever fallen for something as 
I did for Mr. Sondheim’s music. His 
songs and shows became central to 
my life, insinuating themselves into 
my heart and mind. I’m a business 
writer, but I’d often find myself, in 
the middle of trying to write a tough-
minded article, haunted by some 
Sondheim song that I couldn’t get  
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“THERE’S some-
thing I want to 
show you,” Eli 

Wallach says, ushering me 
into his apartment on the Up-
per West Side of Manhattan. 
On this occassion what he has 
in mind is a drawing by Al 
Hirschfeld, one of the two that 
hang prominently in the front 
hall: That’s Annie and me on 
our 50th anniversary.” Anyone 

with a memory of New York 
theatre- or, for that matter 
of the Sunday Arts & Leisure 
section of this newspaper- 
extending back a few de-
cades would surely recognize 
Hirschfeld’s affectionate like-
ness of Mr. Wallach and Anne 
Jackson, his frequent co-star 
and also his wife of 62 years. 
Never one to miss a cue, the 
real life Ms. Jackson  

steps forward to accept a mod-
est bouquet of purple irises, 
rewarding the bearer with 
kisses and a version of the in-
candescent smile so brlliantly 
captured and caricatured by 
Hirschfeld’s pen. 
 The Hirschfeld por-
trait is the evening’s featured 
artifact, but the walls and 
surfaces of the apartment are 
thick with mememntos of one 

long marriage, two entwined 
careers, three children, and 
countless enduring friend-
ships. There are production 
stills and candid photographs 
from various movies and 
plays, in which one can spot 
Marilyn Monroe, Elia Kazan, 
Clint Eastwood, Truman 
Capote, and others; pictures of 
and by the couple’s son, Peter, 
and their two daughters, 

Roberta and Katherine; a 
small painting by Clifford 
Odets; framed letters, awards 
and tributes; books by and 
about illustrious colleagues 
and old friends, snapshots 
of unusual trees near their 
East Hampton summer place. 
(Photography is one of Mr. 
Wallach’s longstanding hobbie
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THE BOSS, INTERRUPTED- A three-CD, 
three-DVD box set tells the talent 
behind Springsteen’s “Darkness on 
the Edge of Town.”

AS THE BUBBLES BURST- Soap operas 
used to mean steady work for New 
York actors. But as soaps vanish, so do 
the roles.
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