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of lightning.” And off the set, he notes, the 
role has subtly changed the texture of dai-
ly life: news articles about cybersecurity 
“ping a little differently” for him. “And on 
the lighter side, you find yourself by a store 
and kind of checking out a pair of thongs.”

In an intensely physical show, Job 
stands out amid the hulking thugs. His 
work is basically invisible; his presence 
anything but. His intimidating glamor—
featuring a wardrobe of wigs, stilettos, and 
the odd corset—is as essential to Banshee’s 
aesthetic as its bravura action sequences. 
The character does join in the cartoonish 
carnage, swearing a blue streak through a 
glossily painted mouth. Lee seems to savor 
every syllable.

Last September, he returned to Broad-
way to take the title role in The King and I, 
Rodgers and Hammerstein’s classic musi-
cal about an Englishwoman who arrives 
in Bangkok to tutor the children of the 
autocratic king of Siam, who is striving to 
modernize his country. The Lincoln Cen-
ter revival clarifies the show’s East meets 
West dynamics: the central characters’ 
mutual incomprehension is foregrounded 
by a larger colonial drama, in which the 
kingdom tries to stave off foreign interfer-
ence. 

Past versions of the 
script were mined for ma-
terial that brought out 
these politics. The king’s 
first scene has him confer 
with his prime minister 
about Cambodia’s fall to 
the French. “That creates a 
very different atmosphere 
in the kingdom,” Lee says. 
Especial ly among the 
ensemble, “You see, in a 
sense, that they are looking 
to the king to guide them 
to safety, and to steward 
their nation.” He contin-
ues, “The king on stage is 
really only as powerful as 
the others allow him to be. 
If the other people on stage 
do not greet him with def-
erence, then the audience 
has no indication that they 
should feel that.”

On paper, the charac-
ter can be painfully oblivious—an object 
of occasional condescension for Anna 
(the “I” of the title), and thus the view-
er. It would therefore be simple to play 
the king as a broadly charismatic blank, 
onto which these competing perceptions 
are projected. A theatergoer better ac-
quainted with Yul Brynner’s version (all 

eyebrows and spindly severity) might be 
struck by the richness of Lee’s. At its cen-
ter are deep reserves of humor, a joviality 
to match his petulance and pride. His wit 
complements the heroine’s. It leads natu-
rally to the sparring, startling chemistry 
that culminates in the famous “Shall We 
Dance?” scene. In seconds, through silent 
gesture—extended arm; turned cheek—a 
romance unfolds and is foreclosed. When 
New York Times theatre critic Ben Brantley 
revisited the show, urged by readers to see 
Lee opposite co-star Kelli O’Hara, he com-
mented, “It’s as if the spirits of Spencer 
Tracy and Katharine Hepburn have en-
tered the royal palace.”

But being alone on stage spotlights the 
king’s self-awareness—especially in “A 
Puzzlement,” in which he admits, “There 
are times I almost think/I am not sure of 
what I absolutely know.” An oddity of the 
libretto is that he is the only major char-
acter who doesn’t switch to unaccented, 
vernacular English in his lyrics. But Lee 
brings real conviction to the soliloquy. His 
big, resonant voice lends dignity, and trag-
edy, to the broken grammar. By the time he 
reaches the final, beseeching lines (“If my 
Lord in Heaven Buddha show the way/Ev-
ery day I do my best for one more day”), 
sweat beads his forehead, and his chest 
heaves. There’s surprising pathos in this 
scene of a man reckoning with his scale 
in the world. Here’s a king grappling with 
his power—and a performer in total com-
mand of his own. 

Lee as the outlaw Job in 
Banshee, a role he calls 
“liberating” 

The “Little Republics”
Thomas Jefferson’s “fractal” view of American self-governance
 
by susan dunn

“I 
am going to Virginia,” Thomas 
Jefferson wrote in November 1793, 
shortly before resigning as George 
Washington’s secretary of state. 

He was anxious “to be liberated from the 
hated occupations of politics, and to sink 
into the bosom of my family, my farm and my 
books…. I shall imagine myself as blessed as 
the most blessed of the patriarchs.”

What kind of patriarch did this Ameri-
can founder wish and imagine himself to 
be? ask two eminent Jefferson scholars. 

In their fascinating, subtle, and deeply in-
sightful new book, Annette Gordon-Reed, 
Warren professor of American legal histo-
ry at Harvard Law School and professor of 
history, and Peter S. Onuf, the Thomas Jef-
ferson Memorial 
Foundation pro-
fessor emeritus 
at the University 
of Virginia, seek 
to understand, as 
dispassionately 
as possible, how 

“Most Blessed of the Patri-
archs”: Thomas Jefferson and 
the Empire of the Imagination, 
by Annette Gordon-Reed 
and Peter S. Onuf  
(Live right, $27.95)
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Jefferson gave meaning to his existence, 
how he wished to be perceived by others, 
how he shaped his private and public lives, 
and how he reconciled in his own mind his 
status as a slave-owner with his immortal 
words that “all men are created equal.”

Dispensing with a traditional chrono-
logical biography, Gordon-Reed and Onuf 
focus instead on fathoming Jefferson’s own 
perspective and sense of self, carefully ex-
amining his home life in Virginia, his years 
in France, his many roles in American poli-
tics, his hospitality, and his artistic and 
intellectual interests—his observations of 
the natural world, his enthusiasm for mu-
sic and books, his thoughts about religion. 

Monticello was the center of Jefferson’s 
universe. Throughout his long life of public 
service—as a member of the Continental 
Congress, war governor of Virginia, Ameri-
can minister in Paris, secretary of state, vice 
president, and president—the mountaintop 
slave plantation he built always remained 
his lodestar, the home he longed for. 

Home meant peace: discord and argu-
mentation were excluded. Unlike the so-

phisticated salons he had frequented in 
Paris, Monticello demanded no dazzling 
displays of wit and tolerated no mali-
cious gossip. And unlike the unruly world 
of politics, which Jefferson referred to as 
“Bedlam,” Monticello was a domain over 
which he could exercise control. Over-

seers, workers, and slaves who did not 
fit into his “program of willed domestic 
tranquility” were cast out. Even members 
of his family “tried hard to live up to their 

Jefferson’s perspective and sense of self 
finally receive the close scrutiny required 
for understanding this complex Founder.

is
T

o
c

k

Harvard Magazin e      61



M o n t a g e

“A boon to professional medievalists, 
their students and the general 
reader, and every good library 

ought to own the series.”

—Keith Sidwell,  
Times Literary Supplement

new for spring 2016

Holy Men of Mount Athos
Edited and translated by  

Richard P. H. Greenfield  
& Alice-Mary Talbot
doml 40 / $29.95 

 On Plato’s Timaeus 
Calcidius

Edited and translated by  

John Magee
doml 41 / $29.95   

Old English Psalms
Edited and translated by  

Patrick P. O’Neill
doml 42 / $29.95   

Dumbarton Oaks  
Medieval Library

jan m. ziolkowski 
general editor

For a complete list of all titles in  
the series visit: 

www.hup.har vard.edu/doml

Harvard University Press

assigned roles,” Gordon-Reed and Onuf 
remark. “I now see our fireside formed into 
a groupe,” Jefferson wrote his daughter 
Martha in 1797, “no one member of which 
has a fibre in their composition which 
can ever produce any jarring or jealousies 
among us.” Nothing seemed to matter as 
much to Jefferson as his idyll of sweet, 
warm, benevolent family life. Writing to 
his other daughter Maria as president in 
1801, he remarked wistfully that “it is in 
the love of one’s family only that heartfelt 
happiness is known.” 

Monticello, the domain of a loving pa-
triarchal father, was also the elegant es-
tate of a refined gentleman, whose visitors 
would partake of the most enlightened 
conversation America had to offer (and 
of the finest of French wines). House 
servants were mostly kept offstage by a 
clever arrangement of dumbwaiters and 
revolving service doors, but, as Gordon-
Reed and Onuf point out, there was no 
way to hide the fact that Monticello was 
a slave plantation and that Jefferson was 
the master of numerous enslaved people 
whom he could purchase, punish, or sell 
as he wished. The privileged life of the 
man whose Declaration of Independence 
put human equality at the center of the 

American Experiment was based on the 
subjugation and exploitation of a con-
demned race.

How, Gordon-Reed and Onuf ask, did 
Jefferson explain and live with this burn-
ing contradiction? 

His solution, they believe, was to imagine 
a “reciprocal relationship” with his enslaved 
people, while declining to recognize that 
any degrading submission took place. They 
“did things for him. He, in turn, did things 
for them.” Some guests were surprised that 
Jefferson treated his slaves as though they 
were members of his family (which some 
of them indeed were). “How gentle, how 
humble how kind” were the master’s “man-
ners,” one friend exclaimed. “His meanest 
slave must feel as if it were a father instead 
of a master who addressed him, when he 
speaks.” The authors cogently remark that, 
by convincing himself that it was possible to 
be a slaveholder and still have enslaved peo-
ple’s best interests at heart, Jefferson was in 

fact promoting the “proslavery fantasies of 
happy relations between masters and slaves 
on southern plantations.”

Of course, we know that Jefferson often 
referred to slavery as “evil,” but the ag-
ing patriarch persuaded himself that its 
eradication was a task best left to future 
generations. In a famous letter written to 
James Madison in 1789, he proposed that 
“the earth belongs always to the living 
generation” and that “the dead have nei-
ther powers nor rights over it.” Gordon-
Reed and Onuf suggest that this concept 
of generational sovereignty would permit 
Jefferson to wash his hands of slavery by 
withdrawing “from the noisy and con-
tentious world of the ‘living generation’ 
into the ‘tranquility’ of retirement.” The 
enterprise of abolishing slavery, Jefferson 
wrote in 1814, “is for the young; for those 
who can follow it up, and bear it through 
to its consummation. It shall have all my 
prayers, & these are the only weapons of 
an old man.”

Although Jefferson never ceased ide-
alizing Monticello as “a powerful counter-
weight to the strife and discord of political 
life,” the pull of politics proved irresistible. 
His 1793 retirement lasted only until 1797, 

when he became vice president under John 
Adams. Those retirement years were as 
much ordeal as idyll. Writing to Maria in 
1802, President Jefferson admitted that they 
were probably the most depressing of his 
life. It was a time when the young republic 
was struggling to define itself, and it did not 
suffice to live as a patriarch in the bosom of 
his family. Deeply committed to fostering 
democratic self-government, he longed to 
fulfill his role as republican patriot. 

Yet, in Jefferson’s imagination, the roles 
of patriarch and patriot were not discon-
nected; on the contrary, they were closely 
linked, as were their two abodes, home 
and nation.

The kind patriarch’s well-governed fam-
ily, knitted tightly together by tender at-
tachments, was, in his mind, the bedrock of 
republican self-government. Domestic life, 
defined by the selfless and caring bonds 
among family members, was a school for 
virtuous, sociable citizens. The model of 

How did Jefferson live with the contradiction 
between the Declaration and slaveowning?
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the family, Gordon-Reed and Onuf write, 
“would radiate out to the community, the 
state, and the nation. The American na-
tion would, in turn, become an example to 
the world of the capacity for relationships 
based on harmony, bonds of trust, and mu-
tual interest to keep peace in the world.” 

Jefferson’s famous prescription for re-
publican government rested on what he 
called “ward republics.” “Divide every 
county into hundreds, of such size that all 
the children of each will be within reach 
of a central school in it,” he wrote in 1810. 
Each hundred was to elect all local of-
ficials, including jurors, and have civil of-
ficials “to manage all its concerns, to take 
care of its roads, its poor, and its police by 
patrols.” These “little republics,” he wrote, 
“would be the main strength of the great 
one.” Ironically, Jefferson found the model 
for them in New England, not in Virginia. 
“These wards, called townships in New 
England,” he wrote in 1816, “are the vital 
principle of their governments, and have 
proved themselves the wisest invention 
ever devised by the wit of man for the per-
fect exercise of self-government, and for 
its preservation.” Indeed, the goal was to 
make “every citizen…an acting member of 
the government.” He could only hope that 
“in the fulness of time” Virginians and the 
rest of the nation would follow 
the progressive example of the 
Easterners.

Jefferson’s concept of a repub-
lican nation composed of self-
governing states, counties, and 
“wards” which, in turn, were 
composed of family units, predat-
ed the groundbreaking discovery 
of fractals in 1975 by the math-
ematician Benoit Mandelbrot, an 
occasional visiting professor at 
Harvard. A form of geometric rep-
etition, fractals are, as one writer 
described them, “smaller and 
smaller copies of a pattern suc-
cessively nested inside each other, 
so that the same intricate shapes 
appear no matter how much you 
zoom in to the whole.” Mandel-
brot’s favorite example was the 
cauliflower—“a single floret,” he 
wrote, “looks like a small cauli-
flower. If you strip that floret of 
everything except one floret of a 
floret…it is again a cauliflower.”

And so, as Gordon-Reed and 

Onuf demonstrate in their excellent book, 
Jefferson’s self-fashioning as blessed fam-
ily patriarch was inextricably and inti-
mately tied to his vision of self-governing 
communities and a self-governing free na-
tion. Monticello was what Jefferson want-
ed for himself—and, minus slavery, it was 
also a prescription for a free republican 
nation in which citizens could enjoy their 
inalienable rights to life, liberty, and the 
pursuit of happiness. In his imagination 

and in his mind, the mountaintop home 
over which he presided constituted an 
ideal model for the nation and the world. 

Susan Dunn, Ph.D. ’73, McCoy professor of hu-
manities at Williams College, is the author of many 
books, including Dominion of Memories: Jef-
ferson, Madison, and the Decline of Vir-
ginia (reviewed in the March-April 2008 issue, 
page 26) and 1940: FDR, Willkie, Lindbergh, 
Hitler—The Election Amid the Storm.
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Mexico Debates Marijuana
A new tack on stemming drug-related violence

 
by lydialyle gibson

Juan Francisco torres landa, 
LL.M. ’90, a corporate attorney in 
Mexico City, has never used mari-
juana and doesn’t plan to start now, 

even though he recently became one of only 
four people in Mexico granted the right to  

do so, after a legal battle that went all the 
way to the country’s Supreme Court.

For him, the fight isn’t about the free-
dom to grow his own pot or a desire to get 
high. It’s about the catastrophic violence 
engulfing his country, fueled by drug traf-
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Plaintiffs Pablo Girault, Armando 
Santacruz, and Juan Francisco Torres 
Landa show off the permits allowing them 
to grow and use marijuana.  
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