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For people of 
religion, or none at 
all, it can seem as 
if the end is near.

A Sense of Purpose in Scary Times 

In Chaos, 
Autocrats 
Confront 
A New Foe

Faithful Seek Signs in Crisis

By DECLAN WALSH

CAIRO — When the virus hit, the 
strongmen hit back as they know best.

For Egypt’s president, Abdel Fattah 
el-Sisi, that meant deploying chemi-
cal warfare troops in protective suits, 
armed with disinfectant, to the streets 
of Cairo, in a display of military muscle 
projected via social media.

Russia’s leader, Vladimir V. Putin, 
donned the plastic suit himself, in ca-
nary yellow, for a visit to a Moscow hos-
pital for coronavirus patients. Then he 
dispatched to Italy 15 military planes 
filled with medical supplies and embla-
zoned with the slogan “From Russia with 
Love.”

President Recep Tayyip Erdogan of 
Turkey, a prodigious jailer of journalists, 
locked up reporters who criticized his 
early efforts to counter the virus, then 
sent a voice message to the phone of ev-
ery citizen over 50, stressing that he had 
everything under control.

And in Turkmenistan, where not a sin-
gle infection has been officially reported, 
the president for life, Gurbanguly Berdy-
mukhamedov, promoted his book on me-
dicinal plants as a possible solution to the 
pandemic.

In responding to the pandemic, the 
world’s autocrats are employing a mix-
ture of propaganda, repression and os-
tentatious shows of strength to exude an 
aura of control over a chaotic situation. 
The crisis offers them an opportunity to 
entrench their already vast powers with 
little risk of censure from a distracted 
outside world, where the scramble to 
contain the pandemic has forced even 
liberal democracies to consider harsh 

By ELIZABETH DIAS

Shamain Webster, who lives in 
Texas, has seen the signs of a com-
ing apocalypse for a while now, just 
as the Bible foretold.

Kingdom would rise against 
kingdom, Jesus taught his disciples 
in the Book of Luke. Ms. Webster 
sees widespread political division 
in America. There will be fearful 
events, and great signs from heav-
en, he said. She sees biblical values 
slipping away. A government not 
acting in the people’s best interest. 
And now this — a pandemic.

But Ms. Webster, 42 and an evan-
gelical Christian, is unafraid. She 
has been listening online to one of 
her favorite preachers, who has 

called the coronavirus pandemic a 
“divine reset.”

“These kinds of moments really 
get you to re-evaluate everything,” 
she said. As everyone goes through 
a period of isolation, she added, 
God is using it for good, “to teach 
us and train us on how to live life 
better.”

For people of many faiths, and 
even none at all, it can feel lately 

like the end of the world is near. Not 
only is there a plague, but hundreds 
of billions of locusts are swarming 
East Africa. Wildfires have rav-
aged Australia. A recent earth-
quake in Utah even shook the Salt 
Lake Temple to the top of its iconic 
spire, causing the golden trumpet 
to fall from the angel Moroni’s right 
hand.

But the story of apocalypse is one 

of the oldest humans tell. In ancient 
religious traditions beyond Christi-
anity — including Judaism, Islam 
and Buddhism — it is a common 
narrative that arises in moments of 
social and political crisis, as people 
try to process shocking events.

The original word in Greek — 
apokalypsis — means an unveil-
ing, a revelation. “It’s not just about 
the end of the world,” said Jacque-
line Hidalgo, head of the religion 
department at Williams College 
in Massachusetts. “It helps us see 
something that is hidden before.”

Among Christians, one of the 
most well-known apocalyptic nar-
ratives is the Book of Revelation in 
the New Testament, which tells the 
story of the defeat of an evil beast, a 
final divine judgment and the com-
ing of a New Jerusalem.

While many biblical scholars 
read the book as a story about the 
destruction of corrupt political sys-
tems, many evangelical Christians 
believe it describes the rapture, Je-

In the epicenter of the pandemic in 
the United States, a new cooperative 
spirit has flourished. New Yorkers 
are volunteering to pick up groceries 

for elderly neigh-
bors, queuing up 
outside stores in 
the appropriate 
manner, and 
swerving on side-
walks to respect 
social distancing.

But New York-
ers do not seem 

to be as confident in their voices as 
Italians; they are not singing from 
their balconies. Many do gather at 
their windows each evening at 7 to 
cheer the city’s health care workers, 
and the applause has grown louder 

as the city may be approaching its 
peak in coronavirus cases.

There is no shortage of artists who 
have taken their acts online to help 
fight the boredom of the pandemic. 

D.J. D-Nice built quite a following 
with a dance party on his Instagram 
live feed called “ClubQuarantine,” 
which ran for 13 days straight and 
streamed some 65 hours before it 
took a break in early April. It peaked 
at 160,000 simultaneous listeners. 

Since D.J. D-Nice (real name: 
Derrick Jones) started in mid-
March, the “guest list” has included 
celebrities like Jennifer Lopez, 
Drake, Naomi Campbell, Rihanna 
and D.J. Khaled. Even Michelle 
Obama, Bernie Sanders and Joe 
Biden checked in.

After all the cancellations of 
concerts and shows, Mr. Jones, 49, 
said he had missed the energy he 

gets from crowds. “Sitting at home 
during this quarantine, I started 
to feel empty,” he told The Times. 
“There is nothing like playing the 
music and feeling the music.”

Apparently, the pandemic has 
awakened the desire to dance — as 
well as other urges.

When Kate Morgan saw empty 
supermarket shelves, she thought 
of her Italian grandmother, who 
always served too much food and 
“counted wealth in jars of pickled 
vegetables and preserved fruit, an 
ever-renewing stockpile that meant 
everything might go to hell, but at 
least we could eat.”

She remembers going to her 
grandmother’s house in New Jersey 
with her cousins at the end of the 
summer to help her preserve the 
season’s bounty, including freezing 
sweet corn and blueberries, canning 

peaches, pickling cucumbers and 
eggplants, and filling jars with to-
mato sauce.

Ms. Morgan had the urge to start 
a garden. She got seeds and planted 
cabbages, cauliflower, snap peas 
and bush beans. In May, she plans to 
put tomato plants in the ground. 

She isn’t the only one feeling the 
agricultural calling. But when Ken-
dra Louise-Pierre went online to 
look for seeds, she hit a wall.

“I searched for seeds to grow 
beautifully swirled red and white 
Chioggia beets, fiery peppers and 
enough basil to start my own pesto 
company,” she wrote in The Times. 
“Website after website warned that 
my vegetative dreams may be de-
layed.”

Mike Dunton, the founder of The 
Victory Seed Company, told her by 
email, “It feels like we are selling 

toilet paper.” 
Even those without outdoor space 

are thinking of growing their own 
food.

“It’s been crazy, the amount of 
uptick we’ve seen in the past two 
weeks,” Bryce Nagels, the founder 
of Nutritower, a hydroponic garden-
ing company, told The Times in late 
March. His company’s system can 
grow about a three-meter-square 
garden.

Surely there is an atavistic plea-
sure about working in the dirt, a 
promise of food to come and faith in 
better days ahead.

“With every step, my anxiety 
dissipated, and I felt more prepared, 
and full of purpose,” Ms. Morgan 
wrote. “Every seed I pressed into 
the soil felt like an investment in a 
secure future.”

TOM BRADY
For comments, write to 
nytweekly@nytimes.com.
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prove lethal. PAGE 2

The apocalypse is a narrative that has arisen in crises. “Death on the Pale Horse,” by the American artist Benjamin West, from 1796.

Christians 
believe 
Jesus will 
return 
to Earth 
to save 
believers. 
“The 
Rapture: 
One at the 
Mill,” by the 
Dutch artist 
Jan Luyken 
in 1795.
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Egyptian police have filled Cairo’s 
streets in the pandemic.
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Chinese Fleets Stake a Claim 
To Indonesia’s Rich Fisheries 

By HANNAH BEECH  
and MUKTITA SUHARTONO

NATUNA ISLANDS, Indonesia 
— Dedi knows where the fish run 
strongest in Indonesian waters off 
the Natuna islands. The Chinese 
know, too. Backed by armed Chinese 
Coast Guard ships, Chinese fishing 
fleets have been raiding waters of the 
South China Sea that are internation-
ally recognized as Indonesia’s to fish.

While Mr. Dedi fishes the tradition-
al way, with nets and lines, the Chi-
nese trawlers scrape the bottom of 
the sea, destroying other marine life.  
“They come into our waters and kill 
everything,” said Mr. Dedi, who like 
many Indonesians goes by a single 
name. “I don’t understand why our 
government doesn’t protect us.”

Wary of offending Indonesia’s 
largest trading partner, Indonesian 
officials have played down incur-
sions by Chinese fishing boats. 

Multiple agencies are responsible 
for protecting the seas: the navy, the 
coast guard, the marine police and 
the fisheries ministry, to name a few. 

“There is a lack of a single coherent 
lead agency or a single coherent poli-
cy for maritime security,” said Evan 
Laksmana, a senior researcher at 
the Center for Strategic and Inter-
national Studies in Jakarta, Indone-
sia’s capital. “The Chinese can take 
advantage of that.”

While Beijing recognizes Indone-
sian sovereignty over the Natunas 
themselves, the Chinese Foreign 

Ministry describes the sea as Chi-
na’s “traditional fishing grounds.” 
In 2016, an international tribunal 
dismissed China’s claim as legal-
ly baseless. But Beijing continued 
turning contested atolls and islets 
into military bases from which to 
project its power across the South 
China Sea.

“Little by little, I think the Chinese 
will take the Indonesian sea, the 
Philippine Sea, the Vietnamese sea,” 
said Wandarman, a local fisherman. 

During President Joko Widodo of 
Indonesia’s first term, his fisheries 
minister, Susi Pudjiastuti, stood up 
to countries illegally operating in 
Indonesian waters. Ms. Susi ordered 
the seizure of foreign boats. She had 
dozens blown up. The Chinese boats 
stopped intruding in large numbers, 
fishers in the Natunas said. 

But Ms. Susi’s stance irked others 
in government. When Mr. Joko chose 
his ministers for his second term last 
October, Ms. Susi was replaced.

In the Natunas, the change was al-
most immediate, fishers said. “The 
Chinese boats came back,” Mr. Dedi 
said.

Mr. Wandarman said that because 
of the profusion of foreign boats in re-
cent months, his catch had declined 
by half.

“Our boats are small and wood-
en, and the Chinese Coast Guard is 
armed and modern,” he said. “My 
fear out there is bigger than the sea 
is big.”

ADAM DEAN FOR THE NEW YORK TIMES

Indonesian fishermen say they have seen their catches dwindle 
since Chinese fishing boats have been encroaching into their waters.

President Donald J. Trump said 
recently that he hadn’t “heard 
about testing in weeks.” But right 
now — let’s face it — tests are being 
rationed in many parts of the Unit-
ed States.

Of course, the seriously ill and 
essential front-line personnel like 
doctors, nurses and policemen re-
quire and deserve to go to the front 
of the line for testing.

But there are hundreds of thou-
sands more people who should 
have been tested at this point, if 
more tests were available. Testing 
them would have vastly changed 
their behavior, their self-care at 
home, and our understanding of 
Covid-19, so that when it flares 
locally we would know how to re-
spond in a more nuanced way, rath-
er than shutting society down.

As of this writing I know nearly 
a dozen people who are “presumed 
Covid.” None of them were test-
ed, because they were not sick 
enough to be admitted to a hospital 
— though all were symptomatic. 
Here’s a partial list:

Three 20-something roommates 
in New York, two with mild symp-
toms. One sick enough to visit a hos-
pital, short of breath. No tests. All 
were told: “Assume you have it.”

Also “presumed Covid”: a 
colleague’s daughter and her 
boyfriend, though he had a rough 
two-week course. His oxygen lev-
els never got quite bad enough for 
admission.

And a reporter in San Francisco, 
who went to a clinic with high fever, 
body aches and cough. “Assume 
you have Covid, too,” she was told. 
She was sent home. The next day 
her strep test came back positive.

It is true that a positive Covid 
test would not have changed any 
of their immediate medical treat-
ment. Not knowing likely didn’t 
increase their risk of death. So, I 
don’t fault the doctors for not ad-
ministering tests to them at a time 
of limited resources.

What is outrageous: This re-
source should not be in such limit-
ed supply three months into a glob-
al outbreak. Widespread testing is 
hugely important for individuals 
and society.

If people knew they’d had Covid, 
and therefore possessed at least 
some immunity, they could volun-
teer, once fully recovered, to deliv-

er food to people who can’t fend for 
themselves. They could serve as 
helpers in nursing homes, whose 
staffs are stretched thin.

Knowing the result of a test al-
lows rational individual decisions. 
If people living with others know 
whether they have Covid versus a 
common cold, it impacts how they 
interact with family and house-
mates. If Covid positive, it makes 
sense for the sick person to totally 
isolate in one room and use a sepa-
rate bathroom. An elderly relative 
might be moved out. If a common 
cold, less disruptive precautions 
are needed.

In this season of allergies — 
sneezes and sniffles — and when 
trying to control the spread of a 
virus that can produce only mild 

symptoms in many of those infect-
ed, it would be good to be able to 
test as many “essential workers.”

This is not just a reference to 
health care workers, police officers 
and firefighters. It is also not help-
ful for a food delivery person or the 
guy at the grocery counter to work 
with it, given how many people are 
depending on their services.

Finally, widespread testing of all 
those “presumed-Covid” patients 
who are not hospitalized gives us a 
far clearer picture of this new viral 
disease.

It would allow us to calculate 
how many people who are infected 
with the virus get really ill and how 
many die (the true case fatality 
rate). We are now clueless about 
those things, and because of un-
even testing, fatality rates vary 
widely from city to city, state to 
state and country to country.

Finally, widespread testing 

would allow us to have a better 
sense of how transmissible the 
virus is after more casual contact. 
We know that the intense exposure 
of health care personnel in a hospi-
tal setting often leads to transmis-
sion. But what about the co-worker 
who sat across the office from you 
and rarely interacted with you?

After this period of lockdown, 
Covid-19 is likely to come back in 
lesser waves, and robust testing 
data would be hugely important 
in fashioning a targeted response 
that could be less expansive than 
the miserable and economically 
devastating shutdown we are now 
experiencing. If one student falls ill 
in a class, should universities again 
send all students home and cancel 
a semester — or close a building? 
Or just cancel one class?

Thank goodness that countries 
like South Korea are doing far 
more testing that the United States 
is, which might provide clues about 
how to respond. But America 
should be doing much more itself.

There have been countless 
explanations for the lack of tests. 
Public health labs are not primed 
to do testing and the Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention 
was slow to react to a virus many 
knew was likely to come our way. 
The agency initially distributed 
test kits like Senate seats — equal-
ly to each state lab, rather than 
where they were most needed. 
Then the first test kits didn’t work. 
The list goes on. 

There are concerns, to be sure, 
about the accuracy of the new tests, 
with reports of false negatives. But 
that is no reason not to use what is 
available; the specificity of newly 
developed tests can improve with 
understanding and use. It would 
be a mistake to not expand testing 
aggressively simply because of 
reports of false negatives.

“Presumed positive” may be 
needed during a period of rationing 
and shortage. But “Assume you’re 
positive,” as so many are doing, is 
not good individual health care — 
or good policy.

INTELLIGENCE/ELISABETH ROSENTHAL

Without Tests, We Are Flying Blind

JOHNNY MILANO FOR THE NEW YORK TIMES

Knowing 
the results 
of tests 
could allow 
people to 
make better 
decisions 
regarding 
their health.

By SIMON ROMERO

AJO, Arizona — Motels, mobile 
home camps and Airbnbs in this small 
Arizona border town are full. Work 
crews stream into eateries for take-
out orders. License plates on trucks 
parked outside the laundromat come 
from as far away as Alaska.

Some American states have cut 
back on construction to curb the 
spread of the coronavirus, and hotels 

and restaurants in many cities have 
closed. But in Arizona, the federal 
government is embarking on a new 
phase of border wall construction.

The Trump administration con-
tends that the wall will help prevent 
the spread of the virus into the Unit-
ed States from Mexico, though epide-
miologists disagree.

The construction is raising fears 
among residents of Ajo and nearby 

communities that the influx of work-
ers increases their risk of exposure. 
Some disease specialists in Arizona 
are warning that workers clustered 
in tight quarters could spread the 
virus around the country when they 
return to their families.

“This administration’s priority is 
to get the wall done. The rest of us 
might as well be damned,” said Ma-
ria Singleton, 57, a resident who has 
documented in Facebook posts how 
construction is affecting the town.

Governor Doug Ducey of Arizona, 
a Republican, waited until the end of 
March to issue a directive preventing 
people from leaving their homes ex-
cept for food, medicine, exercise and 
other “essential activities.” He is al-
lowing businesses to remain open if 
they are considered essential, which 
in Arizona includes golf courses, nail 
salons and pawn shops. Across the 
state, at least 89 people are known 
to have died from Covid-19 and more 
than 3,000 have tested positive.

The new wall construction in Ari-
zona is part of a wider plan to expand 

fencing along the 1,800-kilometer 
border, a signature goal of President 
Donald J. Trump. The Department 
of Homeland Security recently an-
nounced plans to build or replace 
more than 140 kilometers of barriers 
along the border between Arizona 
and Mexico. 

In recent days, New York, Wash-
ington State, Massachusetts and 
Pennsylvania have all put limits on 
nonessential construction. 

Ajo, a haven for artists that draws 
part-time residents in the winter 
from around the United States, is 
ill-prepared for an outbreak. The 
hospital, founded when Ajo was a 
copper mining town, lies abandoned; 
a small clinic provides basic care. 
Many residents are older and espe-
cially vulnerable.

While bars are closed and restau-
rants are only providing takeout, it 
remains hard to get a hotel room in 
the town. Workers unable to stay in 
hotels or RV parks are packed into 
rented houses.

“Put the wall on pause immedi-

ately, that’s my advice,” said Kacey 
Ernst, an epidemiologist at the Uni-
versity of Arizona. “These workers 
are potentially amplifying the virus 
around the country when they return 
home. This needs to stop.”

Yet some in Ajo are not at all per-
turbed about the pace of border wall 
construction.

“The wall is a blessing,” said Zakir 
Shah, 47, a Pakistani immigrant who 
owns La Siesta Motel & RV Resort, 
which is nearly at capacity thanks 
to the influx of workers. “Business is 
getting stronger for me now. There’s 
no need to shut this down.”

U.S. Border Wall Work Goes On, Despite Worries Over Virus

ADRIANA ZEHBRAUSKAS FOR THE NEW YORK TIMES

Workers on the barrier in Ajo 
live in close quarters.

 Elisabeth Rosenthal worked as 
an emergency room physician 
before becoming a journalist. She 
is editor-in-chief of Kaiser Health 
News. Send comments to 
intelligence@nytimes.com.

Society can’t reopen 
without knowing if 
infection persists.
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measures.
“Coronavirus is the new terror-

ism,” said Kenneth Roth, executive 
director of Human Rights Watch, 
who fears that a sweeping expan-
sion of draconian powers could be-
come the virus’s enduring legacy. 
“It’s the latest pretext for rights vi-
olations that I fear will persist long 
after the crisis ends.”

Yet the virus also brings potential 
perils for the strongmen. Countries 
like Russia and Egypt are at the 
front end of the virus curve, mean-
ing the worst is likely a matter of 
weeks away. If hit by a crisis as bad 
as the one sweeping Europe and the 
United States, their usual tools may 
be of limited use. The virus cannot 
be arrested, censored or outlawed. 
The economic toll of a pandemic 
will strain the patronage networks 
that underpin many autocracies. 
Leaders who portray themselves 
as saviors are exposed to blame if 
the death toll soars.

And while few analysts predict 
immediate upheaval, a devastat-
ing pandemic could rattle faith in 
leaders whose authority rests on an 
edifice of unchallenged dominance.

“In some places, you could end 
up with a narrow, nastier dicta-
torship,” said Steven A. Cook, a 
senior fellow for the Middle East 
and North Africa at the Council on 
Foreign Relations. “In others, the 
whole thing could come apart.”

In some countries, the crisis has 
given a good name to strong, intru-
sive rule. The United Arab Emir-
ates, an oil-rich autocratic monar-
chy, has one of the world’s highest 
rates of coronavirus testing.

A smartphone app used by Singa-
pore to track infected citizens is be-
ing considered by several Western 
countries. The oldest democracies 
are considering tactics once the 
preserve of tyrants — sweeping po-

lice powers, bans on public assem-
bly, suspended elections, shuttered 
courts, intrusive surveillance and 
closed borders. 

Popular revolts in Lebanon, Iraq, 
Algeria and Chile slowed or stopped 
and, given the health risks associ-
ated with public gatherings, are 
unlikely to regain momentum soon.

Autocratic leaders have cracked 
down on dissent and played up 
their favored tropes. Mr. el-Sisi de-
nounced critics of his virus efforts 
as lackeys of the outlawed Mus-
lim Brotherhood. Mr. Putin’s offi-

cials initially blamed the crisis on 
wine-sipping Russian jet-setters, 
out of touch with vodka-drinking 
ordinary Russians, who imported 
the virus from skiing trips in Eu-
rope. 

But the pandemic has also scram-
bled their plans. Mr. Putin had to 
cancel a referendum that would 
have allowed him to remain in 
power until 2036. And after Egypt 
announced it would make those re-
turning from abroad pay for their 
own quarantine, calls erupted for 
Mr. el-Sisi to turn his palaces into 
quarantine centers. He quickly 
backtracked.

In many countries, citizens sus-
pect their leaders of hiding the ex-
tent of infections.

“Germs don’t respect censor-
ship,” Mr. Roth said. “The censor-
ship might stop the momentary 
criticism, but it could fuel the public 
health crisis.”

The prospect of a global recession 
has caused some analysts to specu-
late that the Middle East could see a 
fresh wave of Arab Spring-style up-
risings. Others say that is unlikely. 
Citizens worried for their lives are 
more likely to support draconian 
measures.

Michele Dunne of the Carne-
gie Endowment for International 
Peace said, “We won’t see the po-
litical fallout until after the health 
crisis starts to abate.”

sus’ return to save believers from a 
period of tribulation.

Some of the earliest apocalyptic 
speculation is found in Jewish scrip-
tures, in stories like the Book of Dan-
iel, as the Hellenistic age gave way 
to the Romans around the second 
and first centuries B.C. and Jewish 
communities experienced violent 
persecution. Some Jews speculated 
again about the end of time when the 
Roman army destroyed the Second 
Temple in Jerusalem in A.D. 70.

As the early Christians turned to 
an external savior and as the Ro-
mans continued to crush rebellions, 
Jewish leaders realized they needed 
to survive in the world as they knew 
it, said David Kraemer, a professor 
at Jewish Theological Seminary in 
New York.

The rabbis developed a system 
where Jews could live anywhere, un-
der any government and live mean-

ingful lives connected to neighbors 
and to God.

“That was the Judaism that en-
abled Jews to live through persecu-
tion, plagues, medieval centuries 
and on through early modernity, 
which was in some ways the most 

difficult periods,” Dr. Kraemer said.
Every year the celebration of Pass-

over, which began on April 8 and 
recounts 10 plagues from the Book 
of Exodus, is a reminder of God’s 
redemption. The Passover Seder 
“says we have been in difficult cir-
cumstances before and we will get 

beyond them,” Dr. Kraemer said.
In the Islamic tradition, the Quran 

tells stories of plagues and of a final 
earthquake that will tear the earth 
apart, as well as stories of finding 
God in the created world.

In mainstream Islamic thought 
there is a distinction between the end 
of the world and the concept of apoca-
lypse, said Amir Hussain, a theology 
professor at Loyola Marymount Uni-
versity in Los Angeles. Apocalypse 
also includes what happens when 
one’s eyes are opened. 

“Look at the creation, look at the 
oceans,” Dr. Hussain said, reflecting 
on a favorite passage in the Quran 
about God’s mercy. “How much bet-
ter is it to have that realization in this 
lifetime?”

In Buddhism, time is cyclical, not 
linear, making apocalypse both an 
end and a beginning. “Apocalypse 
happens and then a new order starts, 
a new social order, new moral order,” 
said Vesna Wallace, a professor of 

Buddhism at the University of Cal-
ifornia, Santa Barbara. “The story 
repeats itself.”

Apocalyptic stories in Buddhist 
scriptures share similar themes, of-
ten including an unjust ruler, social 
inequality, plagues and fruits that do 
not ripen, she said, referring to texts 
from the fifth and 11th centuries A.D. 
Blades of grass become like swords 
— and even the sense of taste disap-

pears (like a suspected symptom of 
the coronavirus infection).

In Buddhist traditions, apoca-
lypse comes as a result of collective 
karma — everyone’s actions toward 
one another and the world — which 
means its outcome can change, even 
in the present circumstance. “It’s 
like a warning to change the course 
of actions, to bring back compassion, 
empathy, develop social equality,” 
Dr. Wallace said.

A stark, binary structure — a clear 
good and evil, a clear before and after 
— appeals when society is fractured, 
Dr. Hidalgo said, adding, “A sense of 
shared external evil can really bring 
folks together.”

The memory of past crises can of-
fer hope — that human beings have 
survived such moments before, and 
that the truths being revealed can 
become a call to action.

“Is it the end of the world? Maybe 
it is, maybe it isn’t,” said Ekemini 
Uwan, a public theologian. “But we 
need to be ready. We need to learn to 
number our days because we real-
ly do not know when our last breath 
will be.” 

GEORGE FREY/GETTY IMAGES

The angel Moroni statue atop 
the Salt Lake Temple in Utah 
dropped its golden trumpet 
during a recent earthquake.
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Finland has maintained its stockpile 
of medical and military gear from the 
Cold War. A statue in Helsinki.
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Autocrats 
Confront 
A New Foe

The Faithful Look for Signs in a Crisis

Unlike Neighbors, 
Finland Is Prepared

By CHRISTINA ANDERSON 
 and HENRIK PRYSER LIBELL

STOCKHOLM — As some nations 
scramble to find protective gear 
to fight the coronavirus pandem-
ic, Finland is sitting on an enviable 
stockpile of personal protective 
equipment like surgical masks, put-
ting it ahead of less-prepared Nordic 
neighbors.

The stockpile, considered one 
of Europe’s best and built up over 
years, includes not only medical sup-
plies, but also oil, grains, agricultur-
al tools and raw materials to make 
ammunition. Norway, Sweden and 
Denmark had also amassed large 
stockpiles of medical and military 
equipment, fuel and food during the 
Cold War era. Later, most all but 
abandoned those stockpiles.

But not Finland. Its prepared-
ness has cast a spotlight on national 
stockpiles and exposed the vulnera-
bility of other Nordic nations.

When the coronavirus 
hit, the Finnish government 
tapped into its supply of med-
ical equipment for the first 
time since World War II.

“Finland is the prepper na-
tion of the Nordics, always 
ready for a major catastrophe 
or a World War III,” said Mag-
nus Hakenstad, a scholar at 
the Norwegian Institute for 
Defence Studies.

Though year after year 
Finland has ranked high on 
the list of happiest nations, 
its location and historical les-
sons have taught the nation of 
5.5 million to prepare for the 
worst, said Tomi Lounema, 
the chief executive of Fin-
land’s National Emergency 
Supply Agency.

“It’s in the Finnish people’s 
DNA to be prepared,” Mr. Lounema 
said, referring to his country’s prox-
imity to Russia, its eastern neighbor. 
(Finland fought off a Soviet invasion 
in 1939.) In addition, most of its trade 
goes through the Baltic Sea. That, he 
said, is a vulnerability.  

There is little publicly available in-
formation on the number of supplies 
that Finland has or where exactly 
they are stored.

“All information considering 
those warehouses is classified,” Mr. 
Lounema said.

But though details are kept a state 
secret, the authorities confirmed 
that the stockpiles are kept in facil-
ities spread across the country and 
that the current system has been in 
place since the 1950s. 

That has placed Finland in a more 
solid position to confront the pan-
demic.

As officials in other countries like 
the United States lament the short-
age of masks, ventilators and gowns 
and the global coronavirus cases in-
creased to more than 1.3 million as of 
April 7, with over 77,000 deaths, tales 
abound of international skulduggery 
and domestic price gouging. Nations 
are competing for medical supplies 
and racing to create a vaccine.

Perhaps in response to the threat 
of shortages, the European Commis-
sion, the executive branch of the Eu-
ropean Union, announced on March 
19 that it was creating its first ever 
stockpile of medical equipment “to 
help E.U. countries in the context of 
the Covid-19 pandemic.”

Several E.U. countries have also 
passed new legislation banning the 
export of essential materials.

When the medical device compa-
ny Mölnlycke Health Care, based in 
Gothenburg, Sweden, tried to send 
masks and rubber gloves several 

weeks ago to desperate hospitals in 
Italy and Spain from its central stor-
age center in Lyon, France, it was 
blocked by France’s export ban.

On April 4, however, Sweden’s 
foreign minister, Ann Linde, said 
on Twitter that after pressure from 
Sweden, France had finally relented 
on the export restrictions on masks 
from Mölnlycke. It was “very import-
ant that the internal market works 
even in times of crisis!” she said.

Norway used to be more resilient 
and equipped to be self-sustaining 
in a national crisis, according to Leif 
Inge Magnussen, associate profes-
sor of leadership at the University 
of Southeastern Norway. But a risk 
analysis last year by the Norwegian 
Directorate for Civil Protection con-
cluded that pandemics and medicine 
shortages were key concerns.

“Society has become very depen-
dent on other countries and just-in-
time supply chains,” Mr. Magnus-
sen said.

Constant Méheut and Christopher F. 
Schuetze contributed reporting.

Andrew Higgins, Carlotta Gall 
and Patrick Kingsley contributed 
reporting.
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Leaders posing as 
saviors risk blame if 
deaths mount.

For some, a sense 
of good and evil can 
bring comfort.

Russian 
officials 
blamed 
infections 
on jet-setters 
back from 
Europe. 
Above, Red 
Square. 
Left, Turkish 
citizens 
receiving 
medical 
care.
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By SIDDHARTHA MITTER

STELLENBOSCH, South Africa — 
For tourists, this colonial town is the 
gateway to a spectacular mountain 
region dotted with wine estates. 

To most South Africans, however, 
it is the redoubt of the Afrikaner elite, 
a Calvinist town whose university 
trained the framers of apartheid and 
where banking billionaires live. In a 
land that is sharply unequal despite 
26 years of democracy, money and 
whiteness feel concentrated here.

It’s an unexpected place for 
a contemporary art show of the 
experimenta l pan-A fr icanist 
variety, with artists from around 
the continent, none of them white, 
exploring economic and cultural 
themes.

Helmed by the Cape Town-based 
chief curator Khanyisile Mbongwa, 
who is steeped in Xhosa spirituali-
ty, and seconded by the Ghanaian 
curator Bernard Akoi-Jackson, 
the Stellenbosch Triennale featured 
major figures on the African circuit 
such as Ibrahim Mahama, Victor 
Ehikhamenor, Bronwyn Katz and 
Donna Kukama, along with 20 lesser- 
known artists and collectives.

For six weeks, the triennale, which 
began in February, attracted over 
6,000 visitors, before the event went 
on hiatus after the coronavirus out-
break reached South Africa. 

The artists and their work brought 
an optimism and energy that con-
founded even the cynics. “It’s not a 
natural unfolding,” said Jay Pather, 
a teacher at the University of Cape 
Town. “It sits oddly.”

Stellenbosch University long 
taught only in Afrikaans, the settler 
language derived from the Dutch, of-
ficially adding English and Xhosa on-
ly in 2016. “The Stellenbosch Mafia: 
Inside the Billionaires’ Club” (2019), 
a native-son exposé by the journalist 
Pieter du Toit, documented the work-
ings of this tight-knit business elite.

For the left-wing Economic Free-
dom Fighters opposition party, Stel-
lenbosch denotes shadowy forces 
that members believe control the 
government of President Cyril Ra-
maphosa.  

“Most of my black friends don’t 
come here,” said Andi Norton, a 
board member of the Stellenbosch 
Outdoor Sculpture Trust, the civic 
group behind the triennale.

Ms. Norton and Francé Beyers, 
her friend and co-board member, 
were the event’s prime instigators. 

They recruited Elana Brundyn, the 
director of the Norval Foundation, 
and Mike Tigere Mavura, a Zimba-
bwean artist and educator, strength-
ening their board with art-world sav-
vy and African artist networks.

The triennale had a budget of eight 
million rand (roughly $600,000), plus 
in-kind contributions, Ms. Beyers 
said. 

“We’re so much more than food 
and wine,” said Jeanneret Momberg, 
the head of the city’s tourism board 
and a former winery executive. “I 
think it’s very fresh and necessary 
that we bring young, progressive, 
inclusive people into the area.” She 
added: “Colonialism, slavery, those 
are all topics that it’s not nice to talk 
about, but they’re part of our heri-
tage.”

Some members of the Afrikaner 
community are seeking to make a 
social impact while they process 

guilt from the apartheid era. “A lot of 
serious liberal Afrikaners want des-
perately to change the paradigm,” 
Ms. Beyers said.

Ms. Mbongwa, the curator, sug-
gested the triennale’s title, “Tomor-
row There Will Be More of Us,” inti-
mating that change is inevitable. She 
said her cardinal values were “care 
and cure.” 

“Care in terms of caring for the 
artists, for the space,” she said. “And 
cure, because the reality of the world 
is there’s so much woundedness we 
have that we don’t understand.” 

Ms. Mbongwa’s emphasis on care 
came through in a performance-in-
stallation hybrid by Ms. Kukama, 
from South Africa, who collected soil 
each day from a local river to tend to 
indigenous plant seeds in a fragile 
bed surrounded by concrete. Set-
hembile Msezane, also South Afri-
can, built a hutlike structure set with 

candles, plaited hair and a wafting 
soundtrack of female voices, dedicat-
ed to “women who did not leave the 
world peacefully.”

Ronald Muchatuta took on his na-
tive Zimbabwe, through painted pan-
els and drawings hung on clothes-
lines, referring to political leaders 
and events. 

Kaloki Nyamai, a mixed- 
media artist from Kenya, came up 
with an installation that was one of 
the show’s strongest, involving sisal 
rope and suspended money boxes 
from the Bank of Uganda, in a shack-
like structure that visitors could en-
ter, minding the large mound of cow 
manure at its center.

The work, he said, was informed by 
the discomfort among white people 
he met in town, and his own discom-
fort at experiencing theirs. 

“This is actual Stellenbosch art,” 
Mr. Nyamai said. “It’s theirs to stay.”

Ambivalent 
Impulses 
Populate 
Her Songs

Dystopian Worlds:
Life Mirroring Art

In South Africa, a Bold Experiment Rises

By DAVE ITZKOFF

They tried to warn us.
In their television dramas, they 

sought to depict the most chilling-
ly dystopian scenarios they could 
imagine — terrifying alternate 
realities in which life as we knew it 
had been devastated by revolutions, 
plagues, technology run amok or 
hordes of bloodthirsty zombies.

At the time, the writers of these 
series — “The Handmaid’s Tale,” 
“Westworld” and others — wanted 
to entertain and challenge audienc-
es with dark reflections of society 
that they could tell themselves were 
avoidable or too outrageous to tran-
spire.

But now, amid the uncertainty of 
the coronavirus pandemic, the peo-
ple who make these shows are look-
ing at their work in a different light.

“You do feel guilty about putting 
these anxieties in people’s minds,” 
said Bruce Miller, the creator and 
showrunner of Hulu’s adaptation of 
“The Handmaid’s Tale.”

“There’s no way not to feel like you 
somehow wished things into being,” 
he said. “But it shows you how tele-
vision, and drama in general, has 
something to tell people about how 
the world works.”

“Altered Carbon,” based on Rich-
ard K. Morgan’s novel, imagines a 

future when immortality is made 
possible by technology — but only for 
those who can afford it. 

Alison Schapker, the showrunner 
of the dark science-fiction series on 
Netflix, said she had become acutely 
aware of how her work is being re-
ceived “when television has become 
one of the fundamental outlets we 
have to pass time and process what’s 
happening in the day.”

She added that viewers’ amplified 

discomfort would invariably seep 
back into her writing. 

“What I want to say as a storyteller 
always comes from the life I’m living, 
and that life has been completely up-
ended,” Ms. Schapker said.

On “The Handmaid’s Tale,” adapt-
ed from the Margaret Atwood novel, 
America has been ravaged by dis-
ease and environmental disaster, 
and remade as a totalitarian state 
where women are enslaved. 

In HBO’s “Westworld,” adapted 
from Michael Crichton’s thriller, life-
like automatons are subjugated in a 
world of declining morals and brutal 
economic disparity. 

While these dehumanizing scenar-
ios have proliferated in popular cul-
ture, Jonathan Nolan, a co-creator 
and showrunner of “Westworld,” 
said they all derived from a shared 
human curiosity to imagine society 
under stress — while observing from 
a safe distance.

Mr. Nolan said that though there 
are utopian fantasies out there 
too, “people are more interested in 
watching versions of the world in 
which things have gone wrong than 
have gone right.”

But in the weeks and months to 
come, will audiences lose their ap-
petites for imaginary worlds gone 
wrong, and instead seek out stories 
where things turn out for the better?

Ms. Schapker said that these 
shows did not need to be turned in-
to sentimental fantasies or dismal 
dirges either. The responsibility of 
storytellers, she said was to absorb 

“the complexity of the moment and 
reflect it in our work.”

“I don’t think it’s time for saccha-
rine,” she said, “and I don’t think it’s 
time to just look out my window and 
stare.”

The cast and crew of “The Hand-
maid’s Tale” were about two weeks 
into filming the first new episodes 
for the fourth season, Mr. Miller said, 
when they had to halt production as 
concerns about the coronavirus 
mounted.

Whatever transpires between now 
and when filming is able to resume, 
Mr. Miller said, it was unlikely these 
episodes would be changed, whether 
to reference real-life events or to ad-
just their tone.

Lisa Joy, Mr. Nolan’s fellow creator 
and showrunner for “Westworld,” 
said that dystopian narratives can 
serve as a psychic proving ground to 
explore in moments of relative calm.

“If you look at history, there’s cy-
cles of war, of poverty, strife, famine 
and disease,” she said. “You know it 
would be hubris to think we were im-
mune to those cycles forever.”

By JON PARELES

Since 2016, Jessie Reyez, a 
Canadian songwriter whose 
parents came from Colombia, 
has built a fervent audience for 
songs that delve into loyalty and 
betrayal, ambition and obsta-
cles, heartbreak and vengeance 
— songs that map the messy, vol-
atile mood swings of 21st-century 
romance. 

The 2016 single that brought 
her global attention, “Figures,” 
is a ballad built on doo-wop gui-
tar that veers between anger and 
tears; it has been streamed 64 
million times on YouTube alone.

From the beginning, Ms. 
Reyez, 28, has come across with 
palpable sincerity. “I’ve always 
made it a point to be authentic,” 
she said via FaceTime from her 
home in Toronto. She doesn’t 
strike simplistic pop poses; 
she doesn’t present herself as a 
creature of pure affection or of 
long-suffering self-pity. Ambiva-
lent impulses flicker through her 
lyrics and her voice, which can 
be sweet or raspy, innocent or 
scornful. Her music, categorized 
as R&B, pulls together the im-
pulses of folky singer-songwrit-
ers, syllable-spitting rappers, 
pop melody and hip-hop impact.

The fans who sing along at Ms. 

Reyez’s concerts see their own 
pains in hers. That can still sur-
prise her. “I never really made 
music for other people,” she said. 
But seeing people connect with 
her tracks has changed her out-
look: “It helps me feel like I’m do-
ing something right, you know?”

“Gatekeeper,” from her 2017 
EP “Kiddo,” bluntly describes 
her #MeToo encounter with a 
producer: “30 million people 
want a shot/How much would it 
take for you to spread those legs 
apart?” she sang.

She released EPs in 2017 and 
2018; the second, “Being Human 
in Public,” was nominated for a 
Grammy for best urban contem-
porary album. She also had guest 
spots on songs by Romeo Santos, 
Calvin Harris and Eminem, who 
returned the favor on the new al-
bum in “Coffin,” a lovers’ quarrel. 

Ms. Reyez was ready to re-
lease her full-length debut, “Be-
fore Love Came to Kill Us,” while 
opening for Billie Eilish. She was 
on the road when the coronavirus 
halted the tour. 

“I feel weird promoting in 
these times,” she said of her al-
bum, which came out on March 
27. “It feels like music is kind 
of minuscule in comparison to 
what’s going on.” She had second 
thoughts: “The whole premise of 
the album was to motivate peo-
ple to think about their mortality. 
Now that it’s coming out, at this 
time, either I’m insensitive or I’m 
tuned in.”

Ms. Reyez put the question 
to fans on Instagram: Should 
she postpone the album? The 
response, she said, was over-
whelming: “It was like 3 percent 
or 4 percent of people saying yes, 
and everybody else saying ‘[ex-
pletive] no!’ ”

STEPH MARTYNIUK FOR THE NEW YORK TIMES

Jessie Reyez’s “Figures” has 
64 million YouTube views.
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The artist Sethembile Msezane and the Asafo Black collective from Ghana at the Stellenbosch Triennale.

Storytellers, too, feel 
discomfort from the 
pandemic.

“The 
Handmaid’s 
Tale” played 
on anxiety 
now felt 
in the real 
world.
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Strange Days Indeed

Pandemic 
Reveals 

Economy’s 
Frailties

With Tests, Germany Leads
By KATRIN BENNHOLD

BERLIN — Felix Germann was not expect-
ing anyone when his doorbell rang. Outside was 
a doctor who looked like she had just stepped 
out of an operating theater, green scrubs, face 
mask and all — and a policeman.

The visitors had come with an unusual pro-
posal: Would he allow them to test his blood 
for Covid-19 antibodies? Every month? For a 
year? Starting next week?

He would be helping to further the science 
that would ultimately allow for a controlled lift-
ing of social and economic restrictions in the 

country and save lives.
“Of course I said yes,” said Mr. Germann, a 

41-year-old project manager at a media com-
pany. “I want to help. This is a collective crisis. 
The government is doing what it can. Everyone 
needs to do their bit.”

With that, Mr. Germann and his girlfriend 
joined 3,000 households chosen at random in 
Munich for an ambitious study whose central 
aim is to understand how many people — even 
those with no symptoms — have already had 
the coronavirus, a key variable to make deci-
sions about public life in a pandemic.

The study is part of an aggressive approach 
to combat the virus in a comprehensive way 
that has made Germany a leader among West-
ern nations figuring out how to control the con-
tagion while returning to something resem-
bling normal life.

Other nations are still struggling to test for 
infections. But Germany is doing that and 
more. It is aiming to sample the entire popula-
tion for antibodies in coming months, hoping to 
gain valuable insight into how deeply the virus 

When convulsive economic events hap-
pen, the implications can take years to play 
out, and spiral in unpredictable directions.

Who would have thought that a crisis 
that began with mortgage defaults in 

American suburbs in 2007 
would lead to a fiscal crisis 
in Greece in 2010? Or that a 
stock market crash in New 
York in 1929 would contrib-
ute to the rise of fascists in 
Europe in the 1930s?

The world economy is 
an infinitely complicated web of intercon-
nections. We each have a series of direct 
economic relationships we can see: the 
stores we buy from, the employer that pays 
our salary, the bank that makes us a home 
loan. But once you get two or three levels 
out, it’s really impossible to know with any 
confidence how those connections work.

And that, in turn, shows what is unnerv-
ing about the economic calamity accompa-
nying the spread of the novel coronavirus.

“As much as I hope we are able to get 
ordinary economic activity back up, that’s 
just the beginning of our problem,” said 
Adam Tooze, a historian at Columbia 
University in New York and author of 
“Crashed,” a study of the extensive global 
ripple effects of the 2008 financial crisis. 
“This is a period of radical uncertainty, an 
order of magnitude greater than anything 
we’re used to.”

It would be foolish to make predictions 
about how the world economic order will 
look in five years, or even in five months.

But one lesson of these episodes of eco-
nomic tumult is that those surprising rip-
ple effects tend to result from longstanding 

It is time for a quick pop quiz. 
Please, no cheating.

Ready? Here it is:
1) What day is today?
Pencils down — that is all. 

If you have 
been shut in 
over the past 
few weeks, the 
answer may not 
have come to you 
instantly. Life, 
for many, has 
lost its rhythm. 

“In this free-
form, kind of weird world that we’re 
in right now, everybody’s internal 
clock is thrown,” Todd Meany, a 
television newscaster in Cleveland, 
Ohio, told The Times. Mr. Meany 

and his station have been helping 
viewers keep track with a game-
show-style segment called “What 
Day Is It?” It is a humorous salve for 
a dark condition. 

“What makes Covid so weird is 
that the physical environment looks 
very normal,” said  Mary McNaugh-
ton-Cassill, a professor of psycholo-
gy at the University of Texas at San 
Antonio. “But we have lost every 
single social anchor that we would 
normally use.” 

So people have been reaching 
for new anchors. And old ones. 
Telecommunications providers an-
ticipated a big increase in home in-
ternet use, but did not anticipate the 
revival of an ancient practice known 
as the telephone call.

“Voice is the new killer app,” said 
Chris Sambar, an executive at the 
American telecommunications 

company AT&T. 
Verizon, another provider, re-

ported an average of 800 million 
wireless voice calls a day during the 
week. That is more than twice the 
number made on Mother’s Day, one 
of the biggest call days.

“The move to staying at home 
has reignited people’s hunger to 
stay connected, voice to voice,” 
Verizon’s Kyle Malady said in a 
statement. 

And it does not necessarily matter 
whose voice they are connected to. 
Callers who are often considered a 
nuisance — telemarketers and poll-
sters — are suddenly finding people 
eager to talk to them, and to keep 
talking.

“People are dealing with anxiety, 
and they haven’t seen their family 
and friends,” Ayala Mitchell, a sur-
vey interviewer, told The Times. 

“They just want to talk to someone.”
The conversations these days 

often turn personal, which com-
plicates the job of callers like Ms. 
Mitchell, who strive to avoid any 
emotional attachments that might 
influence survey answers. Ms. 
Mitchell recalled her conversation 
with a 92-year-old widow who had 
no family to check on her. “It was so 
sad and I thought, ‘Oh, God, I wish I 
could call her,’ ” she said.

LaShawn Nelson, another poll 
caller, knows that anguish. One 
woman she called began to weep 
after telling how she had lost her 
job.  “When they say what they’re 
going through and we just move on 
to the next question, it seems like 
we’re not even human, like we don’t 
care,” Ms. Nelson said. “But we do 
care.”

If people want to keep talking to 

even the unfamiliar robo-caller, it 
makes sense how much they want 
to keep talking to Mom. Alyssa 
Mac Kenzie, who lives minutes 
away from her mother in Connecti-
cut, called her recently to get her 
recipe for pasta e fagioli. The hours 
slipped by.

“We started with the recipe,” Ms. 
MacKenzie said, “then talked about 
my younger brother, then my work, 
then her day, and next thing I knew, 
the soup was done.”

Why not linger in conversation 
when there is no place else to go? It 
is easy to see how people might for-
get what day it is.

 “The difference between Friday 
and Saturday has been temporarily 
erased,” said Dr. McNaughton-Cas-
sill, the professor in Texas. “You 
know you’re not going out today.”

ALAN MATTINGLY
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Scientists are checking blood samples from 3,000 random Munich households for antibodies. A team goes to houses to do the test.

Broad new studies could lift a country out of lockdown, and back to normal life.
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American protests are 
the logical conclusion 
of a twisted concept.

As China Dams Mekong, 
Others Lose Vital Source

Russia Emerges as the Real Winner in a Libyan War
By DAVID D. KIRKPATRICK

TRIPOLI — Early last spring, just 
before a planned American-backed 
peace conference between war-
ring factions in Libya, the aspiring 
Libyan strongman Khalifa Hifter 
arranged a phone call with John R. 
Bolton, then the White House nation-
al security adviser.

Mr. Hifter did not want to talk 
peace.

A former Libyan Army general 

and onetime C.I.A. client, Mr. Hifter 
wanted a White House blessing for a 
surprise attack to seize Tripoli, the 
capital, before the peace talks com-
menced.

Mr. Bolton did not say no.
The attack, launched April 4, 2019, 

backfired badly. Mr. Hifter failed to 
capture Tripoli, overextended his 
forces and restarted a civil war — 
killing thousands and displacing 
hundreds of thousands more. The 

fighting has cut off the flow of Libyan 
oil, injected new volatility into the re-
gion and severely diminished Wash-
ington’s influence.

But one apparent winner has 
emerged: the Kremlin. Russia has 
taken advantage of three years of 
muddled messages from the Trump 
administration to become a critical 
kingmaker in Libya, a geopolitical 
prize with vast energy reserves and 
a strategic location on the Mediter-
ranean.

Mr. Bolton’s call with Mr. Hifter 
appears to have played into the Rus-
sian machinations.

Days before the call, private Rus-
sian operatives in Libya reported to 
Moscow that Mr. Hifter was a flawed 
and outmatched military leader sure 
to fail if he ever tried to conquer the 
capital, according to secret Russian 
documents seized in Tripoli and 
viewed by The New York Times. The 
operatives saw opportunity in his 
weakness and suggested that Russia 
could win leverage over Mr. Hifter if 
it sent mercenaries to bolster his so-
called Libyan National Army.

Washington’s inconsistent posi-
tion on Libya — officially supporting 
the peace process even as the White 
House has signaled that President 
Donald J. Trump favors Mr. Hifter — 
has played a major role in prolonging 
the chaos. The absence of a strong 
American policy has opened the door 
to interference from Turkey, Egypt 
and the United Arab Emirates.

Yet it is Russia that is now best po-
sitioned to dominate Libya.

An arm of the Kremlin controls 
dozens of social media accounts pro-
moting Mr. Hifter and other favored 
clients, including the eldest son of 
Muammar el-Qaddafi, Libya’s for-
mer dictator, according to the oper-
atives’ report. 

The Russian military has worked 
behind the scenes to surround Mr. 
Hifter with many of its old partners 
from the Qaddafi-era security forces, 
encouraging Qaddafi henchmen to re-
turn from exile. The Kremlin also has 
built ties to a potential governing par-
ty-in-waiting, the documents show.

The April 4 attack stunned the 
world. The United Nations secretary 

general, António Guterres, had just 
landed in Tripoli for the peace talks. 
He urged Mr. Hifter to pull back, a 
message endorsed by Secretary of 
State Mike Pompeo. American mili-
tary forces hurriedly left the city.

Even with the pandemic in Libya, 
Mr. Hifter has continued shelling 
Tripoli, even targeting a hospital. 

“This has been Russia’s dream 
since World War II,” said Fathi 
Bashagha, the interior minister of 
the Tripoli government. “To get Rus-
sian feet on Libyan soil.”

By HANNAH BEECH

BANGKOK — As China was strick-
en by the coronavirus in late Febru-
ary, its foreign minister addressed 
a concerned crowd in Laos, where 
farmers and fishers across the Me-
kong River region were contend-
ing with the worst drought in living 
memory.

His message: We feel your pain. 
The foreign minister, Wang Yi, said 
China was also suffering from arid 
conditions that were sucking water 
from one of the world’s most produc-
tive rivers.

But new research from climatol-
ogists shows for the first time that 
China, where the headwaters of the 
Mekong spring forth from the Tibet-
an Plateau, was not experiencing the 
same hardship at all. 

Instead, Beijing’s engineers ap-
pear to have directly caused the re-
cord low water levels by limiting the 
river’s flow.

“The satellite data doesn’t lie, and 
there was plenty of water in the Ti-
betan Plateau, even as countries like 
Cambodia and Thailand were under 
extreme duress,” said Alan Basist, 
who co-wrote the report released on 
April 13. 

The Mekong is one of the most fer-
tile rivers on earth, nurturing tens 
of millions of people with its nutri-
ent-rich waters and fisheries. But a 
series of dams, mostly in China, have 
robbed the river’s riches.

Those who depend on its inland 
fisheries say their catches have de-
clined. Persistent droughts and sud-
den floods have buffeted farmers.

Beijing’s control of the upstream 
Mekong, which provides as much as 
70 percent of the downstream water 
in the dry season, has raised con-
cern. 

“The problem is that the Chinese 
elite see water as something for their 
use, not as a shared commodity,” said 
Brian Eyler, author of “Last Days of 
the Mighty Mekong.”

Some countries, like Sri Lanka 
and Djibouti, have fallen into what 
critics fear are debt traps, as strate-
gic projects end up in Chinese hands. 
Other African and Asian nations are 
worried that China is simply another 
imperial power eager to vacuum up 
natural resources.

The river rushes through gorges 
in China, making it impractical for 
economic activity other than hydro-
power. Today, the Chinese section of 
the river in the nation’s southwest is 
punctuated by 11 major dams.

Yet even as Beijing began its hy-
dropower push on the Mekong, it 
refused to join Thailand, Cambo-
dia, Vietnam and Laos in a regional 
group dedicated to the river’s health. 
Instead, Beijing created its own ini-
tiative in Cambodia. Critics accuse 
the initiative of being a mouthpiece 
for China’s campaign on the Mekong.

Meanwhile, the water reserves 
in China swelled, as dam reservoirs 
filled with the glacial melt that has 
fed the Mekong for millenniums.

“Glaciers are bank accounts of wa-
ter but with climate change they’re 
melting fast,” Mr. Basist said. “The 
Chinese are building safe deposit 
boxes on the upper Mekong because 
they know the bank account is going 
to be depleted eventually and they 
want to keep it in reserve.”
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Tens of millions of people in Asia depend on the Mekong River. 
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A billboard for Khalifa Hifter on 
a street in Benghazi.

Muktita Suhartono contributed 
reporting.
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Freedom to Contract Covid-19
At a string of small “reopen 

America” protests across the  
United States recently, mask-less 
citizens proudly flouted social 
distancing guidance while openly 
carrying semiautomatic rifles and 
waving American flags and signs 
with “ironic” swastikas. They or-
ganized chants to lock up female 
Democrat governors and to fire the 
country’s top infectious disease 
experts. 

For those who have chosen to put 
their trust in science during the 
pandemic, it is hard to fathom the 
decision to gather to protest while 
a deadly viral pathogen — trans-
mitted easily by close contact — 
ravages the country. But it should 
not come as a surprise. The public 
displays of defiance — a march for 
the freedom to be infected — are 
the logical conclusion of the mod-
ern far-right’s donor-funded, shock 
jock-led liberty movement. It was 
always headed here.

Few demonstrate this movement 
better than Alex Jones of Infowars 
(a right-wing website) — one of the 
key figures of the “You Can’t Close 
America” rally in Austin, Texas. 
For decades, Mr. Jones has built a 
thriving media empire harnessing 
fear, paranoia and rage, which in 
turn drive sales of vitamin supple-
ments and prepper gear in his per-
sonal store. The Infowars strategy 
is simple: Instill a deep distrust in 
all authority, while promoting a 
conspiratorial alternate reality in 
which Mr. Jones, via his conspir-
acies, has all the answers. He has 
earned the trust of a non-trivial 
number of Americans, and used 
it to stoke his ego and his bank 
account. And he never lets reality 
get in the way (case in point, hold-
ing a stay-at-home order protest 
in Texas the day after the state 
announced it would begin efforts to 
carefully reopen in coming weeks).

Former employees have de-
scribed Mr. Jones as a master of 
manipulating the truth into a worl-
dview in which Infowars and its 
listeners are constantly victimized 
by powerful institutional forces. 
“We kept saying ‘We’re the under-
dogs’ — that was our mantra,” one 
former employee told me in 2017. To 
make this work, Mr. Jones molds 
the day’s news into conspiratorial 
fables.

A novel virus — about which 
so much is unknown and where 

expert opinion is constantly shift-
ing — is a near perfect subject 
for Infowars to fit the news to its 
paranoid narrative. Uncertainty 
over the virus’s origins in China 
is a springboard to float unproven 
theories about bioweapons. Dis-
cussions about a vaccine to end 
the epidemic become conspiracies 
about billionaire tech leaders push-
ing population control. Changing 
epidemiological models that show 
fewer projected Covid-19 deaths 
(because social distancing has 
worked to slow infections) provide 
an opening for Mr. Jones to rant 
about stay-at-home lockdowns. 
Genuine fears about deeply unfair 
job losses and economic recession 
become reckless theories about 
Democrat-led plans to punish 
American citizens by driving them 
into poverty.

Mr. Jones’s opportunistic 
rantings fit neatly into a larger 
right-wing strategy, which has 
grown alongside Infowars. Just 

as Infowars rallies are tied to the 
media outlet’s financial interest in 
antigovernment paranoia, a few of 
the rallies have been underwritten 
by political organizations with ties 
to the Republican Party and the 
Trump administration. Regardless 
of who is behind them, the intent 
is to sow division and attempt to 
reshape public opinion. As Vox’s 
Jane Coaston wrote, they are “de-
signed to pit Republican-voting 
areas of states against their Dem-
ocratic-voting neighbors, even 
rural Republicans against urban 
Republicans.”

It is important to note that the 
reopen protests have been gener-
ally small (at most, hundreds of 
people in states of millions of citi-
zens responsibly staying at home) 
and do not even reflect the polled 
opinions of many conservatives. 
But they fit neatly into a larger 
campaign playbook and take on 
outsize importance. They take 
place frequently in swing states or 
states with Democratic governors 
and are plastered across social 
media, reported in mainstream or-
ganizations, openly cheered on by 

Fox News and right-wing media, 
and ultimately end up amplified 
by the president. The strategy 
has worked well in recent years, 
consolidating support among the 
Trump base.

As a political movement, the 
Make America Great Again crowd 
relishes turning criticism from 
ideological opponents into a badge 
of honor. Confrontation of any kind 
is currency, and having people 
take offense to their actions is a 
surefire sign that they are correct. 
The MAGA mind-set prioritizes 
freedom above all — especially 
the freedom from introspection, 
apologizing or ever admitting de-
feat. But the movement, which has 
been building since the anti-tax 
Tea Party protests, has created 
a reflexive response among both 
Mr. Jones’s audience and far-right 
Trump supporters.

This response is disguised as 
an expression of liberty, but it is a 
twisted, paranoid and racialized 
version. Unmentioned by the pro-
testers are the workers actually 
keeping America open, many of 
them afraid for their health. The 
result, as my Times colleagues 
described, is “images of nearly all-
white protesters demanding the 
governor relax restrictions while 
hoisting Trump signs and Con-
federate battle flags, as the virus 
disproportionately impacts Michi-
gan’s black residents.”

This coronavirus protest move-
ment is merely the confluence of 
this perverted liberty ideology and 
the dynamics of an online infor-
mation ecosystem that prioritizes 
conflict to generate attention. 
When Infowars-style tactics meet 
online platforms the result is a flat-
tening of all nuanced arguments of 
science and politics into a simpli-
fied struggle between patriots and 
tyrants. 

And so here we are in 2020, 
protesting statewide lockdowns 
intended to save lives while thou-
sands of Americans across the 
country grow sick and die each 
day. That a virus that demands a 
united front — where our public 
health is only as strong as our least 
vigilant citizens — should come at 
a moment of extreme polarization 
is a tragedy. But this moment is 
what we have been headed toward 
for years. And so the “reopen 
America” protests feel unconscio-
nable and yet completely predict-
able. The playbook is not new. The 
only thing that is changed are the 
stakes, which get higher every day.

Charlie Warzel is a New York Times 
Opinion writer. Send comments to 
intelligence@nytimes.com.
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One analyst foresees a shift 
from global trade to regional 
blocs. The Hong Kong terminal.

Economy’s 
Frailties 
Exposed

With Testing, Germany 
Hopes to Return to Normal

By ANDREW HIGGINS

MOSCOW — Nearly as big as Cal-
ifornia but served by only a handful 
of mostly decrepit Soviet-era hospi-
tals, the remote northern Russian 
region of Komi is a coronavirus petri 
dish for the horrors lying in wait for 
the world’s largest country.

Amid growing evidence that the 
pathogen had already breached 
Komi’s feeble defenses, the local au-
thorities moved vigorously recent-
ly to contain the crisis: The police 
summoned critics of the regional 
government to ask how they knew 
about an outbreak in a hospital at 
a time when officials in Komi were 
insisting nobody had been infected.

Among those called in for ques-
tioning was Pavel Andreev, the 
director of 7x7 Komi, an indepen-
dent online journal that revealed 
last month how a surgeon in a Komi 
state hospital sick with Covid-19 had 
infected patients.

Mr. Andreev said the police offi-
cer who led the interrogation main-
ly wanted to know about a comment 
the media director had posted on-
line that said, “It is impossible to 
trust the state, even in hospitals.”

The police intervention was car-
ried out at the behest of Komi’s 
health minister, who was fired 
recently for his mishandling of 
the pandemic. It highlights one 
of Russia’s biggest obstacles as it 
struggles to control the spread of 
the virus in its vast and often ram-
shackle hinterland: a lumbering 
bureaucratic machine geared first 
and foremost to protecting offi-
cials, even after they lose their jobs, 
not safeguarding the public or its 
health.

Unlike China, Russia is not a ruth-
lessly efficient police state but more 
a haphazard confederation of bu-
reaucrats.

Russia’s president, Vladimir V. 
Putin, well aware of his country’s 
dysfunctions, has spent time ha-
ranguing officials in far-flung re-
gions, ordering them to get a grip.

But faced with a pandemic that 
does not respond to the Kremlin’s 
go-to tools of propaganda and re-
pression, Mr. Putin has mostly dele-

gated handling of the coronavirus to 
these same regional leaders. In do-
ing so, the Kremlin has only empow-
ered instincts, deeply entrenched in 
many local governments, to try to 
cover up bad news.

Mr. Putin, in an address to the 
nation to mark Orthodox Easter on 
April 19, assured Russians, “The sit-
uation is under total control.”

Shortly after he spoke from 
his country retreat, however, the 
health authorities reported more 
than 6,000 new infections across 
Russia, by far the biggest one-day 
rise yet. Russia’s total was nearing 
53,000 on April 21. More worrying, 
more than two-thirds of these new 
cases were outside Moscow, which 
had previously accounted for the 
bulk of new infections. Russia’s 
death toll, clouded by faulty report-
ing, stood on April 21 at just 456. By 
the same date, the United States had 

about 43,000 deaths.
After three days of claiming there 

had been no new coronavirus cases, 
Komi, with a population of under a 
million, on April 21 reported 97 new 
infections. That made it Russia’s 
third most-infected area after Mos-
cow and St. Petersburg. Komi has 
since been overtaken by the Nizhny 
Novgorod region, but has the high-
est per capita rate of infection after 
Moscow.

Thanks to the work of indepen-
dent news outlets, it has been com-
mon knowledge in Komi for weeks 
that a hospital in Ezhva, an indus-
trial area just outside the regional 
capital, became a hot zone in March 
after a surgeon there kept working 
despite having symptoms of the vi-
rus. It is uncertain how many death 
certificates have been falsified to 
hide the number of Covid-19 deaths. 
But a number of confirmed cases 

of coronavirus fatalities have been 
wrongly and apparently deliberate-
ly misclassified.

Unable to hide the numbers, Komi 
officials finally owned up to having a 
serious problem, and were promptly 
punished by the Kremlin. 

Komi’s new governor has been 
more transparent, but the bureau-
cracy he inherited still leans toward 
obfuscation.

Ernest Mezak, a Komi legal activ-
ist who has investigated the fiasco 
in Ezhva, said in a telephone inter-
view that he did not think local of-
ficials were under any orders from 
Moscow to lie but simply feared tell-
ing the truth in a system that gives 
little incentive for honesty.

“Putin is not sitting in a bunker 
telling everyone to hide the truth,” 
Mr. Mezak said. “Local officials lie 
because this is what they have al-
ways done. It is a habit.”

Russian Censorship Unable to Silence Virus

unaddressed frailties. Crises bring 
to the fore issues easy to ignore in 
good times.

One obvious candidate is global-
ization, in which companies can 
move production wherever it’s most 
efficient, people can hop on a plane 
and go anywhere, and money can 
flow to wherever it will be put to 
its highest use. The idea of a world 
economy with America at its center 
was already falling apart, between 
the rise of China and America’s own 
turn toward nationalism.

There are signs that the Covid-19 
crisis is exaggerating, and possibly 
cementing, those changes.

“There will be a rethink of how 
much any country wants to be 
reliant on any other country,” said 
Elizabeth Economy, a senior fellow 
at the Council on Foreign Relations. 
“I don’t think fundamentally this 
is the end of globalization. But this 
does accelerate the type of thinking 
that has been going on in the Trump 
administration, that there are criti-
cal technologies, critical resources, 
reserve manufacturing capacity 
that we want here in the U.S. in case 
of crisis.”

France’s finance minister direct-
ed French companies to re-evaluate 
their supply chains to become less 
dependent on China and other Asian 
nations. The United States Customs 
and Border Protection has said it 
will seize exports of certain medical 
supplies. 

“I think companies are actively 
talking about resilience,” said Su-
san Lund, a partner at McKinsey & 
Company. “To what extent would 
companies be willing to sacrifice 
quarter-to-quarter efficiency for re-
silience over the long term, whether 
that’s natural disasters, the climate 
crisis, pandemics or other shocks?”

She envisions not so much a full-
scale retreat from global trade as 
a shift toward regional trade blocs 
and greater emphasis on having 
companies build redundancy into 
their supply networks. 

In a past de-globalization — the 
unwinding of global commerce that 
took place amid World War I and the 
1918 flu epidemic — there was also 
a remaking of the global financial 
system, with the British pound los-
ing its pre-eminence. Signs point 
the other way: toward the dollar’s 
becoming even more entrenched 
at the center of the global financial 
system.

European officials have been 
reluctant to take steps that would 
make the euro more central to the 
world currency system. And China 
has been reluctant to remake its 
financial system in ways that could 
enable the renminbi to become more 
crucial to world commerce.

At times over the last 12 years, it 
has felt as if the world were reliving 
the period of 1918 to 1939, but with the 
events out of order. That era had a 
global financial collapse; a rise of au-
thoritarianism; the emergence of a 
new economic superpower (America 
then, China now); and a pandemic.

One thing seems clear: History 
can be scary when you don’t know 
how it ends.

has penetrated the society at large, 
how deadly it really is, and whether 
immunity might be developing.

The government hopes to use the 
findings to unravel a riddle that will 
allow Germany to move securely 
into the next phase of the pandem-
ic: Which of the far-reaching social 
and economic restrictions that have 
slowed the virus are most effective 
and which can be safely lifted?

The same questions are being 
asked around the world. Other coun-
tries like Iceland and South Korea 
have tested broadly for infections, 
or combined testing with digital 
tracking to undercut the spread of 
the virus. In hard-hit Italy, antibody 
tests — and the potential of “immu-
nity licenses” — have lingered over 
a national debate over how and 
when to reopen the country. Re-
gional presidents have turned to an-
tibody tests as a way to better chart 
infections but also to get a sense of 
which workers might have the de-
sired antibodies to possibly provide 
protection and return to work. 

But even the best laid plans can 
go awry. Singapore took extensive 
measures to stop the virus, and ap-
peared to have succeeded, only to 
have the virus intensify. 

Germany, which produces most 
of its own high-quality test kits, is 
already testing on a greater scale 
than most — 120,000 a day and 
growing in a nation of 83 million.

Chancellor Angela Merkel, a 
trained scientist, said recently that 
the aim was nothing less than trac-
ing “every infection chain.”

That high level of testing has 
helped her country slow the spread 
of the virus and keep the number of 
deaths relatively low. More people 
in Germany now recover from the 
virus every day than are infected 
by it. Every 10 people infected with 
the virus now pass it to seven others 
— a sharp decline in the infection 
rate for a virus that has spread ex-
ponentially.

The Munich antibody study, run 
by the Division of Infectious Dis-
eases and Tropical Medicine at Mu-
nich University Hospital, and partly 
financed by the state of Bavaria, is 
the biggest of several regional stud-
ies being rolled out in Germany. Sci-
entists caution that there is no proof 
yet that the detection of antibodies 
signals effective immunity, and 
even if it does, it is not known how 
long that immunity might last.

The Robert Koch Institute, the 
government’s central scientific in-
stitution in the field of biomedicine, 
is testing 5,000 samples from blood 
banks across the country every two 
weeks and 2,000 people in four hot 
spots who are farther along in the 
cycle of the disease. 

Its most ambitious project, aim-
ing to test a nationwide random 
sample of 15,000 people, is sched-
uled to begin next month.

“In the free world, Germany is 
the first country looking into the fu-
ture,” said Michael Hoelscher, who 
is leading the Munich study, noting 

that other countries had asked him 
for the protocol to replicate it.

Asymptomatic transmission is 
what has made containment so 
difficult because a large number of 
infections are not detected. Measur-
ing the number of hidden infections 
and getting a sense of the true scale 
of the disease is key to fine-tuning 
the loosening of restrictions and 
minimizing income loss and social 
isolation, scientists say.

Some interim results have al-
ready come out.

In Gangelt, a small town of about 
12,000 in northwest Germany, tests 
of a first group of 500 residents 
found that 14 percent had antibod-
ies to the virus. Another 2 percent 
tested positive for the coronavirus, 
raising hopes that about 15 percent 
of the local population may already 
have some degree of immunity.

“The process toward reaching 
herd immunity has begun,” said 
Hendrik Streeck, director of the In-
stitute of Virology at the University 
Hospital Bonn, who is leading the 
study.

The Munich study is expected to 
be more nuanced in its findings be-
cause it follows participants like Mr. 
Germann for a whole year. In addi-
tion to regular blood tests, there will 
be questions about mental health 
and income loss.

“We are at a crossroads,” Mr. Hoe-
lscher said. “Are we going the route 
of loosening more and increasing 
immunity in the summer to slow the 
spread of this in the winter and gain 
more freedom to live public life? 
Or are we going to try to minimize 
transmissions until we have a vac-
cine?”

“This is a question for politicians, 
not for scientists,” he added. “But 
politicians need the data to make an 
informed risk assessment.”

Six days after they first rang his 
doorbell, a doctor and two medical 
students came back to Mr. Ger-
mann’s apartment.

They put on disposable protection 
suits, gloves and goggles, and one of 
them took a small vial of his blood. 
Then they removed and bagged 
their suits, disinfected any surface 
they had touched and left. It took 10 
minutes.

“I was like, wow, it was a perfect 
choreography,” Mr. Germann said. 
“It’s impressive to think they have 
teams doing this all across the city. 
And we’re only like one month into 
this.”

An interim result of the study 
could be released as early as June.

Mr. Germann will get his first re-
sults soon. He is curious.

“You kind of wonder, was that last 
cold I had corona?” he said.

LAETITIA VANCON FOR THE NEW YORK TIMES

Christopher F. Schuetze 
contributed reporting.
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A woman in Komi visited the gravesite of her grandmother, who had died from Covid-19.

Scientists in 
Munich are 
tracking residents 
for a year. In 
addition to doing 
blood tests, they 
will ask questions  
about mental 
health and income 
loss. Frozen blood 
samples. 
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Logo Embodied Band’s Rebellious Heart

My Grandma’s 
Masterful Life

By JOOBIN BEKHRAD

It began life as a tiny emblem, 
something to adorn a 45 r.p.m. single 
or the band’s letterhead. It quickly 
became ubiquitous and probably 
the most famous logo in rock ’n’ 
roll. Over 50 years, the legendary 
“tongue and lips” of the Rolling 
Stones has been emblazoned on 
T-shirts and stage sets in count-
less variations. The logo has 
in many ways transcended 
the Stones. 

But when it was com-
missioned in April 1970, 
its designer, John Pas-
che, had little idea how 
popular — and lucrative 
— it would become.

The logo was to be dis-
played this month in “Rev-
olutions: Records and 
Rebels 1966 — 1970,” an exhibition 
at the Grande Halle de la Villette in 
Paris that has been postponed be-
cause of the coronavirus. Instead, 
Mr. Pasche, 74, shared its story.

Early in 1970, the Royal College 
of Art in London was contacted by 
the Rolling Stones. The band was 

looking for an artist to create a post-
er for its 1970 European tour. The 
school recommended Mr. Pasche, a 
Master of Arts student. He met with 
Mick Jagger to discuss ideas, and 
returned with a design a week later. 

“He turned it down,” Mr. Pasche 
recalled. “I thought, That was that, 

then.” But Mr. Jagger said, 
“I’m sure you can do better, 
John.’ ”

The second version 
was more pleasing. Mr. 
Pasche was contact-
ed shortly after by the 

band’s personal assistant. 
This time, Mr. Pasche was 

asked “to create a logo or 
symbol which may be used 

on note paper, as a programme 
cover and as a cover for the press 
book.”

In a later meeting, Mr. Jagger said 
he wanted “an image that could work 
on its own … like the Shell Petroleum 
logo. He wanted that kind of simplic-
ity,” Mr. Pasche said.

Mr. Jagger showed Mr. Pasche an 
illustration of the Hindu deity Kali. 
Mr. Jagger, according to Mr. Pasche, 

said he was “more interested in the 
Indian nature of it,” Indian culture 
in Britain being quite trendy. The 
designer was struck by Kali’s open 
mouth and protruding tongue. 

Contrary to popular belief, the lo-
go, originally created in black and 
white and used to create subsequent 
versions, was not intended to repre-
sent Mr. Jagger’s tongue and lips.

“I said, Surely those were Mick 
Jagger’s lips!’ ” recalled Victoria 
Broackes, a senior curator at the Vic-
toria and Albert Museum in London, 
who in 2008 bought the original logo 
design from an auction house on be-
half of the V&A. Mr. Pasche, she said, 
“looked rather nonplused and said, 
‘Well, maybe subliminally, but no.’ ”

Mr. Pasche contends his logo was 
intended to be a protest symbol. “It’s 
the kind of thing kids do when they 
stick their tongue out at you,” he said. 
“That was the main reason I thought 
it would work well.”

The release of the band’s “Sticky 
Fingers” album in April 1971 marked 
the logo’s first appearance. It was 
used on the back cover, on the label 
and, most prominently, on the in-

sert. However, an alternate version 
of the logo was used for the United 
States release. Mr. Pasche said the 
design was modified because it had 
been faxed to America in a rush. The 
fax “was very grainy and gray” — 
and the logo, Mr. Pasche admitted, 
“needed redrawing.”

It is the modified version, slightly 
elongated with extra lines and high-
lights, that continues to be used offi-
cially. That was done by Craig Braun, 
who was working with Andy Warhol.

The logo has generated an enor-
mous amount of money for the Stones. 
The British public relations veteran 
Alan Edwards, who handled the band 
in the ’80s, said the Stones “must have 
grossed a good billion [pounds] in 
concerts, record and DVD sales, mer-
chandising and exhibitions.”

Mr. Pasche said he was paid just 

£50 in 1970 (about $970 today), and a 
£200 bonus. It was only in 1976, when 
an official contract was drawn up be-
tween himself and Musidor B.V., the 
band’s Netherlands-based law firm, 
that the designer began receiving 
royalties for his work. He estimates 
he made “a few thousand pounds” in 
royalties until 1982, when he sold his 
copyright to the band for £26,000.

“It sums up the Rolling Stones 
themselves — the anti-authoritari-
anism, the devil-may-care attitude,” 
Ms. Broackes said of the logo. And, of 
course, “the sex appeal.” But she also 
pointed to its adaptability as a major 
reason for its massive success.

“It’s been reworked in so many dif-
ferent ways,” she said. “There aren’t 
many logos that can be tiny and on a 
45 but also be a stage set. That’s pret-
ty amazing.”

My father once asked his moth-
er, the artist Annette Nancarrow, 
what she thought of Leon Trotsky. It 
wasn’t a political question. He just 
wanted her impression of the exiled 

Bolshevik, whom she 
had first met in Mex-
ico City in the late 
1930s, in the studio of 
her close friend (and, 
my father suspected, 
future lover) Diego 
Rivera.

“Well, I was surprised to see the 
leader of the proletariat so elegant-
ly dressed,” she recalled. “I was 
particularly struck by the Parisian 
calf-skin gloves he took off of his 
beautifully manicured hands.”

The answer was vintage Annette. 
As a painter, she saw the part of the 
surface that revealed the inner man, 
the bourgeois fop within the fiery 
revolutionary.

I’ve been thinking a great deal 
about my grandmother ever since I 
saw the “Vida Americana” exhibit at 
the Whitney Museum in New York. 
The exhibit showcased the work of 
Mexico’s greatest muralists, Rive-
ra, José Clemente Orozco and David 
Alfaro Siqueiros, and their influence 
on their American contemporaries, 
including Jackson Pollock, Isamu 
Noguchi, Ben Shahn and Thomas 
Hart Benton. My grandmother, 
born Annette Margolis in 1907 to a 
prosperous Jewish family in New 
York, was one of those artists whose 
work was shaped, and life radically 
altered, by her encounters with the 
Mexican masters. 

She was a cultural boundary- 
breaker in an age of fearfulness and 
isolationism. She was a sexually 
confident woman who fell in and out 
of love with impressive, sometimes 
domineering men, while never al-
lowing herself to become dependent 
on any of them. And, for the most 
part, she has been almost entirely 
forgotten, like so many other women 
who were ahead of their time.

In the early 1930s she was leading 
what by outward appearances was a 
fairly conventional if privileged life 
as a young bride and budding paint-
er studying for a master’s in fine 
arts at Columbia University in New 
York. In the evenings, she would 
return to her apartment to make 
supper for her husband, a success-
ful lawyer named Sidney Pepper, 
whom she had married while still in 
her teens. At 25, she gave birth to a 
daughter named Cherry.

Her real life was something else 
entirely. She joined the American 
League Against War and Fascism, 
an outgrowth of the Communist 
Party. She had her portrait painted, 

clothed, by Sandor Klein; and nude, 
by Igor Pantuhoff, who substituted 
a different woman’s face to preserve 
her anonymity. She met the Mexi-
can muralists — Siqueiros, Orozco 
and Rivera.

She also rented an apartment un-
der an assumed name. Ostensibly, 
it was meant to be a studio for paint-
ing. But, as she delightedly con-
fessed in an interview more than 50 
years later, its real purpose was to 
“learn certain things, sexually, so I 
could teach my husband” to become 
“a little more capable in that field.”

In 1935 she and Pepper boarded a 
cruise liner for Veracruz with a rec-
ommendation from a friend to look 
up an American businessman living 
in Mexico City named Louis Ste-
phens. It was love, and lust, at first 
sight: Annette would later write in a 
letter about my grandfather that “he 
exceeded my wildest dreams as to 
his inexhaustible energy and varia-
tions on the mating theme.”

Annette would return to Mexico 
twice more within a year. For the 
second trip, she took 3-year-old 
Cherry, telling her husband that 
she planned to spend a few weeks 
in Florida. He got wise to the ruse, 
accused Annette of kidnapping their 
daughter, tracked her down to a 
hideaway in Mexico City, and seized 
Cherry. Annette wouldn’t see her 
firstborn for years. My father was 
born nine months later.

Mexico transformed my grand-
mother, or rather, it allowed her 
to become most fully herself. “She 
swung into the dining room with 
a mambo rhythm,” Anaïs Nin, my 
grandmother’s longtime friend, 
recalled in her published diaries of 
their first encounter at Acapulco’s 
Hotel Mirador in the winter of 1948. 
“When I met her she had become 
so international, so well-traveled, 
so multilingual, so at ease with all 
kinds of people, that no one could 
imagine her childhood, her origin.”

Her conversation was filled with 
recollections that weren’t so much a 
case of name-dropping as they were 
an epic of history-dropping.

There was her account of paint-
ing side-by-side with Orozco on his 
mural “Four Horsemen of the Apoc-
alypse.” There was her marriage to 
Conlon Nancarrow, third of her four 
husbands, a veteran of the Spanish 
Civil War’s Abraham Lincoln Bri-
gade, now recognized as one of the 
20th century’s seminal composers.

And there was the time she rented 
out her Acapulco home for $25 a 
week to Norman Mailer, sometime 
after “The Naked and the Dead” 
had made him a literary sensation. 
During his stay Mailer busted down 

a door in a drunken rage, assaulted 
his girlfriend, arranged to watch a 
sex act performed on a donkey and 
finally stiffed Annette on the rent.

A flavor of my grandmother’s 
social life in Mexico from the late 
1930s survives in a letter she wrote 
about an evening she and my grand-
father spent with Frida Kahlo and 
her husband, Rivera. “The food was 
excellent if the conversation did 
turn out a bit spiritless, there being 
just so many topics labeled taboo by 
Rivera,” Annette observed. 

Growing up, I knew I had a very 
unusual, if sometimes narcissistic, 
grandmother.

She died in 1992, when I was in 
college. The older I got, the more I 
recognized her talent as an artist. 
She had always seemed overshad-
owed by the formidable company 
she kept. Where Rivera, Orozco and 
Siqueiros sought to depict Mexico 
through ideological, and largely ide-
alized, lenses of class struggle and 
revolution, Annette tried to paint 
Mexicans as they really were.

In an oil painting from 1944, she 
portrays a peasant couple tenderly 

touching, the man gazing down in 
seeming defeat, the woman looking 
out, determined. A painting from 
a year later captures a boy sitting 
on a stool, holding what looks to be 
either a cigarette or a piece of chalk, 
and thinking. A charcoal sketch 
from 1960 shows a ranchero, his 
face turned to the side, anxiety in 
his eyes and sorrow in his mouth. 
Her only explicitly political work, 
“Homage to the Women Who Lost 
Their Lives in the Spanish Civil 
War,” from the mid-1930s, expresses 
a sense of bereftness, something she 
must have felt at the loss of Cherry.

Perhaps most striking is the con-
trast between Orozco’s famous por-
trait of Annette and her self-portrait. 
In the first, she is confident, alluring 
and glamorous; in the second, vul-
nerable, unadorned. The gap be-
tween the woman seen through the 
gaze of an infatuated man and the 
way that woman saw herself could 
hardly have been wider.

This isn’t to say that Annette was 
a great painter. Some of her work 
is extraordinary; much of it feels 
competent and interesting but not 

compellingly original. Today, she 
might be accused of “cultural appro-
priation,” particularly on account of 
her fascination with Pre-Columbian 
figurines, which she fashioned into 
sculptural pieces of jewelry. But 
having made Mexico her home for 
more than half a century, to her it 
probably felt more like cultural cel-
ebration.

I feel deep pride in being her 
grandson, all the more so as I learn 
as an adult to appreciate qualities 
of her character that were obscure 
to me as a child. Born into enough 
wealth that she could have glided 
past the traumas of her age, she con-
sistently chose rebellion and risk. 
Lucky in the leaps she took from one 
place, and one marriage, to another, 
she kept moving wherever her rest-
lessness took her. She participated 
in one of the great artistic move-
ments of her time, and — to adapt 
Churchill’s line about alcohol — got 
more out of it than it got out of her.

Above all, she was unfailingly 
true to herself at a time when so 
many doors were closed to women, 
and so many taboos enforced upon 
them. The real masterpiece she 
painted was her own life.
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Portraits of the artist Annette 
Nancarrow by Sandor Klein, 
left, and José Clemente Orozco, 
top right. Nancarrow fashioned 
Pre-Columbian figurines into 
sculptural pieces of jewelry after 
moving to Mexico City. 

Mick Jagger’s 
meeting with 
an art student 
led to the logo 
for the Rolling 
Stones. The 
stage at Super 
Bowl XL. 
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