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T I M E  O F F  O P E N E R

IN 28 YEARS LATER, THE ZOMBIES ARE EVOLVING. 
Scratch that—the infected are evolving. It may seem 
like an insigni�cant distinction, but the word choice 
has long meant something to director Danny Boyle, 

who has returned to helm the highly anticipated third �lm 
in the post apocalyptic horror franchise, nearly a quarter-
century after unleashing his innovative outbreak thriller 
28 Days Later. “We had this thing about ‘No, they’re not 
zombies. They’re infected,’” he says. “We wanted them to 
behave in a di�erent way physically, but they also weren’t 
undead. They could die and they will die, but so will you if 
they catch you.”

Proper terminology notwithstanding, 28 Days Later be-
came a big old zombie success story anyway. After hitting 
theaters in the U.K. in November 2002 then making its way 
across the pond the following June, Boyle’s culture- shifting 
collaboration with screenwriter Alex Garland caught on 
like a contagion, earning more than $80 million worldwide 
against a reported budget of $8 million. Boyle’s second 
movie based on a Garland novel or screenplay—following 
2000’s The Beach—28 Days follows Cillian Murphy’s bike 
courier Jim, who wakes up from a coma in an abandoned 
London hospital to �nd the so-called Rage Virus has dev-
astated the U.K. The result of human experimentation 
on chimps gone wrong, it has left hordes of shockingly 
fast, uncontrollably aggressive, and rabidly bloodthirsty 
infected in its wake.

Now, over two decades later, 28 Years Later breathes 
new life into the franchise’s infection allegory in a world 
that is still recovering from a yearslong global pandemic. 
The original �lm may have been a smash in part because of 
its propulsive new take on a genre, but its appeal was never 
just its thrills and chills. The story remains a cautionary po-
litical tale about the ways in which people, when failed by 
institutions, resort to violence against one another.

28 DAYS LATER reinvigorated zombies for the modern 
era by reimagining how the undead, or infected, were al-
lowed to move. Gone were the slow, shambling monsters 
that George A. Romero’s 1968 classic The Night of the Liv-
ing Dead had established as the zombie status quo. Here 
instead were a new brand of barbaric creatures that could 
take chase at a terrifyingly relentless clip. “It made a lot of 
sense that they would be much scarier if they could move 
at enormous speed,” Boyle says. “But, at the time, that was 
quite a radical change.”

Boyle shot 28 Days’ deserted London scenes in 
July 2001, just a little over a month before 9/11, and says 
the circumstances surrounding its release changed the na-
ture of the movie entirely. “It was the �rst �lm that came 
out after that was really about citywide terror and the idea 
that these cities, which seem so incredibly permanent and 
magni�cent and omnipotent, could be changed just like 
that,” he says. “They could be robbed of the reason they 
have to be there, which is the people. Cities without people 
in them make no sense. So that’s part of the reason we re-
sisted the word zombie, because it allowed us to create our 
own identity.”

What followed was a decade-plus 
boom of, sorry, zombie- related media 
that capitalized on the public’s re-
newed interest in the horror sub-
genre. This period saw the release of 
horror hits like 2004’s Dawn of the 
Dead, 2007’s 28 Weeks Later (a sequel 
directed by Juan Carlos Fresnadillo 
on which Boyle and Garland served 
as executive producers), and 2013’s 
World War Z. It also gave rise to be-
loved parody �lms like 2004’s Shaun of 
the Dead and 2009’s Zombieland. And 
it led to the trend successfully spread-
ing to other mediums, as evidenced by 
11 seasons of The Walking Dead TV se-
ries and video games like Call of Duty: 
Black Ops and The Last of Us (which 
also went the infected route).

With 28 Years Later, in theaters 
June 20, Boyle returns to the scene 
of the outbreak nearly three de-
cades after the Rage Virus �rst rav-
aged society. The new movie follows 
12-year-old Spike (Al�e Williams) as 
he leaves the safety of the secluded 
Holy Island community—a section of 
land connected to the U.K. mainland 
solely by a tidal causeway—to explore 
what lies beyond the only home he’s 
ever known. Aaron Taylor- Johnson 
and Jodie Comer star as Spike’s 

△
Boyle with 

Williams and 
Taylor-Johnson 
during �lming
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parents, Jamie and Isla, while Ralph 
Fiennes plays Dr. Kelson, a mysteri-
ous survivor Spike encounters on his 
travels. Early on in the film, which was 
also written by Garland, we learn the 
infection was ultimately contained to 
the U.K., after it was quarantined and 
left to its own devices as the rest of the 
world moved on. 

“We wanted to do something that 
forced us to look at our own land 
rather than having the virus become 
an international contagion, as was 
hinted at by 28 Weeks Later,” Boyle 
says. “So we said, let’s just make it 
based in the U.K. and, like in the first 
film, all the characters are British and 
they’ve all got to solve these problems 
themselves. There’s no external force 
that’s going to come in and save them.”

This narrative was partially in-
spired by Brexit, the U.K.’s 2020 with-
drawal from the European Union, 
which Boyle refers to as the country 
“looking backwards.” But the film’s 
focus on the ways in which civilization 
would rebuild itself after an apocalyp-
tic event was also greatly informed by 
the COVID-19 pandemic.

“When COVID first happened, we 
wore gloves, we disinfected groceries,” 
he says. “But gradually over time, you 

‘We resisted the word 
zombie, because it 

allowed us to create 
our own identity.’ 

DANNY BOYLE, DIRECTOR

start taking more risks. You don’t stay 
in that super-alert stage. You evolve. 
And so it is in 28 Years. They begin to 
take risks. Jamie takes his 12-year-old 
son to the mainland even though, as 
the mom says, that’s f-cking crazy.”

The specter of COVID-19 also 
played a role in how the film depicts 
its characters paying tribute to those 
who were lost to the Rage Virus, par-
ticularly in a stunning physical monu-
ment best left to discover while watch-
ing the movie. “That act of dignity 
humanizes us,” Boyle says. “They’re 
dead. They’re gone. But you remem-
ber them and you honor them.”

Isla’s concerns about spIke ven-
turing away from home are justified. 
The infected are still everywhere, sur-
viving after the virus acted like a ste-
roid on certain individuals, resulting 
in a larger and stronger breed known 
as Alphas. “The virus is alive, so it will 
mutate,” Boyle says. “Because it ex-
pends so much energy in people, it has 
found hosts who have learned to hunt 
in order to feed that energy. And when 
you hunt, you organize. So they’ve 
begun to hunt in packs with Alphas as 
their leaders.” Those types of primal 
instincts build on the infected arche-
type Garland and Boyle created: a far 
cry from mindless zombies limping 
along in search of brains, they’re an 
altogether more terrifying threat to 
Spike and the rest of his community.

28 Years Later may appear to be ar-
riving on the tail end of the zombie 
fad. But the appetite for this particu-
lar property seems undiminished. In 
December, the official 28 Years trailer 
earned the second most views in the 
first 24 hours after its release of any 
horror- movie trailer ever, behind 
only the trailer for 2019’s It Chapter 
Two. Following record ticket presales, 
it was also tracking for a franchise-
best opening weekend of $34 million 

at the domestic box office. 
Its appeal is bolstered by the fact 

that in the 23 years since 28 Days 
Later, Boyle hasn’t made anything re-
motely resembling a zombie movie. In 
the wake of 2004’s Millions, his dram-
edy follow-up to 28 Days, Boyle went 
on to direct such major award con-
tenders as 2008’s Slumdog Millionaire 
(which took home the Oscar for Best 
Picture), 2010’s 127 Hours, and 2015’s 
Steve Jobs. To some, it may seem like 
there’s no thematic through line to 
Boyle’s body of work. But the film-
maker says he was once persuasively 
informed otherwise.

“I was absolutely convinced that 
every film I made was completely 
different,” he says. “Then I met this 
French journalist who told me, ‘All 
your films are exactly the same. You 
have a protagonist, they’re almost al-
ways male, and they face insurmount-
able odds before overcoming them.’ 
And that’s true.”

This time, the journey to overcome 
those odds will take three movies, 
beginning with 28 Years Later. After 
waiting so long to deliver a follow-up 
to their original offering, Boyle and 
Garland decided the rest of the story 
deserved to be told over the course of 
a trilogy. “This idea came up of three 
films that are complete and satisfy-
ing in their own right, but are linked,” 
Boyle says. “There’s a character arc 
that runs throughout.”

While Garland is writing all three 
scripts, Nia DaCosta (Candyman, The 
Marvels) was tapped to direct the sec-
ond installment, 28 Years Later: The 
Bone Temple, a decision Boyle says 
was intended to “break up the boys’ 
club.” The Bone Temple was filmed 
back-to-back with its predecessor 
and is slated to hit theaters in January 
2026. Boyle will then return to the di-
rector’s seat for the third film, which 
he hints will be “a bigger story about 
redemption” centered on Murphy’s 
Jim, bringing the series full circle. 

Three movies into this saga, with 
two still to come, does Boyle ulti-
mately care how people classify his 
horror magnum opus? “You can call 
it whatever you like,” he says. “I just 
hope you enjoy it, and you feel it 
deserves to be there.”  □O
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in The Third season of hBo’s The Gilded AGe, a froThy 
costume drama set amid the robber barons and socialites of 
1880s New York City, a servant suddenly comes into money. 
So much of it, in fact, that he’ll never have to work again. But 
instead of seizing his newfound freedom, the man keeps his 
windfall a secret and continues toiling below stairs. He sim-
ply can’t imagine leaving a household staff that has become 
his surrogate family.

Even for a show that’s famous for its silliness, this is a ri-
diculous storyline. No one in their right mind would choose 
a 19th century servant’s labors as a hobby. It isn’t surpris-
ing, though, to see The Gilded Age telegraph such compla-
cency among the lower classes or alarm at the prospect of 
sudden social mobility. Created by Downton Abbey master-
mind Julian Fellowes, a bona fde aristocrat and Conser-
vative politician in his home country of Britain, the series 
aspires to be more than what it is: a historical soap par ex-
cellence decked out in prestige drag. Successful or not, it’s 
a reflection on the American Dream of equal opportunity 
as pursued by the self-made strivers of its era. Season 3, in 
particular, suggests that Fellowes does not wholly approve.

This is the season where things start to get real for the 
show’s quintessential dreamers: George (Morgan Spec-
tor) and Bertha Russell (Carrie Coon). Born into undistin-
guished families, this cartoonishly ambitious couple hus-
tled to make George a titan of industry. Season 1 saw them 
and their nearly grown children, Larry (Harry Richardson) 

and Gladys (Taissa Farmiga), move 
into an ostentatious mansion on old-
money 61st Street. Bertha set about 
scheming to rule high society the way 
her husband dominated business. By 
the second- season fnale, her triumph 
in championing the new Metropolitan 
Opera had cemented the family’s ar-
rival. But in the new episodes, Bertha’s 
obsession with marrying off Gladys, 
against her will, to a British duke (Ben 
Lamb), divides the Russells. In a par-
allel overreach—one that could bank-
rupt him—George insists on trying to 
build a cross- country railroad during 
an economic downturn. Unstable as 
they are, Fellowes implies, the Rus-
sells could fall as quickly as they rose.

Holding steady in more modest, 
dated luxury across the street are the 
show’s true heroes: quippy society 
widow Agnes Van Rhijn (Christine 
Baranski) and her tenderhearted sis-
ter Ada Forte (Cynthia Nixon), who’d 
resigned herself to spinsterhood be-
fore meeting a kind reverend (Robert 
Sean Leonard) in Season 2. Alas, the 
marriage was short; he died of cancer 
almost immediately, and the meek—
that is, Ada—inherited everything. 
It was a convenient twist, seeing as 
Agnes’ troubled son, Oscar (Blake Rit-
son), had just been swindled out of 
their family’s riches. The big drama 
among the sisters, this season, is Ada’s 
struggle to wrest control of the house-
hold from Agnes, now that she’s pay-
ing the bills. Nothing really changes, 
though—and in Fellowes’ world, tradi-
tion and consistency are virtues.

The Gilded AGe isn’t entirely op-
posed to progress. Haughty as she can 
be about the “new people,” Agnes, 
like Downton’s imperious Violet 
Crawley before her, has a good heart. 
She’s open-minded enough to em-
ploy a young Black writer, Peggy Scott 
(Denée Benton), as her secretary. 
This season, Peggy falls ill at the sis-
ters’ home, and they are horrifed to 
see their family doctor refuse to treat 

In 
Fellowes’ 

world, 
tradition is 

a virtue

REVIEW

The American Dream, glimpsed 
through skeptical British eyes
BY JUDY BERMAN

T I M E  O F F  T E L E V I S I O N

◁
McDonald and 
Benton as mother 
and daughter
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her. When Peggy’s parents (Audra 
McDonald and John Douglas Thomp-
son) arrive with their own physician, 
Dr. Kirkland (Jordan Donica), Agnes 
and Ada graciously receive them at the 
front door. (A romance soon blossoms 
between doctor and patient, in one of 
the season’s best storylines, bringing 
McDonald’s character into delicious 
conflict with his snooty mom, played 
by Phylicia Rashad.) Populated by 
strong female personalities, the show 
also gets behind the feminist causes 
of its time, like women’s suffrage. It’s 
sympathetic to the plight of divorced 
women, then considered too scandal-
ous to be received in polite society. 

What Fellowes can’t countenance 
are privileged people who lack the 
magnanimity befitting their rank and, 
most of all, servants who are insuf-
ficiently grateful to their benevolent 
employers. If the Russells are pre-
sented as morally ambiguous anti-
heroes, then one of the season’s only 
true villains is a member of their staff 
who leaks intel on the family to the 
press. “Money is money,” this osten-
sible monster sniffs when caught. 
Never does anyone ask if Bertha is ad-
equately compensating her employ-
ees, nor do we get to know the culprit 
well enough to understand the con-
text for the crime. Three seasons in, 
The Gilded Age has barely explored 
its huge cast of servant characters. 
Like Downton, it has more sympathy 
for—and curiosity about—aristocrats 
desperate to keep fortunes they didn’t 
earn than it does for workers whose 
pursuit of happiness is enshrined in 
America’s founding documents.

Through his characters, Fellowes 
communicates his approval for a more 
compassionate and inclusive upper 
crust. Yet the question of whether 
class-based gatekeeping and the eco-
nomic stratification that enables it 
might be, in themselves, social ills 
isn’t up for debate. (Would Agnes and 
Ada treat the Scotts with the same re-
spect if they weren’t refined members 
of the Black bourgeoisie?) Rather, the 
social scene is presumed to be inher-
ently good and worthy of preservation. 
As Ada observes, “Society’s changed, 
Agnes. The trick is to accommodate the 
new without upsetting the boat.” □

Smoke gets off to an insufferable 

start. Freighted with procedural cli-start. Freighted with procedural cli-

chés, the Apple TV+ thriller follows chés, the Apple TV+ thriller follows 

a mismatched law- enforcement a mismatched law- enforcement 

duo tracking two prolific arsonists. duo tracking two prolific arsonists. 

Dave Gudsen (Taron Egerton) is an Dave Gudsen (Taron Egerton) is an 

arson investigator with a standoff-arson investigator with a standoff-

ish stepson and literary ambitions. ish stepson and literary ambitions. 

His new partner: police detective His new partner: police detective 

Michelle Calderone (Jurnee Smol-Michelle Calderone (Jurnee Smol-

lett), an ex-Marine who’s sleeping lett), an ex-Marine who’s sleeping 

with a superior. Initial tension gives with a superior. Initial tension gives 

way to drunken bonding. Preten-way to drunken bonding. Preten-

tious stylistic choices exacerbate tious stylistic choices exacerbate 

the lazy setup. Episodes open the lazy setup. Episodes open 

with dictionary definitions of with dictionary definitions of 

thematically appropriate words thematically appropriate words 

(transmogrification) on title cards. (transmogrification) on title cards. 

There are arty shots of billowing There are arty shots of billowing 

infernos. A mournful Thom Yorke infernos. A mournful Thom Yorke 

song soundtracks the credits. In song soundtracks the credits. In 

voice-over, Dave expounds, hackily, voice-over, Dave expounds, hackily, 

on the annihilating power of fire.on the annihilating power of fire.

After two interminable epi-After two interminable epi-

sodes, a bombshell resets the sodes, a bombshell resets the 

show, eliminating some of its show, eliminating some of its 

worst excesses and contextual-worst excesses and contextual-

izing others. Smoke becomes izing others. Smoke becomes 

watchable. Yet in its swerve away watchable. Yet in its swerve away 

from one egregious set of tropes, from one egregious set of tropes, 

it embraces others that are, if it embraces others that are, if 

less irritating, almost as tired. less irritating, almost as tired. 

An emerging critique of aggrieved An emerging critique of aggrieved 

white machismo comes off, mostly, white machismo comes off, mostly, 

as a shallow topical hook.as a shallow topical hook.

Like so many disappointing Like so many disappointing 

Apple TV+ projects, from Nicole Kid-Apple TV+ projects, from Nicole Kid-

man’s Roar to Billy Crystal’s Before, man’s Roar to Billy Crystal’s Before, 

the series substitutes marquee the series substitutes marquee 

names for quality control. Loosely names for quality control. Loosely 

based on the true-crime podcast 

Firebug, it was developed by one Firebug, it was developed by one 

of Hollywood’s favorite authors, of Hollywood’s favorite authors, 

Dennis Lehane (Shutter Island, Dennis Lehane (Shutter Island, 

Mystic River), who helmed Apple’s Mystic River), who helmed Apple’s 

well- received 2022 miniseries well- received 2022 miniseries 

Black Bird. The cast includes John Black Bird. The cast includes John 

Leguizamo, Greg Kinnear, and Anna Leguizamo, Greg Kinnear, and Anna 

Chlumsky. Ntare Guma Mbaho Chlumsky. Ntare Guma Mbaho Chlumsky. Ntare Guma Mbaho 

Mwine, a standout in The Chi and Mwine, a standout in The Chi and 

Treme, brings a fragile authenticity Treme, brings a fragile authenticity 

to the tricky but pivotal role of a to the tricky but pivotal role of a to the tricky but pivotal role of a 

maladjusted fast-food worker.maladjusted fast-food worker.

But the actors are poorly served But the actors are poorly served 

by the material. Kinnear is miscast by the material. Kinnear is miscast 

as the detectives’ folksy, compla-as the detectives’ folksy, compla-

cent boss. Leguizamo’s character cent boss. Leguizamo’s character 

is too broadly sleazy, Chlumsky’s is too broadly sleazy, Chlumsky’s is too broadly sleazy, Chlumsky’s 

too bland. At the story’s forefront, too bland. At the story’s forefront, 

Michelle is a dated Strong Female Michelle is a dated Strong Female 

Character with a maudlin history Character with a maudlin history 

of trauma. Egerton, an executive of trauma. Egerton, an executive 

producer, has taken on a role so producer, has taken on a role so 

elastic, and so clearly shaped by elastic, and so clearly shaped by 

the need for frequent cliff-hangers, the need for frequent cliff-hangers, 

it barely holds together.it barely holds together.

Populated by unhinged men and Populated by unhinged men and 

masochistic women, and punctu-masochistic women, and punctu-

ated by fiery, increasingly histrionic ated by fiery, increasingly histrionic 

set pieces, Smoke fails to reconcile set pieces, Smoke fails to reconcile 

its mood of noirish nihilism with its mood of noirish nihilism with 

its efforts at social commentary. its efforts at social commentary. 

Despite feinting toward subver-Despite feinting toward subver-

sion, Lehane has produced a sion, Lehane has produced a 

typical—overlong, caricature- laden, typical—overlong, caricature- laden, 

easy to watch but also to forget—easy to watch but also to forget—

streaming crime show. —J.B.streaming crime show. —J.B.

SMOKE drops new episodes on Fridays SMOKE drops new episodes on Fridays 

through Aug. 15 on Apple TV+through Aug. 15 on Apple TV+through Aug. 15 on Apple TV+

REVIEW

Smoke sends mixed signals 
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graduate school. Sorry, Baby moves backward 
and forward in time, recounting the events lead-
ing up to the assault as well as its aftermath, dur-
ing which Agnes struggles with the gray areas of 
sexual trauma, the jumble of anger, guilt, and re-
crimination the victim is often left to deal with. 

The evenT isn’T dramaTized, but Agnes’ 
description of it is filled with anguish, not just 
because it caused her physical and emotional 
pain, but because she’d liked and trusted the 
perpetrator— maybe she even thought she might 
be sexually attracted to him, though in a key 
moment, she realized she was not. Victor, in 
both this performance and the shaping of the 
film, isn’t afraid to explore those mixed feel-
ings. Somehow it’s expected that all rape vic-
tims should feel a certain way: there ought to 
be unmitigated anger, or a thirst for vengeance. 
Victor treads into subtler territory here. Agnes 
doesn’t press charges against her rapist, explain-
ing, “I want him to stop being someone who does 
that. And if he went to jail, he’d just be a person 
who does that who’s also in jail.” Agnes doesn’t 
want retribution; she wants the whole thing to 
have played out differently, to not have been dis-
appointed by a person she trusted. 

You could quibble that Agnes’ decision not 
to press charges endangers other women, but 
that’s not the point of Sorry, Baby. And when 
you see how she’s treated, particularly by two 
faux- feminist campus representatives whose 
job is ostensibly to help her, her choice is under-
standable. This is a sort-of comedy about per-
sonal trauma, a delicate line to walk—and Vic-
tor mostly pulls it off. There’s comic relief when 
you least expect it: What can you do when your 
cat brings you an almost-dead mouse? There’s 
no good solution to this problem, though Agnes 
does her best. Victor and her fellow perform-
ers navigate the movie’s tone shifts admirably. 
Ackie—terrific in the title role of the 2022 bio-
pic Whitney Houston: I Wanna Dance With 
Somebody— plays Lydie as the kind of friend who 
can read your deepest secrets, no matter how 
hard you try to keep them under wraps; she lis-
tens with both her ears and eyes. And if Victor at 
times makes Agnes’ awkwardness a little too self-
consciously adorable, the actor sparkles, quietly, 
in scenes with the shy neighbor, Gavin (Lucas 
Hedges), who comes by at preappointed times 
for friends-with-benefits sex. Victor shows how 
Agnes stops just short of letting herself want 
too much from any one human being. There’s no 
facile way to “get over” or “get past” what hap-
pened to her—yet we can see her relearning, step 
by step, how to move through the world. She has 
nothing to gain by retreating from it.  □

AT Their besT, movies cAn be subTle ex-
pressions of feelings we’ve had but can’t fully 
articulate. Besides, when it comes to feelings, 
articulation might be overrated: one of the func-
tions of art is to explore the undefinable, and 
sometimes it’s a relief to let a movie do some of 
the emotional heavy lifting for us.

That’s the function writer-director-star Eva 
Victor’s debut film Sorry, Baby strives to ful-
fill. Victor plays Agnes, an academic in her late 
20s who has stuck around in the sleepy college 
town where she earned her graduate degree. 
That choice has seemingly paid off: she’s landed 
a full-time teaching job at her alma mater, fol-
lowing in the footsteps of the charming instruc-
tor who’d advised her on her thesis, a guy with a 
name straight out of F. Scott Fitzgerald, Preston 
Decker (Louis Cancelmi). Shortly after Agnes 
starts the job, her closest friend Lydie (Naomi 
Ackie), an old schoolmate, comes to visit from 
New York. Lydie has big news of her own: re-
cently married, she has just learned she’s preg-
nant. Agnes is happy for her, but she also feels 
abandoned. Lydie is moving on, reshaping her 
life after grad school in a way Agnes can’t.

There’s a reason for that: it turns out that 
Agnes was sexually assaulted in her final year of 

REVIEW

Moving forward 
from anguish—
with laughs
BY STEPHANIE ZACHAREK

T I M E  O F F  M O V I E S

This is a 
sort-of 

comedy 
about 

personal 
trauma, 

a delicate 
line to 
walk

△
Ackie and Victor 
play best friends 

navigating 
young-adult life
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made for the family was a happy one, 
she also explains how unsettled she 
had felt for most of her life, unable 
to comprehend her mother’s motiva-
tions and feeling resentment about 
truths that were hidden from her. 
Yet by the end of My Mom Jayne—by 
which time we’ve also met Hargitay’s 
biological father, onetime Las Vegas 
entertainer Nelson Sardelli, in a se-
quence that’s not likely to leave a 
dry eye in the house— Hargitay’s 
catharsis is complete. When Har-
gitay finally, and tenderly, tells her 
mother, “I see myself in you for 
the first time,” we, too, know more 
about this charming, ambitious per-
former whose star never burned as 
brightly as she’d hoped. She wasn’t 
our mom. But her unruly secrets re-
flect the uncomfortable truths that 
are so often hidden in our own his-
tories. Families are made of fallible 
humans. That’s their tragedy, and 
their glory. —s.z.

My Mom Jayne streams on Max 
beginning June 27 

she settled, somewhat unhappily, for 
being a curvaceous sex symbol.

Hargitay, wHo would build her 
own career as an actor on TV’s Law & 
Order: Special Victims Unit, never felt 
comfortable with either her mother’s 
persona or her life choices. Mans-
field was only 34 at the time of her 
death, in 1967. She and Mickey had di-
vorced shortly after Mariska was born, 
though he and the woman he married 
after the divorce, Ellen Siano, would 
end up raising Hargitay and two of 
her brothers after Mansfield’s death.  
(Hargitay’s two other half-siblings also 
appear in the documentary, helping 
her cover some gaps that her research 
couldn’t fill.)

Though Hargitay makes it clear 
that the life her father and stepmother 

When Mariska hargitay Was 3, 
she and two of her brothers survived 
the car accident that killed their 
mother, bombshell movie star Jayne 
Mansfield. The kids were asleep in 
the back seat; the three adults in the 
front—Mansfield, her companion at 
the time, and the car’s driver—were 
killed instantly. Mariska’s two broth-
ers, injured, were carried away from 
the scene. It wasn’t until later that one 
of them, 6-year-old Zoltan, realized 
Mariska wasn’t with them: she was 
pinned beneath the passenger seat, 
with a head injury. If Zoltan hadn’t 
spoken up, Mariska might not have 
been found until it was too late.

That’s just one of the details re-
vealed in Hargitay’s touching docu-
mentary My Mom Jayne, in which the 
actor, now 61, summons scraps of 
facts and remembrances to piece to-
gether the truth about her own iden-
tity, and in the process make peace 
with the mother she never knew. Har-
gitay has known since her 20s that 
the man who raised her, and loved 
her deeply—actor and bodybuilder 
Mickey Hargitay—was not her real fa-
ther. Only now is she reckoning with 
the scope of that truth. My Mom Jayne 
hopscotches through Mansfield’s early 
life and career: She became a mother 
at age 16, and lived in Texas with her 
young daughter and her first husband 
until she could stand it no longer—she 
wanted to be a movie star so badly that 
she was drawn to Hollywood, where 
she eked out a living with small film 
parts. Then, in 1955, she landed a star-
ring role on Broadway, in Will Success 
Spoil Rock Hunter? That opened the 
door to bigger film roles, but like the 
star she obviously emulated, Marilyn 
Monroe, Mansfield wanted desper-
ately to be considered a serious actor. 
With her moonbeam-colored hair and 
exaggerated, breathy speaking voice—
which her children recall as seeming 
strange and upsetting, so different 
from the mom they knew at home—

REVIEW

A bombshell movie-
star mother, with 
bombshell secrets

By the end of 
My Mom Jayne, 

Hargitay’s catharsis 
is complete
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△
Hargitay with Jayne Mansfield: an adoring mother, but one with secrets
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accepted that between 20% and 50% 
of the rise in crime in the 1980s and 
’90s is attributable to lead. There’s a 
clear association between the with-
drawal of leaded gas and the drop-off  
of crime. Many studies connect lead 
exposure to a frontal cortex damage 
that leads to heightened aggression, 
observed largely in males. 

Is there something specific about 
the Pacific Northwest? While there 
were smelters all over the coun-
try, Tacoma’s smelter sits right in 
the middle of the city. All the emis-
sions were spread in this plume up 
to a thousand square miles. Crime 
was up in Washington State by al-
most 30%—three times the national 
average. A lot of the idea about the 
Northwest Pacifi c comes right from 
Bundy. He was early in this phenom-
enon, and he talked a lot, to the point 
that he was mythologized. The media 
described him as “Kennedyesque.” 

America’s Serial Killer Database 
counted 669 in the ’90s and 117 
in the 2010s. Where are they all 
going? A police offi  cer will tell you 
we’re better at catching them be-
cause of increased resources. Propo-
nents of mass incarceration will tell 
you they’re in jail earlier and longer. 
Forensic evidence makes identify-
ing them easier. But in the same way 
we’ve built cars that are safer, we’ve 
also improved health outcomes 
to build better humans. Pregnant 
mothers take prenatal vitamins and 
mental- health services have im-
proved. Thanks largely to American 
football, we better understand the 
connection between repeated blows 
to the head and degradation of cogni-
tion. Toxic chemicals were phased out 
and banned, and then the crime rate 
took its largest plunge. I don’t think 
serial killers are going anywhere as 
much as we didn’t grow them to begin 
with. —ROSEMARY COUNTER

Your last book was a biography of 
Little House on the Prairie author 
Laura Ingalls Wilder. How do you 
go from that to serial killers? I was 
born and raised in Seattle and re-
member growing up with the pres-
ence of Ted Bundy. Even though I 
wasn’t touched by the case directly, 
having it happen so close was a big 
deal. Bundy kidnapped and killed 
two women on the same Sunday af-
ternoon from Lake Sammamish—
just six miles from me. It was all 
anybody could talk about. And then 
there were so many others…

Did it feel like suddenly serial kill-
ers were everywhere? By the time 
of [Richard] Ramirez, people were 
thinking, “What the hell is going 
on here?” It’s striking that nobody 
was asking why. Nobody was asking, 
“Are there more killers than before? 
Is there something about the Pacifi c 
Northwest?” The FBI was presenting 
themselves as the experts, but they 
weren’t explaining the phenomenon. 

Many theories have sought to ex-
plain it. How did you arrive at 
yours? I fi gure it’s got to be a com-
bination. Physical and sexual abuse 
was the leading theory of FBI profi l-
ers. A lot of these guys have a miss-
ing father, abusive father, didn’t 
know who their father was—which 
they blame their mothers for. As we 
learn about the brain, we’re thinking 
about the eff ects of concussion and 
brain damage. Some people think 
forceps [delivery] in the ’50s caused 
brain damage. Vitamin defi ciencies 
can produce defi cits in development. 
All this before [we even get to the 
topic of] chemical exposures.

How do you see that as a factor? 
During the postwar period, an enor-
mous amount of lead was in the air 
from mainly leaded gas and heavy in-
dustry like smelting. It is pretty well 

Serial killers 
thrive on 

attention. How 
do you write 
about them 

without feeding 
the hype?

This idea that serial killers 

are fi endishly clever is not are fi endishly clever is not 

true. We build these people true. We build these people 

up. Then when they’re up. Then when they’re 

unveiled, they’re these sad, unveiled, they’re these sad, 

pathetic losers. The public pathetic losers. The public 

should see that. But would should see that. But would 

any of this make someone any of this make someone 

take up serial killing in the take up serial killing in the 

fi rst place? I don’t think so. fi rst place? I don’t think so. 

Caroline Fraser The Pulitzer Prize–winning
author on her new book about serial killers, the

Pacifi c Northwest, and toxic chemicals
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