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The most ambitious and rewarding profiles tell the story not just of a person but of an idea. Such portraits, by urging us to consider their subjects in the context of a body of work or professional discipline, give human form to abstract concepts. The reader comes to understand the profile subject as the embodiment of a culturally significant idea. Realizing such pieces is as difficult as it sounds! The best profiles combine extensive quotation with first-hand observation; salient biographical anecdotes; meticulously researched analyses of the subject’s writings, art work, performances, or public appearances; along with illuminating comments by friends, colleagues, and adversaries—all melded into a single, gripping narrative.

In this course, we’ll tackle the challenges of producing successful profiles, with an emphasis on practical solutions to frequently encountered problems. (Topics will include composing a seductive yet brainy lede, translating jargon and technical arcana for lay readers, wresting vivid scenes from dull subjects, and handling uncooperative subjects.) We’ll study how various journalists, writing about figures in a broad range of fields, from politics and finance to scholarship and the arts, have negotiated the profile’s challenges. We’ll read pieces by some of the genre’s most talented practitioners and meet several of those journalists in class. Along the way, students will acquire a sense of the idea profile’s historical trajectory, from its antecedents among New York intellectuals in the 1940s and 1950s and the New Journalism of the 1960s, to its flowering in recent decades, in magazines like Lingua Franca, The New York Times Magazine, New York, and The New Yorker. 

There will be two assignments. The first is a tightly focused, Talk of the Town-style mini-profile (800-900 words), in which students will interview a figure of current cultural importance and, with concision, eloquence, and wit, tell us why this person matters now. The second assignment is a full-length profile (3,500-4,000 words), whose subject will be determined early in the semester and to which students will devote several weeks. Students will also be responsible for preparing discussion questions related to the readings. 

Grading: Writing assignments will constitute 75% of your grade. Class participation will constitute the remaining 25%. No late papers, please!

READINGS: Edmund Wilson, To the Finland Station.

(Available at the NYU Bookstore, 726 Broadway)

All other readings will be in the course packet

(Available at Village Copier East, 20 East 13th Street, 212-924-3456)

1/27
Introduction
2/3
Antecedents, Part I: The New York Intellectuals


Edmund Wilson: excerpts from To the Finland Station.


Mary McCarthy: “Artists in Uniform,” Harpers, March 1953.

“Settling the Colonel’s Hash,” 1954. Reprinted in On the      Contrary.
2/10
Antecedents, Part II: The New Journalists
Tom Wolfe: “The New Journalism,” from The New Journalism, Tom Wolfe and E.W. Johnson, eds. 1973. 

Gay Talese: “Frank Sinatra Has a Cold,” Esquire, April, 1966. 

Bernard Weinraub: The Brilliancy of Black,” Esquire, Jan. 1967.

2/17
Short Takes

Janny Scott: “One Mind, but What a Mind,” New York Times, Nov. 1, 1997.
Emily Eakin: “Habeas Corpus,” March, 1998. Reprinted in Quick Studies: The Best of Lingua Franca, 2002.

Tad Friend: “Diller at Ninety-Two,” The New Yorker, Jan. 11, 2010.

John Seabrook: “Master’s Voice,” The New Yorker, May 7, 2007.

Lizzie Widdicombe: “Emanuel in Full,” The New Yorker, Nov. 17, 2008.

 


            “Tavi Says,” The New Yorker, Sept. 20, 2010.



Guest: Lizzie Widdicombe

2/24
The Critical Profile Comes of Age 


Alex Star: Introduction to Quick Studies.
Margaret Talbot: “A Most Dangerous Method,” January, 1994. Reprinted in Quick Studies.

Malcolm Gladwell: “Damaged,” The New Yorker, Feb. 24, 1997.

“Six Degrees of Lois Weisberg,” The New Yorker, Jan. 11, 1999.

Mini-profile due
3/3: 
Storytelling

Steven Johnson: “The Long Zoom,” New York Times Magazine, Oct. 8, 2006.


John Seabrook: “Game Master,” The New Yorker, Nov. 6, 2006. 

Nick Paumgarten: “Master of Play,” The New Yorker, Dec. 20 & 27, 2010.

Guest: Nick Paumgarten

3/10
Pundits and Writers

Ian Parker: “He Knew He was Right, The New Yorker, Oct. 16, 2006.


                       “Paths of Glory,” The New Yorker, Nov. 15, 2010.


Daniel Zalewski: “The Background Hum,” The New Yorker, Feb. 23, 2009.

Guest: Ian Parker
Prospectus for long profile due

3/17
NO CLASS (SPRING VACATION)

3/24
Artists and Performers

Kelefa Sanneh: “Man of Many Hats,” The New Yorker, Aug. 2, 2010.




   “Last Laugh,” The New Yorker, April 13, 2009.

Judith Thurman: “Walking Through Walls,” The New Yorker, March 8, 2010.

Guest: Kelefa Sanneh 
3/31 
Translating Arcana
Larissa MacFarquhar: “The Devil’s Accountant,” The New Yorker, March 23, 2003.

John Colapinto: “The Interpreter,” The New Yorker, April 16, 2007.

Sylvia Nasar and David Gruber: “Manifold Destiny,” The New Yorker, Aug. 28, 2006.


Guest: Sylvia Nasar
4/7 
Research and Sources
David Grann: “Mysterious Circumstances” The New Yorker, Dec. 13, 2004.



“The Mark of a Masterpiece,” The New Yorker, July 12, 2010.

Eric Konigsberg: “Prairie Fire,” The New Yorker, January 16, 2006.
Guest: David Grann 
First draft of long profile due

4/21
Uncooperative Subjects

Raffi Khatchadourian: “Azzam the American,” The New Yorker, Jan. 22, 2007.


Jane Mayer: “Covert Operations,” The New Yorker, Aug. 30, 2010.

Andrew Goldman: “The Billionaire’s Party,” New York, July 25, 2010.


Guest: Raffi Khatchadourian
4/28
Style

Tony Judt: “Words,” New York Review of Books, July 15, 2010.

Vanessa Grigoriades: “Karl Lagerfeld, Boy Prince of Fashion,” New York, Feb. 13, 2007.

Tom Junod: “Steve Jobs and the Portal to the Invisible,” Esquire, Oct. 2008.

Nick Paumgarten: “The Merchant,” The New Yorker, Sept. 20, 2010.

Guest: Daniel Zalewski
Revision of long profile due

