
WORLD WIDE WEB, INDEED
Kutiman is a free-spirited, kibbutz- 
dwelling mash-up artist; when 
he comes across a New Orleans 
woman’s YouTube clips of her trip-
hop/R&B songs and ruminations on 
her hard-luck life, he pranks her in a 
marvelous way. The documentary 
Presenting Princess Shaw follows 
the titular performer from her job in a 
Louisiana assisted-living facility to Tel 
Aviv, where she fronts an ensemble 
that has turned her compositions into 
sleek, polished pop music.—B.D. 

LEARNING THE MOVES
You can scarcely take your eyes off 
tomboy Toni (11-year-old Royalty 
Hightower in her acting debut) 
in The Fits, director Anna Rose 
Holmer’s mesmerizing and original 
first feature. Shortly after Toni joins a 
step-dance drill team at a rec center 
in Cincinnati’s gritty West End, her 
teammates start having convulsive 
episodes. Are these due to tainted 
water? A psychosomatic group 
delusion? The wary, self-sufficient Toni 
finds herself both repelled by and 
drawn into the mysterious goings-on.

CHRIS’S WORLD
The great UK director Terence 
Davies’s Sunset Song centers on 
Scottish lass Chris Guthrie (Agyness 
Deyn, a former top runway model, 
style icon, and face for Shiseido and 
Burberry, among others), whose 
fate, while firmly bound within her 
tragic, tumultuous family and tiny 
rural community, is forever changed 
when her husband marches off to 
World War I. Amid the film’s ravishing 
cinematography and novelistic detail, 
Deyn shows formidable acting chops.

TRUST US

Movies + Books

“Girl meets girl. Girl loves girl, maybe,” Robin 
Wasserman writes in her new novel, Girls on Fire 
(Harper). “Girls link fingers on a dark night and 
whisper their secret selves, girls swear a blood 
oath of loyalty and silence.” This summer, two 
hotly anticipated novels—Emma Cline’s The Girls 
(Random House; it sold for a rumored seven 
figures at auction and Scott Rudin has acquired 
the film rights) and Girls on Fire (in development 
at Warner Bros. TV)—push youthful female 
friendships to bloody extremes. Girls on Fire follows 
the alternating viewpoints of quiet Hannah and 
manipulative Lacey, who grow close in the months 
following their high school classmate’s mysterious 
suicide. The Girls is heavily influenced by the 
Manson Family killings and centers on the fictional 
relationship between the narrator, Evie, and the 
older, teenage cult member Suzanne, whom she 
befriends. In both pairings, the girls are drawn 
together by the secrets, mundane and otherwise, 
that they share with each other; for Hannah and 
Evie, the friendships become all-consuming. In 
both books, unspeakable violence is committed, 
both physical and emotional.

Intense friendship between girls and women is 
well-charted territory in literature and film—from 
Toni Morrison’s Sula (1973) to Elena Ferrante’s 
Neapolitan novels (2011–2015). The 1990s alone 
were a mother lode for the genre on the big 
screen—Thelma & Louise (1991), Single White 
Female (1992), Heavenly Creatures (1994), and Girl, 
Interrupted (1999). So here’s an observation: While 
many renditions of feminine friendship are fraught 
with sexual tension, or violence, or both, 
most contemporary male friendships 
are portrayed as buddy comedies. 
Bromances: love with nary a serious 
deviant tinge.

That noted, both of this summer’s 
Girls novels have an undeniably dark, 
voyeuristic appeal: We get to watch 
universal emotions manifest with 
extreme outward ferocity. Whether 
we were a Suzanne or an Evie, a 
capricious leader or a stable follower, 
who among us didn’t have a friend 
who completed what we lacked, who 
we wanted on some level not just 

Why are female friendships written 
so hot and bothered—yet male 
friendships = bromance? Two novels 
explore the terrain. By Keziah Weir

GIRL 
ON GIRL

to be with, but to become? (Elena in Ferrante’s My 
Brilliant Friend is consumed to the point of near-
debilitation with jealousy and love for her friend 
Lila, who tests Elena’s devotion by playing hot 
and cold.) These books are deliciously digestible 
because they give respect to those raw, early 
friendships that first taught us how another human 
can be an extension of who we are—and what love 
story is more compelling and complicated than the 
one that we’re in with ourselves? This is not to say 
that male friendships can’t be as deep and twisty as 
female ones, but there’s some science to explain the 
girl-on-girl intensity: A 2003 study of children ages 
10 to 15, published in the journal Child Development, 
revealed that best friendships between girls were 
both more fragile than those between boys and 
more devastating when they ended. Researchers 
posited that as female friendships occur more often 
in isolation than male friendships (stereotypically, a 
group of boys meets up to play basketball; girls stay 
up late whispering secrets in the dark), intimacy 
between girls is more vulnerable. “How happy I 
was for any news of her interior,” Evie muses about 
Suzanne, “a secret meant for me alone.” 

The friends of Girls on Fire and The Girls are 
early iterations of the often-explored vengeful 
wife—Gone Girl’s Amy Dunne or Fates and Furies’ 

Mathilde Satterwhite—and I can’t 
find an instance of their husbands 
competing with the intensity of 
female intellect. In The Girls, men 
are described as “all hair and wet 
animal eyes”; in Girls on Fire, a 
boy is “this animal thing, wet and 
clumsy, bones and meat.” There 
are predatory older strangers, boys 
who are dull and groping, and father 
figures by turns sadistic, skeevy, or 
absent. “No one had ever looked 
at me before Suzanne, not really,” 
says Evie, “so she had become my 
definition.” Before we learn to love 
men, we often learn to love a girl. 

APPROVAL 
JUNKIE
FAITH SALIE
(Crown Archetype)
Readers went 
wild for this Type 
A comic’s ability 
to write about 
everything—from struggling 
with anorexia to the travails 
of eyelash extensions to her 
mother’s death—with a magic 
mix of vulnerability and jest. 
Salie’s succeeding despite the 
so-called impostor syndrome 
that many women unfortu- 
nately feel is, as one reader 
noted, a much-needed re-
minder to ignore “that doubt-
ing voice inside your head.”

“IF YOU LEAN 
IN, WILL MEN 
JUST LOOK 
DOWN YOUR 
BLOUSE?”
GINA BARRECA
(St. Martin’s Press) 
Barreca’s mix of  
personal essays, lists, and  
advice column–style interludes 
is laugh-out-loud funny 
(literally: One juror’s bedtime-
reading–induced giggles woke 
up her husband), whether 
she’s citing “Ten Reasons to 
Thank the One Who Walked 
Out” (number four: There’s 
such a thing as an insignificant 
other) or diving deep into her 
own 23 years of marriage.

I KNOW WHAT 
I’M DOING—
AND OTHER 
LIES I TELL 
MYSELF
JEN KIRKMAN
(Simon & Schuster)
Kirkman’s hilarious, 
self-deprecating memoir 
reads, as one reader said, 
“like a series of stream-of-
consciousness e-mails your 
best friend might send you.” 
The chapter on her mentor, 
Joan Rivers, was the standout, 
and ELLE jurors would have 
liked more on her experiences 
in comedy and her time on 
the road, and less about her 
relationships.—K.W.

THE ELLE’S 
LETTRES 2016

Fifteen ELLE readers choose 
their favorite among three 
promising new books—this 
month, comedienne memoirs
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3HEROES AND 
ZEROES
The Soho Press Book 
of 80s Short Fiction 
(Soho), edited by Dale 
Peck, delivers 34 
seminal stories—
about pickup artists, 
gender benders, 
working-class heroes, and zonked-
out dreamers—that “flourished in the 
tiny spaces between courage and 
despair” during the Reagan-Bush era 
and that seem tailor-made for this 
bumptious election year. Among the 
celebrated counter voices whose 
stories display righteous literary 
chops and pack real political punch 
are Mary Gaitskill, Denis Johnson, 
Jamaica Kincaid, and Raymond 
Carver.—L.S.

TRUST US
LIFE DURING 
WARTIME 
In The Morning They 
Came for Us: Dis-
patches From Syria 
(Liveright), Janine di 
Giovanni, the brilliant 
National Magazine 
Award–winning Vanity 
Fair correspondent and News-
week editor, and one of a few 
female war reporters, has written 
a book about the conflict in Syria 
that is destined to become a clas-
sic. Her trademark is to document 
the human costs, and she talks 
to students, physicians, bakers, 
and others, all living through what 
began as a revolution and “has 
since spiraled into a gruesome, a 
brutal, a seemingly forever war.” 

MELVILLE’S MUSE
“[Herman] Melville’s 
most passionate rela-
tionship—the powerful 
key to unlocking his se-
crets—has been missing 
from the story of his life,” 
writes Michael Shelden 
in Melville in Love (Ecco). 
This is a mesmerizing portrait of 
the married Melville’s years-long, 
romantically oceanic affair with 
his Massachusetts neighbor, Mrs. 
Sarah Morewood. A “splendid 
scowling beauty” with a “restless 
and dreamy” nature, Morewood 
played muse to Melville beginning 
in 1850 as he worked feverishly on 
Moby-Dick. The hitherto hidden 
tale of these unconventional lovers 
is a deep and revelatory pleasure.

SHOCK OF
THE NEW
A cultural history of 1971, the year 
everything changed. By Lisa Shea
“It’s a book about sex, drugs, hair, hot pants, 
tax, technology, class, race, gender, and foolish-
ness,” is how British music writer and media cor-
respondent David Hepworth describes Never a 
Dull Moment: 1971—The Year That Rock Exploded 
(Henry Holt). Cleverly crafted chapters form a 
glittery, boisterous month-by-month calendar of 
the “annus mirabilis…the busiest, most creative, 
most innovative, most interesting, and longest- 
resounding year” of an era that produced music we 
are still listening to.

The Beatles had disbanded, Elvis Presley was 
consigned to Vegas, and Beach Boy Brian Wilson 
was no longer feeling the good vibrations. But Hep-
worth argues that the end of the pop era marked the 
beginning of rock’s reign, having merged with an 
excess of sex and drugs to create a coveted new life-
style of elegant decadence. In this watershed year, 
talk of an alternative culture prompted “rock fans all 
over the world [to muse] at what sort of new world 
might be in the process of being born.” Icons such 
as Marianne Faithfull and Eric Clapton grasped in-
tuitively that the formula was “fame finds money 
becomes glamour.” 

Among the cavalcade of top-selling albums that 
emerged in 1971, Hepworth cites Joni Mitchell’s 
Blue, Carole King’s Tapestry, the Who’s Who’s Next, 
Led Zeppelin’s IV, James Taylor’s Mud Slide Slim 
and the Blue Horizon, Rod Stewart’s Every Picture 
Tells a Story, and the late David Bowie’s Hunky 

Dory. While Hepworth includes stories of some of 
the great talents who went underappreciated or im-
ploded or were later rediscovered—Judee Sill, Harry 
Nilsson, Alex Chilton—he notes that many artists 
have enjoyed careers “longer than their contem-
poraries who became novelists, politicians, cap-
tains of industry, and actors, let alone their old 
friends who remained at school when they hit the 
road with a guitar over their shoulder.” Hepworth 
acknowledges that nearly everything about the 
music world has changed over the past decades, 
from how music is procured and produced to how 
it’s published and promoted. Yet the concept of 
the hit single prevails, and Hepworth calls the 
Rolling Stones’ “Brown Sugar,” from their Sticky 
Fingers LP, the “key single” of 1971, “gravid with 
lust and throbbing with abandon.” Just like the 
Zeitgeist in which that evergreen jukebox jolter 
first hit the charts.

Whether you spin it or stream it, this indelible 
music, writes Hepworth, “no longer belongs to the 
people who made it or just to those of us who were 
lucky enough to be there when they did so. Now it 
belongs to everyone.” 
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